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Chapter One

September
Even at 8am it was already warm and humid, and Nathan Atwood was glad he’d forced himself to rise earlier than he would have preferred to start his eight mile run. As he ran through Central Park at a brisk pace, he noticed quite a few other runners, walkers, and cyclists, all undoubtedly anxious to beat the heat of a mid-September day in Manhattan and get their workouts done as early as possible.
He left the park and headed back towards the Plaza Hotel, where he was staying to attend the American Institute of Architects convention. The streets were considerably more crowded then they had been close to an hour ago when he’d started his run, requiring him to slow his pace and often dodge around people hurrying on their way to work. About a block from the hotel it got so congested that he gave up and slowed to a walk, conscious of the sweat pouring from his face and soaking his clothes, and he was grateful he didn’t have to deal with this sort of weather on a daily basis.
Summers in San Francisco, where he’d flown in from yesterday afternoon, were much cooler and outdoor workouts not nearly so taxing. And while the streets around his office building back home could get quite crowded at times, they were nothing like the virtual mob scene that was Manhattan. This certainly wasn’t his first visit here, but somehow he was never really prepared to deal with the masses of humanity he encountered in New York City.
But even with all the people hurrying this way or the other, Nathan still couldn’t miss the extraordinarily beautiful woman walking his way. Heads turned in all directions as she passed, but she seemed oblivious - whether by intent or not – to the admiring male stares and jealous female glares sent her way, and she didn’t make eye contact with anyone. Until she happened to glance up and meet his own enraptured gaze.
Time seemed to stand still for what was very likely just a few brief seconds, but to Nathan everything around him seemed frozen as he stared into those beautiful mossy green eyes. The brisk pace she’d been walking at slowed until she was almost standing still as they continued to stare at each other, as if there weren’t dozens of other people rushing past them.
The beautiful stranger offered up a tentative smile, which he returned automatically, the sort of casual acknowledgement that people who find each other mutually attractive tossed out. But there was nothing casual about the instant and almost overwhelming reaction he was having to her, as he continued to hold her gaze steadily and her smile deepened. It wasn’t just the physical awareness of each other, though that was certainly off the charts. Instead it almost felt as though he recognized her from somewhere, had been waiting for her to appear and already knew her intimately. As they continued to stare at each other, the woman’s full, glossy lips parted, and he waited for her to say something.
And then just like that she was gone, continuing on her way, and he turned to watch her, wanting nothing more than to follow in her wake, find out her name, get her number, ask her out to dinner, fuck her senseless. But instead he merely watched her go, as he somewhat belatedly recalled that he was no longer free to do any of those things. Not since he’d become engaged to Cameron Tolliver less than a month ago.
But that recollection didn’t erase the image of that flawlessly beautiful face from his mind as the day went on. As he showered and dressed in a light gray Prada suit, he remembered the way her structured white dress clung to a body with curves in all the right places. When he was getting coffee and a bagel at the continental breakfast buffet set up for the convention attendees, he pictured her perfect facial features – high, sculpted cheekbones, small, straight nose, plush, pillowy lips glossed in a soft rose, and those huge green eyes. To distract himself during the really boring opening presentation, he thought of her long, curling hair that fell more than halfway down her back, a light golden brown shade that reminded him of melted caramel. And the mental image of how her high heels had made her legs look endlessly long caused him to develop a hard-on at a most inappropriate time.
By the time the convention meetings had ended for the day and it was time to head to dinner, Nathan was mentally kicking himself for not following his initial instincts and running after his beautiful stranger. Now he’d never see her again and would probably regret it for a long, long time. He’d dated and slept with a lot of women in his thirty three years, but had never reacted quite this way to one of them before.
But it was likely all for the best, he thought, since he wasn’t in a position to pursue this sudden obsession with a woman he’d passed on the street for maybe twenty seconds max. He did, after all, have a brand-new fiancée back home and it would have been really shitty of him to chase after another woman, no matter how gorgeous she was. Should he be worried that feeling this sort of strong attraction to another woman was a sign that perhaps he shouldn’t have agreed to this engagement after all?
He and Cameron had been dating for just over two years, and she had started hinting about getting engaged less than a year into the relationship. He had put her off each time she brought the subject up, not at all sure he was ready to settle down, or that Cameron was the right one to settle down with. Prior to getting involved with her, he hadn’t really done long term relationships, thoroughly enjoying a carefree state of unencumbered bachelorhood. He’d rarely dated the same woman more than a few times, and probably wouldn’t have continued seeing Cameron much longer than that if it hadn’t been for her persistence coupled with the fact that everyone else he knew seemed to be in a permanent relationship these days.
It has been a series of events that finally prompted him to get engaged. First, his younger brother Jared and his wife Brooke had had a baby boy earlier this summer, less than two years after they had married. Jared was a professional baseball player for the Colorado Rockies, and at age twenty-nine was a full four years younger than Nathan, who was the oldest of three sons. Not only was Jared the first of the boys to marry but now also the first to produce a grandchild. Nathan was quite aware that his parents had likely always expected him to be the first to do both given that he was the oldest. The marriage part hadn’t really bothered him, especially since he’d thought Jared too young to get married. But the part about the baby had given him cause for reflection, especially when he saw how taken his parents were with their new grandson.
Then his younger brother Greg, who was beginning his final year of law school back in Michigan, had moved in with his longtime girlfriend Emma and there was talk of a Christmas engagement. And then, just a few weeks ago, Nathan and Cameron had attended the wedding of Kyle Philpott, one of Nathan’s closest friends and former water polo teammates from their days at UC Berkeley. Kyle had been among the last of their circle of friends to tie the knot, leaving Nathan as practically the only remaining single one. He had started to feel like the odd man out, and to wonder if time was passing him by while all of his other friends were getting married and starting families.
Kyle’s wedding, in fact, had been the catalyst in setting the scene for Nathan and Cameron to finally get engaged. Nathan had been pleasantly buzzed from all the free flowing booze, he’d been having a great time with so many of his friends who were in attendance, and Cameron had caught the bride’s bouquet. She’d arrived back at their table clutching the flowers triumphantly, and quite boldly told him that he had to marry her now. To her utter delight, he’d agreed this time and she had immediately proceeded to call her parents, her sister, and half a dozen friends despite his pleas to keep the news to themselves for just a little while. But Cameron rarely listened to reason and frequently acted on impulse, and most of the time those impulses were ill-advised. He usually found her impulsiveness endearing but at other times – like the night of their engagement – it had been maddening. He had really wanted to keep the news to themselves for just a little while, especially considering how quickly the whole thing had wound up unfolding.
He’d been a little taken aback at the reaction – or, more accurately, the lack thereof – from his parents and siblings when he had called them with the news. Oh, they had certainly expressed surprise and offered him heartfelt congratulations, but he had sensed that none of them were over the moon about his engagement. He had received similar reactions from several of his friends, and in some cases – like Travis, his business partner – he had actually perceived a sense of disapproval. Small wonder, though, considering that Cameron and Travis didn’t really get along and neither made much effort to conceal their mutual dislike.
As he headed into the banquet room that had been set for the evening’s group dinner, he checked his phone for messages, sighing when he saw three missed calls and half a dozen texts from Cameron. He had called her during an early afternoon break, and the conversation hadn’t been especially pleasant. She’d been peeved at him for the flight arrangements he’d made for this trip, in particular his return flight home. Because the convention didn’t end until late afternoon on Friday, and he knew he’d wind up going out to dinner with a group of acquaintances, he had refused to get up early on Saturday to catch a flight back to San Francisco. Cameron had wanted him to escort her to one of those all-too-frequent high society functions that her parents always patronized, and often compelled her to attend as well. But his flight arrived in too late to make the charity ball, and she was none too happy about having to go alone. Nathan knew she still hadn’t completely given up on convincing him to catch an earlier flight, and he hoped they wouldn’t have yet another argument about it. He decided to wait until after dinner to call her back, wanting to enjoy the evening among old friends and business associates.
This convention was not only valuable for his career and business, but a bit of a getaway for him, too. Work had been incredibly busy this year, which was fantastic for the success of his firm but exhausting for him personally. The only vacation time he’d been able to scratch out so far had been a quick visit to see his parents in Michigan, and a couple of long weekends at Cameron’s parents’ second home in Lake Tahoe. He and Cameron did have a week’s getaway to Maui planned for November but this week in New York City was a little breather just for him.
The rest of the evening passed by relatively quickly, and he was able to temporarily forget about the gorgeous woman he’d seen this morning. But she featured prominently in his dreams that night, though he couldn’t remember any specific details when he woke up the next morning. Judging by the size of his morning erection, however, he figured they must have been juicy.
He chose to swim laps in the hotel’s pool that morning rather than run since it was raining outside. He liked to mix up his workout rotation anyway, rarely doing the same thing two days in a row. Besides running and swimming, he also enjoyed mountain biking, rock climbing, and weight training. He’d always been a strong swimmer from the time he was a boy, which had evolved into water polo during high school and college. His years on the water polo team at Berkeley were some of the best times of his life, and the friends he’d made on the team continued to be his closest pals today.
The rain kept up for a good part of the day, preventing him from going outside, but the possibility of seeing his beautiful stranger was slim to none anyway. Still, he couldn’t help but be disappointed when he ran again on Wednesday morning and didn’t see her this time. The rain had stopped but the weather was hotter and muggier than ever. During a mid-morning break, coffee and tea were served as usual but a hot drink didn’t seem very appealing given the rising temperature outside.
“I’m thinking of heading to the Starbucks down the street to get an iced coffee, “ said Nathan to Rick Marshall, an old friend and classmate from Berkeley, who was also attending the convention. Rick worked for a big firm in Chicago, and they typically saw each other at the convention each year.
“Sounds good to me. Actually, one of those frappuccinos they make sounds even better. I’ll go with you,” offered Rick.
The hot, humid weather enveloped them like a wet blanket when they exited the hotel. It was a mercifully short walk to the Starbucks, and the air conditioning inside was a welcome relief. There was a short line at the counter, but Nathan got his iced coffee fairly quickly. Rick’s specially concocted caramel vanilla frappuccino took longer to prepare, so Nathan pulled out a chair at a table near the counter and sat down to wait. And saw his beautiful stranger sitting at the next table.
Her attire today was more casual than the classy white linen dress she’d worn the other day. This morning she wore a fitted white T-shirt that clung lovingly to those lushly full breasts he’d been fantasizing about for two days. The rest of her outfit consisted of a slim fitting navy skirt, a wide brown leather belt with a gold filigree buckle, and brown leather stiletto sandals with a sexy ankle strap. Her abundant fall of hair had been pulled back into a sleek ponytail, which emphasized those glorious cheekbones and huge green eyes. Her full, luscious mouth was glossed over in a shiny nude color this morning and he wanted to claim it in a deep, searching kiss so badly he couldn’t think of anything else.
She looked cool and chic but incredibly hot at this same time. He wanted to lick her all over, starting with that deliciously fuckable mouth, and then traveling down that slender throat to those perfect tits. And that was just for a warm-up. Jesus, the things he wanted to do to her – spread her out on his bed, loosen that beautiful hair and run his fingers through it, then undress her slowly and savor her for hours, maybe even days. She was the sort of ultimate fantasy woman that most men never even got to see up close, much less do all of the dirty things on his sexual wish list to.
She was working on her tablet, and sipping what looked like her own iced coffee, and hadn’t noticed him yet. Nathan was sure that someone as beautiful and sexy as she was had long ago perfected the knack of ignoring unwelcome attention; otherwise she’d have men hitting on her around the clock. But at that particular moment she happened to glance up and see him, and when she smiled in recognition, a warm glow spread over him.
“How are you this morning?” he asked, his voice huskier than normal as he smiled back at her.
Her green eyes sparkled in amusement, almost as if she sensed his uncertainty. “Pretty good, thanks. How about yourself?”
Her voice was soft and sweet and the sound made him hard. He wondered wildly if she would still sound that way when he made her pant and moan with arousal.
“Trying to stay cool in this heat,” he replied, grateful that his voice now sounded normal. He raised his own plastic cup of iced coffee. “Looks like we had the same idea.”
She didn’t reply, merely gave him another of those sexy little smiles, and took a sip of her drink before returning her attention to her tablet. He shifted uncomfortably as he grew even harder, imagining those full, pillowy lips sucking his cock instead of the straw. He hadn’t worn his suit jacket in deference to the heat, and hoped that his erection would subside enough to be able to walk out of here in a couple of minutes.
As if on cue, Rick appeared by his side, holding an oversized concoction swirled with caramel syrup and topped with a mound of whipped cream. It was more ice cream fountain treat than coffee drink, and Nathan had to suppress a shudder at the thought of how sweet it must taste.
“Ready to go?” asked Rick cheerily. “Almost time for the next session to start. We’ll make it back just in time.”
Nathan stood slowly, grateful to note that his erection had deflated just enough so that it wasn’t tenting his trousers. “Sure, let’s go.” He hesitated for long seconds, willing his beautiful stranger to glance up again. When she didn’t, he impulsively called out to her, “Have a good day.”
She looked up then, her gaze locking with his, and smiled. “Yes, you, too.”
Aware that Rick was staring at her, and then back at him, Nathan gave her a returning smile before ushering Rick out of the store. He wanted nothing more than to send Rick on his way and then go back inside, this time to find out her name and ask her to have dinner with him, not giving a shit if he was late for the convention or if he ever made it back at all. But then he thought again of Cameron and started walking back to the Plaza at a brisk pace, before he could change his mind and retrace his footsteps.
Predictably, Rick was full of questions. “Who the hell was that babe you were talking to? Damn, but she was fucking hot, Nathan. With a capital H-O-T.”
He shrugged, not liking the way Rick was almost salivating. “Don’t know. I passed her by on the street a couple of days ago and here she is again today. She must work in the area.”
Rick shook his round, balding head in disbelief. “And you didn’t get her name or number? With the way she was looking at you?”
Nathan tried mightily to seem nonchalant. “She wasn’t looking at me in any special way, Rick. Women that look like her can pretty much have any guy they want.”
Rick snickered. “Yeah, and she wanted you, dumbass. Only you were too dumb to do anything about it. You could be having the primest piece of ass I’ve ever seen sharing your bed tonight and you just walk away. If she’d been looking at me that way, we’d be halfway to my hotel room now.”
Even though he had no right whatsoever to feel proprietary about his beautiful stranger, Nathan was still angered at the rather crude manner in which Rick was talking about her. Anxious to drop the subject, he waved a hand in dismissal. “Moot point anyway. I’m engaged, remember? No harm in looking but I’m not in any position to go farther than that.”
“Never would have taken you for such a pussy, Atwood, especially after seeing you in action back in college” said Rick in disgust. “Hell, if I was married with three wives I’d still fuck that gorgeous babe if she gave me the come-hither sign. Don’t be such a sap. You’re a long way from home, buddy, and your fiancée would never know. Think of it as one final fling before settling down. And what a fling it would be. Damn, I’d cut off a couple of fingers just to get an up close look at those tits. They’ve got to be double D’s.”
“Stop it.” Nathan was seething, and getting increasingly pissed off with every word Rick uttered. He didn’t want his friend to cheapen anything about the beautiful girl he was becoming increasingly obsessed with. “Just drop it, okay? Yes, she’s a fucking wet dream, and if I wasn’t already spoken for I’d be back at that table trying to talk her out of her panties. But I’m not free to do that so let’s forget it.”
Rick shook his head. “Fine. But you’re an idiot. Every other guy I know – single, engaged, or married – wouldn’t hesitate to fuck her brains out, even if it was just once. Woman like that only comes along once in a lifetime, you know.”
As the afternoon wore on, those words of Rick’s continued to nag Nathan. Would he always regret passing up the opportunity to spend a night with his beautiful stranger? Because despite his denials to Rick, he had definitely felt a strong connection, a mutual attraction to the green-eyed beauty, and was very sure he would have succeeded in seducing her. There had definitely been something there, and she had felt it, too, he was sure of it. She had been every bit as aware of him as he was of her, and he wished like hell he’d had the nerve to linger at Starbucks awhile longer and talk to her at greater length.
But it was too late now, for he’d walked away from his only opportunity, and it was extremely unlikely he’d ever see her again. Or that she would even give him a second thought. She probably had guys calling her and asking her out all the time, and she sure as hell wasn’t likely to dwell on a stranger who’d fumbled his best chance to approach her.





Chapter Two

Julia McKinnon gave herself yet another mental kick in the ass at how idiotically she’d behaved not once but twice now. Quite possibly the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen before had made it rather obvious that he found her equally as attractive, but what had she chose to do about it? Oh, yes, walk away the first time and then give him the cold shoulder the second by turning her attention back to her iPad. And now the odds of seeing him for a third time weren’t good. She’d overheard his short, pudgy friend – the one who’d frankly creeped her out with his lascivious grin – mention something about getting back to a session, so she assumed they were only in town for a meeting or conference of some sort. He was likely leaving town the next day or so, and she’d never seen him again.
‘Stupid, stupid, stupid, Julia!’ she chastised herself. ‘One of the very few times a man has actually interested you, and you basically freeze him out just like you always do.”
Her well-honed knack for ignoring men and their largely unwanted advances had developed at an early age. Julia had known that she was attractive from the time she was a small child, largely because everyone had told her so repeatedly. She could vividly recall any number of occasions when she’d been out with one or both parents – and her identical twin Lauren – and people had stopped them in the streets to comment “What beautiful children you have” or “Such gorgeous little girls”. As she and her twin had grown older and started to mature, the attention had come from boys. She and Lauren had both developed boobs and hips by the tender age of thirteen, and their mother – Natalie – had made very sure that her daughters never took advantage of their beauty.
She’d been quite strict with regards to their clothing and makeup, nixing some of their choices as inappropriate, and making sure her girls always looked ladylike. That had been much tougher with Lauren, who to this day vastly preferred T-shirts, jeans, and hiking boots to the sheath dresses and high heels that Julia favored. But during their high school years Julia could quite clearly recall a number of occasions when her mother had forbidden her to wear a particular top that was too low-cut or clingy, or a skirt that was too short, or a shade of lipstick deemed too flashy.
And as far as boys were concerned, Natalie had been adamant that neither of her daughters gained a “reputation” as being easy or promiscuous. “Because both of you are so pretty, you’re always going to have boys – and later on men – approaching you. You need to learn to be discriminating and careful, and not go off with every cute boy who smiles at you,” she’d cautioned them more than once.
As it turned out, their mother had had very little cause for concern. Lauren had much preferred soccer, swimming, and her martial arts classes to dating, though she had somewhat reluctantly attended both of her proms at Julia’s urging. Julia had been with Sam for all four years of high school, and even part of college, and had only had one other serious relationship since then – one that had not ended on an amicable note like it had with Sam. It had ended so badly, in fact, that she hadn’t had a serious relationship since – and that had been over two years ago. There had been a couple of very brief flings with men she didn’t care to think about anymore, and no one at all for almost a year now.
Her absence of a love life was certainly not for lack of opportunity. Everywhere she went men looked at her – and often tried to approach her – but she almost always ignored them, pretending they didn’t even exist. Until two days ago when she’d spied the gorgeous man walking towards her on Park Avenue.
He’d obviously been out for a run, for his hair and face were damp with perspiration, his gray cotton T-shirt stained dark with sweat. But all she’d really noticed were those piercing light blue eyes, classically handsome features, and that beautiful head of thick, dark brown hair. The body hadn’t been any hardship to look at either – tall and leanly muscled, well-defined biceps and slim hips. He looked like an athlete without having an overly-muscled body, or being too big and intimidating. His beautiful face and sculpted body had imprinted themselves into her memory banks immediately, even though she’d only seen him for less than a minute. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d even given a man a second thought, much less daydreamed about him at inopportune moments.
When she’d seem him again earlier today, she had definitely noticed how hot he looked with the sleeves of his crisp white dress shirt precisely rolled back, and the way his dark gray suit trousers hung on his body. His clothes looked expensive, and Julia – who knew clothing and designers very well – guessed his suit to be Gucci or maybe Dior. She’d recognized the classic Piaget watch on his left wrist, noticing discreetly at the same time the absence of a wedding ring. His black oxford shoes had been buffed to a subtle shine, and he had looked every bit the suave, polished businessman he most likely was. Julia had a real weakness for a guy who could wear a suit really well, and Mr. Gorgeous – as she’d nicknamed him – certainly fit that bill. It was too bad that the weather had been so hot and he’d left his suit jacket off. She could just imagine how the undoubtedly well tailored garment would show off the breadth of his shoulders, and the dark gray color would compliment his blue eyes.
That she was seriously attracted to this man was without debate. The reason for it was something she couldn’t explain as easily. Oh, he was undoubtedly gorgeous and sexy, and his smile could melt the panties off a nun. But Julia saw attractive men almost every day in Manhattan – and most of them tried to get her attention. There was something else about this one particular man that made him special, made her want to see him again, have dinner with him, kiss him, go to bed with him for hours, days, weeks. There had just been – something that had passed between them, not just an awareness but almost as though she recognized him, knew him in some inexplicable way, had been waiting for him for a very long time.
‘Too late, stupid,’ she told herself angrily. ‘When are you ever going to learn it’s okay to act on your instincts once in awhile?’
It was nearly time to leave work for the day, and she wondered hopefully if she might possibly run into him again. She began to tidy up her desk and workspace, though unfortunately there wasn’t all that much to organize these days.
She worked as an interior designer at one of Manhattan’s most exclusive firms. It had been a real coup for someone so young to land such a plum job, but of course she had Gerard to thank for that. Sadly, she also had Gerard to blame for the lousy situation she currently found herself stuck in.
Gerard Landreaux had been friends with Julia’s aunt Madelyn – Natalie’s twin – since their college days at the Fashion Institute here in New York. Gerard had majored in interior design, while Aunt Maddy had studied fashion merchandising. They had remained fast friends ever since, going on thirty years now. It had been Gerard – whom Julia and Lauren had met many times over the years during visits to Aunt Maddy – who had ultimately influenced her to pursue a degree and career in interior design, convincing her it was more stable and less subject to wide changes in trends than the career as a fashion designer she’d originally considered. And it had been Gerard who had obtained the internship at his firm for her once she’d graduated from Cornell three years ago, and had offered her a permanent job after that. He had been her mentor, her friend and her boss, not necessarily in that order.
He’d shielded her from the cattiness and outright hostility displayed by his business partner - Vanessa Bradshaw. The older woman had taken an almost instant dislike to Julia, and had advised Gerard against taking her on. Fortunately, Julia hadn’t had much contact with Vanessa, working almost exclusively under Gerard’s direction.
Julia had fretted once to Gerard, not at all understanding why Vanessa disliked her so. “I mean, I can’t think of anything I ever did or said to make her mad. Why in the world does she hate me so much?”
Gerard had chuckled, shaking his close-shaven head. “Oh, sweetie pie, do you want a list? Let’s see – it’s because of your face, body, wardrobe, age, talent, personality. Oh, and let’s not forget the design award you won last month. Van’s been in this business almost twenty years and has never won a damn thing. You’re in less than a year and you’ve already got clients singing your praises and being nominated for awards.”
Vanessa was, from all accounts, not a particularly talented designer and most of her client base was referrals from her wealthy family. And it was her family money that had initially funded the design firm, the only reason Gerard had ever agreed to working with her.
Vanessa’s hostility aside, working for Manhattan Interiors had been a dream job for Julia these past two and a half years. Gerard had given her some small but interesting jobs to start with, then, as her reputation as an innovative designer became more widespread, the jobs became larger and more prestigious. When she won three design awards in two years, Julia had become even more sought after.
And then everything had changed a little less than four months ago. Gerard’s longtime lover – Theo – had left him abruptly for a younger man, and Gerard had gone a little crazy as a result. Stating very dramatically – in true Gerard style – that his heart was broken into a million pieces and that he couldn’t bear to stay in New York where there were too many memories of Theo, he had promptly sold his share of the business to Vanessa, rented out his midtown apartment, and moved back home to New Orleans to lick his wounds. Gerard had been far too emotionally wrecked when he left to smooth things over for Julia with Vanessa, and she’d been left at the mercy of the older woman, now her sole boss.
And the changes had been immediate and unpleasant. The assignments Julia now received were small, boring, and not the least bit challenging, mostly redecorating the bedrooms or living rooms for uptown society matrons. Vanessa reserved the really good jobs for herself or the two or three other designers who chose to kiss her ass, something Julia flat out refused to do. But from what Julia had overheard, some of those jobs hadn’t pleased the clients and there had been complaints. Business had also dropped off some since Gerard’s departure, and Julia knew it had been his reputation that had brought in a lot of clients.
But the other increasingly unpleasant aspect of her job in recent months had had been the frequent and unwelcome presence of Vanessa’s newest boyfriend at the office. His name was Philip and he quite frankly gave Julia the creeps. She supposed he was good looking enough, though in a dark, swarthy way with over-tanned skin and too-white teeth that didn’t appeal to her in the least. He wore too much gel in his slick-backed black hair and an almost sickening amount of cologne. Coupled with all the gold jewelry he wore, and the open-necked silk shirts he favored that displayed too much body hair, he reminded Julia of an aging gigolo. And very, very unfortunately, he was also extremely taken with Julia. Nearly every time he was in the office, he sought her out and made some very suggestive comment or worse, tried to touch her. Julia had become quite adept at evading him, or at least making sure she wasn’t alone when he was around.
Philip’s presence in the office earlier today had, in fact, been the reason why she had been in Starbucks this morning. She’d seen him enter the office and had hastily grabbed her things and exited through a back door. When she had returned over an hour later he’d mercifully been gone.
Between the lousy assignments she’d been getting, Vanessa’s hostility, and Philip’s unwelcome attentions, Julia was more than ready to move on. She had, in fact, recently begun to polish up her resume and started researching other firms both in New York and other parts of the country. She loved New York and had thoroughly enjoyed living here the past three years. She adored the shopping, the restaurants, the museums and shows, the almost constant hum of activity and excitement. She had loved Manhattan since she was a small child and had paid regular visits over the years to her grandparents and Aunt Maddy. It had always been a cherished dream of hers to live in Manhattan, and that dream had become a reality after her college graduation from Cornell in upper state New York. And even though her apartment on the Upper East Side was teeny tiny, though still outrageously expensive to rent, she loved it.
But she was also homesick for her family home in northern California, and for her parents, sister and friends. Her parents lived in Carmel, where Julia had grown up, and Lauren had a small cabin in Big Sur where she lived when she wasn’t traveling all over the world for her job as a National Geographic photographer. Julia wouldn’t mind in the least if a new job brought her to San Francisco or Los Angeles so she could be closer to home and see her family more often than three or four times a year. And she had never been crazy about East Coast weather – cold and snowy in the winter months, hot and humid in the summer, and somewhat unpredictable the rest of the time.
As she walked slowly down Park Avenue towards the bus stop, she couldn’t help but keep a watch out for the gorgeous man. But even though she’d known it to be a long shot, Julia couldn’t help the overwhelming sense of disappointment she felt when he didn’t appear and hoped that he hadn’t already left town. It would be just her bad luck to have squandered the perfect opportunity to talk to him earlier today, and then to never see him again. One of these days, perhaps, she would finally learn to act on her instincts, maybe even to be impulsive once in awhile. Julia vowed that if she was lucky enough to see Mr. Gorgeous again that she would definitely act on her impulses this time around – impulses that were compelling her to wind her arms around his neck and plant a long, slow kiss on that very sexy mouth.





Chapter Three

“Hey, Nathan. You’re having dinner with us tonight, aren’t you? Dave made reservations for eight of us at Tao.”
Nathan glanced up from the tumbler of scotch he’d been sipping at the sound of Rick’s voice. “Sure, why not? That sounds great. Let’s end our week here with an awesome meal.”
Rick clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Come on, let’s get another drink before we head out. Might as well enjoy the free booze while it lasts.”
They were attending the cocktail party that marked the official end of the five-day convention. Nathan was more than a little sorry to see the week draw to a close, for it meant a return to the daily grind of his job and the various stresses that accompanied it. He loved his chosen profession, was proud of co-owning a very successful firm, and grateful for all of the opportunities that had come his way. But all that success came with a price, and sometimes he wished he could take a few steps back to more fully enjoy the fruits of his labors.
However, his well-deserved break was nearly over and tomorrow he’d be flying back to San Francisco and his normal, hectic routine. At least he would have Sunday to sleep in, unpack and relax before the work week began anew. Unless, of course, Cameron already had expectations to go out somewhere on Sunday, plans that she hadn’t yet shared with him. That was a particular habit of hers, one he didn’t like at all, and something she tended to laugh away, claiming she was so busy that he couldn’t possibly expect her to keep track of so many appointments and social events.
He was finishing up his third drink and starting to feel pleasantly mellow when his phone rang. He scowled slightly when he saw it was Cameron, but began to walk to a quieter corner as he answered the call.
“Hi, babe!” she greeted a little too enthusiastically, and he groaned inwardly. It was the cheerful, almost over the top tone she used when she wanted something.
“Hey, yourself,” he replied neutrally. “What’s going on since I talked with you – oh, let’s see – about five hours ago?” He had given her a quick call at lunchtime.
She giggled, another sure sign that she was getting ready to butter him up for something. “Nothing special. I just missed you. Thinking I should have come along on this trip after all.”
Nathan had actually been the one to suggest she accompany him to New York, especially after she’d made a big deal out of his being away for almost a week. Cameron loved New York – the shops, restaurants, night clubs and Broadway plays – but she hadn’t wanted to see all of that by herself while he was occupied with convention business. She had also had a previously scheduled show at the art gallery that she – well, technically her parents – owned and had felt obliged to attend.
“Well, there’ll be other trips. Like Hawaii in a couple of months, for example. Look, I don’t mean to rush you, Cam, but I’m supposed to leave for dinner in a minute with a group.” Nathan in fact could see Rick motioning to him that they were ready to leave and he mouthed “I’ll meet you guys there in a few minutes.”
“Okay, babe, I won’t keep you long. I just wanted to let you know there are still seats available on the 7:30am flight out of JFK tomorrow morning. You could be here by noon and still have plenty of time to attend the hospital benefit with me. I know you’re headed out but I’d be happy to change your flight for you if you just give me your info.”
Nathan was dumbfounded. After all of the conversations and arguments they’d had on this particular subject, here was Cameron still on it less than twenty-four hours before his flight left.
He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and replied as calmly as possible. “Thanks for checking, but I’m not going to fly out that early. We’ve discussed this like – a dozen times at least. I’m flying out at 2:00pm tomorrow and that’s it.”
There was silence at the other end for long seconds before she finally answered. “You seriously wouldn’t suck it up and give up a few hours sleep to catch that earlier flight? Babe, you know how much I want to attend this event.”
He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “There’s no reason at all you can’t attend alone. Your parents will be there, your sister, a bunch of your friends.”
“Yes, and everyone will have their spouse or a date. Think how I’m going to feel being the only one there alone.”
“I’m sorry, Cam, but this isn’t anything new. I arranged to attend this convention a long time before you ever mentioned this ball.”
“But it’s important, Nathan,” she whined. “This is one of the top social events of the year. I’ll look pathetic if I show up alone.”
Nathan pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling the beginnings of a headache coming on. “You won’t look pathetic, for Christ’s sake. And frankly, every damned event you want to attend is one of the top ones of the year. You’re going to have to start resigning yourself to the fact that you aren’t going to be able to attend them all.”
“And what’s that supposed to mean?” she demanded. The mounting anger in her voice was evident. “You think that once we’re married we should sit home every weekend like a couple of old people and rent movies and eat popcorn? How boring does that sound?”
In actuality, it sounded great to Nathan, vastly preferable to getting dragged to another black-tie event where the only purpose in attending seemed to be impressing Cameron’s friends with her latest gown and flaunting her handsome boyfriend.
“Cam, this really isn’t the time to have this discussion, okay? I’m going to be late for dinner if I don’t leave now. I’ll call you from JFK tomorrow before my flight leaves, all right?”
He was again met with a stony silence for long seconds until she finally replied in a brittle tone. “So that’s your final answer, huh? You’re still going to take the afternoon flight?”
“Yes,” he answered in a tired voice. “I’m probably going to be up late tonight and no way can I get up early enough to make a 7:30am flight.”
“Fine,” she snarled. “Thanks for nothing. Good night.”
Nathan cursed vividly beneath his breath as Cameron abruptly disconnected the call. Angrily, he shoved his phone into his jacket pocket, still in disbelief that she had called him on this matter yet again. He knew she was royally pissed off, and would be sure to let him know about it when he got home. At the moment, though, he really didn’t give a shit. Cameron had pissed him off, too, and he was getting damned tired of always being the one to concede and compromise in this relationship.
He was angry enough to order yet another drink before the bartender could close things up for the reception, and bolted it down in three quick gulps. Rick and the others had left over five minutes ago so he headed for the hotel exit as swiftly as possible, his quick pace fueled by the simmering anger he still felt at the call from Cameron. He really, really disliked being manipulated or controlled, and he had begun to notice more and more as of late that Cameron was trying very hard – in her own subtle ways – to do both of those things. He was starting to re-think this whole idea of the engagement, wondering not for the first time if it had come about for all the wrong reasons. Probably because he hadn’t had a lot of experienced in this whole long-term relationship thing, he’d allowed her to take the lead on far too many things and he was starting to feel hemmed in and resentful. When he got home it was going to be way past time to iron out some important details and assert himself more forcefully in this relationship.
Nathan was still extremely pissed off, the anger making him want to lash out at something, to take his aggression out somehow, as he reached the revolving front doors of the hotel that left him standing on Park Avenue. He wondered briefly as he stood there if he ought to skip dinner and go swim a bunch of laps in the hotel pool to take the edge off. Deciding against that idea, he turned and began walking down the street when he saw her again.
She was walking at a leisurely pace in his direction and hadn’t seen him yet so he had a few seconds to admire how exquisitely beautiful she looked this evening. Her dress tonight was a sleeveless, form-fitting sheath with a bow embellishment on the square-cut neckline. It was a luscious shade of pale pink that reminded him of whipped strawberry mousse. She wore those sexy stilettos again, these in a pale gray with a little space cut out for her toes, and she carried a large gray leather bag. As she drew closer, he noted that her glorious hair fell in long, loose waves down her back – no ponytail today – and that her kissable, lushly fuckable mouth was glossed over in bubblegum pink. She was classy and seductive at the same time, the perfect combination of lady and siren. She was doing another excellent job of ignoring all the admiring stares being sent her way, and he was half afraid she’d walk right by without noticing him.
But then, as though she felt his intense gaze upon her, she looked up and saw him and took his breath away once again with her otherworldly beauty. He couldn’t recall a time in his life when he’d ever wanted something as much as he wanted her at this moment. He forgot everything else that had happened earlier – the nasty argument with Cameron, the fact that he was supposed to be joining a group of friends for dinner, that his flight back home was leaving in less than twenty-four hours. All he saw was her, and all he wanted was to talk to her, touch her, be near her somehow. If he didn’t do it now, she would slip away forever, and he knew he would always regret it.
Nathan walked towards her slowly, and she stood rooted in place, watching him. Then he was standing right in front of her, close enough to smell the light fragrance of her perfume, to see the tiny flecks of gold in her big green eyes, to realize that even with her sky-high heels the top of her shining head barely came to his shoulder.
He had trouble finding his voice, much less think of something clever to say, so he merely smiled and said, “Hello, again.”
She returned his smile, giving him a glimpse of her perfectly straight white teeth. “Good evening.”
They stood in silence for several seconds, blue eyes locked with green, sharing a knowing smile, until Nathan said half-jokingly, “We’ve got to stop meeting this way.”
That evoked a soft laugh from her. “Except that we haven’t actually met, have we?” she asked pointedly.
He grinned. “You’re absolutely right, but that’s a situation very easily remedied. I’m Nathan.”
That he chose not to offer up his last name was not a conscious decision on his part – it simply didn’t seem necessary at the moment. He did, however, offer her his hand which she took carefully. Her hand was small and dainty, the skin warm and smooth, and he closed his own hand over it firmly.
“Julia”, was all she said in response.
He drew her hand to his lips, pressing a soft kiss to her palm, pleased to hear the little indrawn hiss of breath she took. “Hello, Julia. So we finally meet. I was afraid I wouldn’t see you again.”
“Me, too,” she confessed in a shy, sweet voice. “I’ve looked for you running the past few mornings. We must have kept missing each other.”
Nathan was startled by her admission, and greatly exultant that she had evidently been thinking of him, too. “Well, I suppose it’s fate that we happened upon each other again tonight, isn’t it?”
She squeezed his hand gently. “Or simply good luck. Whatever the cause, I’m glad it happened.”
He turned his cheek into her palm, enjoying the feel of her hand against his skin. “So am I. Would you like to get a drink?”
“Yes.” It thrilled him that she agreed without the slightest hesitation. “I’d love to have a drink with you, Nathan.”
The sound of his name on her lips enthralled him, not that he could be anymore spellbound than he already was. He couldn’t tear his eyes from her, gazing back at her with an odd sense of wonder, almost as if this wasn’t really happening. It seemed very important to him somehow to maintain physical contact with her, almost as though he was afraid she’d slip away as suddenly as she’d appeared, that all of this was just a wonderful dream, so he slid a hand to the small of her back as he guided her inside the hotel.
“Are you staying here?” she asked as they walked inside the lobby.
He nodded. “Is this all right? I thought about getting a drink in the Champagne Bar.”
Julia looked pleased at his suggestion. “That sounds lovely. The Plaza is one of my very favorite places. I’ve been coming here since I was a little girl. You know - tea at the Plaza and all. I used to love reading the Eloise books when I was a child.”
He slid his arm around her waist, holding her firmly against his side. “Then I’m glad I brought you someplace with happy memories. Because I intend to give you more of them tonight.”
She gasped softly at the unmistakable meaning of his words, and her big eyes went even wider. He was afraid for a moment that he’d scared her off, had moved a little too fast. But then she simply smiled and rested her head on his shoulder, leaning into him, and he automatically tightened his arm around her waist.
Nathan stifled a groan at the feel of her soft, curvy body pressed to his, his hand splayed against her hip, and her full, round breast rubbing against his arm. He was incredibly aroused, and he hadn’t even begun to do all the sexy, dirty things that he’d daydreamed about the past few days. Just being next to her, holding her close against his side, was more than enough to make him hard as stone.
As they were waiting to be seated, Nathan heard his phone ping, signaling an incoming text. Julia smiled at him.
“It’s okay if you need to answer that.”
He hesitated, then belatedly remembered that he was supposed to be meeting Rick and the others for dinner.
“I’m sorry, this will just take a minute.” He withdrew his phone from his jacket.
The text was from Rick, short and to the point. Where r u?
Smiling, Nathan quickly typed in a reply. Got a better offer. Sorry to miss dinner.
As expected, there was a reply mere seconds later. The hot babe from Starbucks?
He kept his answer short and sweet. Yup.
The waiter arrived to show them to their table, so Nathan wasn’t able to look at Rick’s response until they were seated at a small, intimate corner table. He had to suppress a chuckle when he read You lucky SOB. Go for it, buddy. I’ll want details.
He’d be damned if he would give Rick or anyone else the tiniest detail about anything that might happen with Julia tonight. He’d known from the first minute of seeing her that she was not a casual fuck, not by a long shot. She was a rare and precious prize, a woman that every other man in this hotel – hell, in this entire city – would give his eye tooth to have. Whatever might happen between them tonight would be kept entirely private, the memories his alone to cherish. Julia might be hot as hell but she was also very much a lady, and worthy of being treated as such.
They had been seated in old-fashioned high-backed chairs that provided them with privacy from the other patrons, virtually closing them off into their own secluded corner. At Julia’s request, Nathan ordered for them – two glasses of Perrier-Jouet and a small plate of fruit and cheese. They sipped champagne and nibbled on the food in silence, content to simply gaze at each other across the space of the small round table that separated them. He watched her take a small, ladylike sip of her drink, imagining those same plush lips wrapped around his cock instead of drinking from the flute. He desperately wanted those slim, graceful hands touching him everywhere, wanted to slowly peel that delectable pink dress from her body and see what awaited him beneath. He longed to yank her onto his lap right here in the bar and kiss her senseless.
But he also wanted to take this slowly, to savor every minute he could have with her, to make this evening that he hoped liked hell he’d be spending with her something very, very special. So he tampered down his raging erection, forced himself not to wonder if she wore panties or a thong, and merely took her hand in his.
He used his thumb to trace over her slender fingers, noticing that she kept her nails neatly tapered and covered in a clear polish. He liked that look, never having been a fan of long, pointed nails covered in bright red gloss. He noted that she wore no rings, her only jewelry a pearl bracelet and a matching pair of dainty drop earrings. God, she was gorgeous, her skin dewy smooth and glowing with youth. He longed to press a kiss to one of her cheeks, and especially to that tempting mouth, but settled instead for her hand.
“Your skin is so soft,” he murmured.
“Mmm, it’s all the hand cream I use,” she admitted. “It’s become sort of an addiction.”
He grinned. “Better hand cream that a more serious vice.” He brought her hand to his face again. “You’re exquisite, but I’m sure men tell you that all the time.”
Julia’s cheeks grew charmingly pink. “Not quite as often as you might think. And not always as suavely as you just did.”
Nathan raised a brow. “Suave? I’m not sure I’ve ever thought of myself that way.”
“Hmm, maybe suave isn’t the best choice of words. Smooth, perhaps? Definitely charming, “ she added with a smile.
He smiled back at her. “And you are utterly delightful. You remind me of the fairytale princesses in a storybook my mother used to read to my brothers and me when we were very young. I don’t remember the name of the book, I’m certain she must have given it away a long time ago. But I remember it had the most incredible illustrations – the colors and details were really special. And I remember thinking that the princesses couldn’t possibly be real people because they were too beautiful for that. You look just like one of those storybook princesses, Julia.”
She stared at him with wonder in her eyes, bringing their clasped hands to her cheek and turning her face into his palm, pressing a soft kiss there. “What a lovely thing to say,” she whispered. “I think that’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me.”
“It’s true. You’re almost too beautiful to be real.” He brushed his thumb over her mouth until her lips parted. He slid the pad of his thumb inside her warm, lush mouth and hissed sharply when she sucked it deeper, her tongue wrapping around it. The sensation it evoked went straight to his groin, and he was instantly hard. He couldn’t ever remember being this hot, this aroused before, and he hadn’t even kissed or touched her yet.
The unspoken attraction between them was unmistakable. He had never come close to feeling this sort of instant bond with a woman, as though he’d known her for years instead of mere minutes. They stared at each other across the small expanse of the table, their fingers entwined. No words passed between them for long seconds, but speaking wasn’t really necessary at this point. He knew from the look in her big eyes that she was every bit as aware of him as he was of her, and that she felt the same sort of irresistible physical connection. Her plush, glossy lips trembled slightly, and all he could think about was kissing her senseless, just before running his hands over the seductive curves of her lush breasts and that perfect little ass.
“Are you finished with your drink?” he asked hoarsely, painfully aware that his erection was straining against the fly of his trousers.
Julia picked up the flute and drank down the rest of the champagne smoothly. “I am now.”
“Do you want another glass?”
She shook her head. “No, thank you.”
“Dinner?”
Another shake of her head. “I’m not the least bit hungry. Not for dinner, anyway.”
Nathan closed his eyes briefly, the husky, suggestive tone of her voice unbearably arousing, and the meaning behind her words unmistakable. “Then let’s get out of here. I don’t want to waste even one minute of this night.”
He left several bills on the table, pushed back his chair, and helped her to her feet. He was tempted – oh, so tempted – to haul her into his arms and kiss her hard, but instead merely slid an arm around her waist and guided her out of the bar.
He whispered in her ear, “I hope you know I plan on ravishing you. For hours and hours. If that’s not what you want, say so right now.”
Julia reached up, giving the side of his neck an erotic little lick that made him gasp, before whispering back, “That’s what I’ve been wanting since I saw you on the sidewalk four days ago.”
Nathan groaned, burying his face in her glorious hair. “Come on then, baby. We’ve already wasted too much time.”

Julia was almost breathless with anticipation as Nathan escorted her out of the Champagne Bar and across the crowded hotel lobby. She’d been almost giddy with excitement ever since they had had yet another chance encounter out on the sidewalk a short time ago, grateful that her silent prayers had been answered and that they had seen each other again. She had been so afraid that she’d blown two such opportunities, and would never have the chance to see the breathtakingly handsome man again. As if to make sure he couldn’t slip away from her, she laid a palm on his chest as he kept her close to his side. She could feel his body heat through the fine cotton of his shirt, as well as the steady beating of his heart. She knew her own heart was racing overtime in anticipation of what was yet to come tonight.
She had been well aware that by consenting to have a drink with him that she’d really been agreeing to much, much more, and that thought had thrilled her. This wasn’t something she did – ever. The very few sexual relationships in her life had all been carefully considered and had taken at least a bit more time to develop. One-night stands were definitely not her thing, and going off with a virtual stranger wasn’t something she’d ever contemplated doing prior to tonight. But then she’d never been as wildly, inexplicably attracted to a man before as she’d been to Nathan. She just knew somehow that if she didn’t explore this overwhelming attraction she would always regret it.
Nathan paused before they reached the bank of elevators, looking suddenly thoughtful. “I just realized I don’t have any condoms in my room. Do we need to stop at the gift shop?”
Julia shook her head. “It’s okay. I just got a Depo-Provera shot a couple of weeks ago. And an exam, so everything’s good with me.”
He looked relieved. “I checked out clean at my last physical a few months ago, too, but I can still pick up some condoms if it makes you feel safer.”
Impulsively, she reached up and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth, touched by his thoughtfulness. “No, don’t. I trust you, Nathan.”
His arm tightened about her waist and he made a harsh sound deep in his throat. “You’re playing with fire here, baby. Let’s get upstairs before I do something to get us kicked out of this fancy hotel.”
They weren’t alone in the elevator, joined by an older couple and two attractive, well-dressed women in their late thirties or early forties. Julia noticed the covetous glances they stole at Nathan, and she snuggled a little closer against him as if staking her claim and warning the two women off. If he was at all aware of them he gave zero indication, and only tightened his arm around her waist, nuzzling his face into her hair.
The women got off on the ninth floor, but not before throwing one final, inviting look in Nathan’s direction. He paid them not the slightest attention, all of his focus on her alone, and this thrilled her. She was so hyper-aware of him at the moment – of his clean, masculine scent, the warmth of his body against hers, the hardness of his unmistakable erection as it pressed against her hip. If it wasn’t for the presence of the other couple in the elevator, Julia would have been sorely tempted to pull his mouth down to hers for a long, wet kiss. She contented herself with resting her head against his broad shoulder, and clutching his arm against her side.
As the elevator stopped on the fourteenth floor, Nathan guided her out and down the wide, carpeted hallway to his room, his hand at the small of her back. He released her momentarily to fish the card key from his pocket and open the door.
“After you,” he murmured, the first thing he’d said since before getting in the elevator.
Julia walked slowly inside the hotel room, hearing the click and lock of the door behind her. The designer in her would normally have noticed the furnishings, the colors, the layout of the room, but tonight none of those things interested her. Instead, what drew her attention was the magnificent view of Manhattan from the wide window, all of the buildings lit up as twilight began to descend on the city. She automatically dropped her purse on a chair and went to gaze out the window.
“What an amazing view,” she said with a sigh.
She felt Nathan come up behind her, his hands drifting softly to her shoulders, pulling her back against his firmly muscled body. His breath caused the hairs at the back of her neck to stand on end, and she repressed the little shiver that wanted to ripple through her whole body.
“Hmm, I’ve been too busy the last few days to enjoy it much. And now I find myself too caught up in looking at you to pay the view any attention.” He nuzzled his nose into her hair and she had to stifle a low gasp, already so aroused just by being close to him that she could feel the reaction deep in her core.
Julia closed her eyes as his hands slid down her bare arms to wrap around her waist, his fingers splaying over her belly as he pulled her even closer against him. “I like looking at you, too. So did those two women in the elevator.”
He chuckled. “I didn’t even notice them, so don’t be jealous. You’re the only woman I see, Julia, the only one I want. And I can’t believe how lucky I am that of all the men you must ignore on a daily basis that you actually noticed me. And I’m going to make very, very sure that you don’t regret singling me out of all your many admirers. In fact, I intend to make you forget any other man exists after tonight.”
“Ahh.” She gave a little moan as his lips traced a slow, delicious path up the side of her neck to her ear. His teeth tugged lightly on the lobe before his tongue traced slow, deliberate circles around the shell. His mouth continued to press soft, lingering kisses along her cheek, her jaw, coming teasingly close to the corner of her mouth. This time she couldn’t repress the shiver that ran through her from head to toe and back up again, and she felt her nipples instantly grow hard in response.
“Do you want a drink?”
She shook her head at his whispered question, trying to suppress the little tremors that continued to ripple up and down her spine at his gentle but seductive kisses. “No. The only thing I want is you. I’ve wanted you since the first moment I saw you on the street outside.”
Nathan groaned at her softly spoken words, running his hands through the long, silky strands of her hair. “God, you’re so sweet, so open. I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want you, sweet Julia. Turn around now so I can kiss you, baby.”
She willingly turned to face him, sliding her arms up around his neck a split second before his mouth claimed hers in a long, searching kiss.
Julia had never been kissed like that before – with a hunger so deep and profound it felt like he was consuming her. He threaded his hands into her hair, holding her head still as he feasted on her mouth – catching her full lower lip with his teeth, biting it gently, and then running his tongue over her upper lip before plunging it back inside her mouth. She clutched at his shoulders as her legs grew wobbly beneath the fierce demands of his deep kisses, and he began to bend her backwards against his arms. At first she didn’t realize the low moans she heard were actually escaping from her own throat, the sounds increasing in volume as he continued to plunder her mouth with his tongue. He let out a low growling noise as she sucked at his tongue, every bit as hungry for him as he was for her. He was embracing her so tightly, pulling her so closely against his hard body, that her feet nearly left the ground.
He walked her backwards until she was pressed against the wall, still kissing her as he leaned into her, letting her feel the unmistakable bulge of his erection. She whimpered beneath his kisses as he deliberately rubbed himself against her cleft, where she was already so wet and ready she thought incoherently that she could come just like that with no further contact. Wanting more, she slid her hand to his crotch, palming him, almost recoiling at how huge and hard he felt.
Nathan groaned, grabbing her wrist. “Fuck. Don’t do that. Not now. I’m too horny for you to be able to touch me like that, baby. And as good as this feels, I need to make it last as long as I can. So be a good girl and no touching until I say so.” He drew both of her hands over her head, pinning them firmly in place against the wall as he kissed her again. She squirmed beneath him, more aroused than she could ever recall, and growing desperate to climax, needing more than he was giving her. It wasn’t always easy or quick for her to have orgasms, but right now she sensed that it would take very little to send her spiraling over the edge. She couldn’t ever remember being this wet, or her breasts feeling so swollen and achy, her nipples hard and pressing against the too-tight confines of her bra.
“Please.” She barely recognized the throaty whisper as her own voice. “Oh, please, Nathan. I want you so much.”
He was kissing her ear again, his tongue tracing erotic little patterns all around it while he continued to slowly grind his erection against the notch of her thighs. “Shh, baby. It’s all right. I’m going to give you what you want soon. You’re not ready yet.”
She made an indecipherable sound of protest, wanting to grab his hands and bring them to her swollen, aching breasts or between her legs where she was throbbing with need, but he continued to hold her trapped in place. “I am ready. I’m so ready.”
He chuckled, caressing her flushed cheek, holding her hands captive with just one of his own. “So impatient. So eager. We have all night, baby. Hours and hours to touch and kiss and fuck. Lots of time for me to make you come over and over again. I’m going to make you come harder and longer than you’ve ever imagined, Julia. You’ll be totally ruined for anyone else after tonight.”
She was panting now, his deeply erotic words a huge turn-on, not that she needed any further stimulus. Nathan smiled deliberately, his handsome features a darkly sensual mask. “Look at you, baby. So fucking hot, so turned on. And I haven’t even touched you yet. Tell me, Julia. Are you wet?”
Her head fell back against the wall as she rasped out, “Yes. God, yes. Please. Nathan, I need you inside of me. Touch me, please.”
He ran a finger down the bridge of her nose and across her lips. “Soon, baby. I promise. And it’s going to be so good. I’m going to make you feel incredible, do all sorts of wicked things to this gorgeous body.” He tugged playfully at the bow on the front of her dress. “This sexy little bow reminds me of unwrapping presents. Except that you’re the best present a man could ever dream of. “ He slipped his finger inside her mouth, hissing as she ran her tongue up and down its length.
“You’re going to do that to my cock later,” he told her, his eyes glittering almost dangerously. “You’re going to run that tempting little tongue up and down my dick before I fuck this sexy mouth and come hard down your throat.”
“Let me do it now,” she begged, as he withdrew his finger.
Nathan shook his head. “Uh, uh. Now it’s time for me to start unwrapping my present.”
He reached behind her, finding the zipper of her dress, and lowering it slowly, one maddening inch at a time. Julia’s mouth quivered, and she was dimly aware that the moisture from her drenched underwear was beginning to seep down the insides of her thighs. She was growing desperate for relief, for release, and moaned softly as she rubbed her thighs together.
Nathan’s hands on her hips stilled her frantic efforts. “No. Stop it, Julia. I know what you’re trying to do. But I’m the only one who gets to give you an orgasm. Now, be a good girl and let me finish unwrapping my present.”
She closed her eyes as he finished unzipping her dress before tugging the garment down her arms and past her hips until it hit the floor. He held her steady as she stepped out of it, and then drew her away from the wall as he looked at her, circling around her once, twice, until he was standing in front of her again.
Julia loved beautiful, ultra-feminine lingerie, and the set she wore tonight was one of her favorites. The pink and cream striped demi-bra, with the side insets of cream lace, pushed her already full breasts into centerfold-like proportions. The lacy pink boy shorts managed to be sexy and comfortable at the same time. Most of the year she liked to wear stockings – with or without a garter belt – but summers in New York were too hot and humid to comfortably endure hosiery so her legs were bare tonight. She offered up a quick thanks that she’d taken extra care the previous evening to shave and moisturize them, and had given herself a pedicure as well, painting her nails a dainty shade of pink.
Nathan still hadn’t spoken but she could hear the ragged intake of his breath and slowly opened her eyes. He was staring at her transfixed, his mouth gaping open, his cheeks flushed. Her gaze dropped briefly to his crotch, where his erection looked about ready to burst the seam of his trousers. Her mouth went suddenly dry at the thought of that superb cock fucking her hard, riding her until she came over and over again, and she felt herself growing even wetter.
He spoke then, if one could call his harsh, almost guttural words speech. “Fuck, Julia. You’re beyond beautiful. You’re a goddamn fucking goddess. Jesus, look at you. I feel like I should kneel down and worship you.”
Julia was almost shaking with need. “God, Nathan. Don’t make me wait any longer. You’re making me crazy.”
He slid his hands up her bare arms, ignoring her impassioned plea. “Your skin is like satin,” he whispered. “So soft, all pink and cream. Just like this sexy bra. I love the way it pushes your tits up, offering them up like some delicious dessert. I’m going to taste them now.”
He pressed hot, open-mouthed kisses starting at the base of her throat, travelling across her collarbone, and finally down to the lush upper curves of her breasts. She gasped as his hands cupped her, his thumbs brushing over her taut, throbbing nipples. Julia threaded her hands into his thick, dark brown hair as he worshipped her breasts, running his tongue up and down the deep V between them. She clutched his head to her, elated that her hands were finally free to touch him, urging his mouth ever closer to her breasts.
“Ohhh, yes,” she groaned, as he finally slid two fingers inside one shallow bra cup, finding the engorged nipple and twisting it. He repeated the action on her other breast until she was squirming, the sensation a heady mixture of pain and pleasure.
“Let me, baby,” he murmured, reaching behind her to unhook the bra and letting the firm, creamy globes of her breasts tumble free into his eager palms. He lifted one lush, round breast up and took the hard pink nipple into his mouth, suckling her hungrily and drawing a long, low cry from her throat. Julia thought wildly that nothing had ever felt so good before, and she could happily let him feast on her breasts for hours. She was pretty sure that if he kept this up just a bit longer that she could come long and hard. Her breasts had always been super-sensitive and Nathan seemed to be very aware of this fact.
“Your breasts are beautiful, Julia,” he breathed. “I love how they feel in my hands, how firm and full and soft. And they’re very sensitive, aren’t they, baby? I’ll bet if I keep sucking these pretty pink nipples that you’ll come, won’t you?”
He licked one nipple, flicking his tongue over it hard and fast, then with maddening slowness. She was almost dizzy with sensation, more aroused than she could have ever imagined, every touch of his hands threatening to send her over the edge. She threaded her hands deeper into his thick hair, cradling his face against her breasts as he continued to suck her nipples, each hungry pull of his lips reverberating through her body all the way to her womb.
“Yes. God, yes. Keep doing that, please,” she begged. “It feels so good, Nathan. Make me come this way, please.”
“Don’t come. Not yet,” he instructed, and lifted his head from her breasts.
She almost cried out in frustration, needing release so badly, her body over-stimulated by his kisses and caresses. “Nathan, you have to - ” she gasped, trying to pull his head back to her breasts.
“Hush, baby. I’m going to take care of you,” he soothed. “Let’s see just how ready you are.”
He slid two fingers under the low waistband of her lacy boy shorts, dipping briefly into her navel, and then plunging into the slick, dripping wet folds of her slit.
Julia cried out while Nathan swore softly. “Fuck, baby, you’re so wet and juicy. I want to lick up all that delicious juice, slide my tongue up inside you and eat you up.”
He slid his entire hand inside her panties, cupping her with his palm. “But you’ve been a very naughty girl, Julia. You got these pretty panties all wet. Now I’m going to have to take them off of you.”
Nathan sunk to his knees, hooking his thumbs in the waistband of the boy shorts, tugging them down her legs, and helping her step out of them. When she moved to kick off one shoe, he held her ankle still. “Leave them on,” he ordered. “These sexy as fuck shoes. I want you wearing them when you wrap these gorgeous legs around me while I’m fucking you for the first time.”
Julia’s legs trembled, loving the way he talked dirty to her, as well as the way he was taking complete control of their foreplay, even dominating it. And then she was gasping, gripping his shoulders tightly as he slid two fingers back inside her, fucking her with them slowly and deliberately, as his thumb circled her ultrasensitive clit. The intense awareness and arousal that had been building inside of her ever since she’d met him on the street, and that he had been consistently stoking with his demanding kisses and expert caresses, suddenly burst to overflowing. The orgasm that flooded her body was the strongest and hardest she’d ever experienced, just as Nathan had promised. He wrapped his arms around her thighs, pressing his cheek against her belly, and held her as she continued to quiver in the aftermath.
“Damn, baby, you’re so responsive,” he said, almost in disbelief. “I barely had to touch you and you went off. Mmm, it’s going to be fun to see how many times I can make you come. You’re going to be wrung out by the time I’m finished.” He nuzzled his face into the soft, damp tangle of her light brown pubic hair. “Time for round two.”
She cried out helplessly, her hands tangling in his thick hair, as he licked at her slick, wet folds. He parted her swollen labia with his thumbs, holding her open as he licked her up like a cat would cream. Julia’s breath came out in short, gasping pants as he continued to eat her out thoroughly, and she was half-afraid her legs would give out from under her. His tongue delved deep into the very core of her, thrusting in and out while one thumb skimmed back and forth over her clit, driving her crazy with the sensations. Then it was his tongue – that talented, wicked tongue - flicking over the distended little nub before biting down on it, sucking it hard, and this time she screamed his name as she came.
He slid back up her body, wrapping her in his arms and holding her close, soothing her as her body shuddered. “That’s my beautiful girl,” he crooned. “Such a sexy, responsive little temptress you are. And you smell and taste delicious, too. I want you to taste yourself, baby.”
He kissed her then, a wet, open-mouthed kiss that bruised her already swollen lips. She could taste the salty muskiness of her own juices on his tongue and wound herself more closely against him. The realization that she was completely nude, save for her shoes, while he was still fully clothed, made her feel like a wanton harem girl, and she was more than anxious to get him naked.
Julia tugged on his tie. “You’ve got too many clothes on,” she pouted. “It’s not fair. I want to see you, too.”
He shrugged out of his suit jacket, tossing it on a chair, and spread his arms. “Then undress me, baby. You’re in charge now.”
She smiled, liking that thought, and that she could tease and torture him with the same seductive slowness he’d just done with her. “Okay. First, let’s get rid of this.” She deftly unfastened his tie and let it fall to the floor.
“The shirt next.”
She undid the buttons one at a time with deliberate slowness. Nathan’s eyes were glittering, his breath starting to hitch as she continued her progress. She tugged the shirt from his pants and pushed it off him, gasping with delight as she bared his torso.
“What a beautiful man you are,” she whispered, running her palms over the hard, defined muscles of his chest and abs, then back up his arms to his broad, strong shoulders and down to his bulging biceps. Julia leaned in and nuzzled the side of his neck, breathing in the clean masculine scent that was a combination of soap, shave cream and sweat. Imitating his previous actions, she trailed soft, moist kisses down his jaw and throat and continued past his chest. She ran her tongue over each flat male nipple, enjoying the sound of his indrawn hiss, and loving the feel of his heart beating in wild rhythm beneath her palm. Her hands moved to his back, her fingers splaying over the muscles she found there, as her mouth continued its descent until it stopped at his waist.
“Now these.” She tugged at the waistband of his trousers. “Let me,” she instructed as his hands would have begun to unbuckle his belt.
Nathan kicked off his shoes and toed off his socks as Julia unbuckled his belt with aggravating slowness. He growled a warning as she rubbed her breasts against his bare chest, the erect nipples boring into his hot skin. Smiling naughtily, she unbuttoned his pants and began to slide the zipper down very, very carefully, its rasp the only sound in the room save for Nathan’s increasingly ragged breathing.
She tugged the fine fabric down his legs as she knelt, waiting for him to step out of his pants, before taking a page from his book of seduction and running her hands up the back of his well-muscled calves and powerful thighs until she reached his crotch.
His cock was standing at full attention, pushing at the too-tight confines of his dark blue briefs. Julia smiled up at him, elated to see the glitter of his light blue eyes, the flaring of his nostrils, the dark flush on his cheeks, and knew that he was immensely aroused. She slipped her fingers inside the low waistband of his underwear, and glanced at him with big, innocent eyes.
“May I?” she asked huskily.
He bit his lip. “You may do whatever the fuck you want, baby, as long as it involves my cock being inside that hot mouth of yours within the next twenty seconds.”
“Tsk, tsk. So impatient,” she scolded mockingly. “Where’s your control? I thought you wanted to take this slow.”
He grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked her head back, staring down at her with a dangerous smolder in his eyes. “You have no idea how much control I’ve had to use tonight. I was ready to come when I kissed you the first time, and I’ve been on the edge every minute since,” he whispered gutturally. “Now be a good girl and do what I asked you to do when you were licking my finger.”
Julia felt a thrill go through her at the commanding, domineering tone of his voice, liking this side of him and finding it incredibly arousing. “Yes, sir,“ she murmured in what she hoped was an obedient voice.
She peeled the snug fitting underwear from his body, freeing his enormously erect cock. Julia licked her lips as she ran her slender hands lightly over his pulsing length, but it was more than enough to make him jump and his breath to expel in a long, slow hiss. At the first flick of her tongue over the broad head of his penis, Nathan groaned. She ran her tongue up and down the heavy, thick length of him, long, slow strokes followed by quick, butterfly-like flutters. A thick drop of pre-cum oozed from the tip and she daintily licked it off before plunging her tongue deep into the slit.
“Fuck!” cursed Nathan vividly, his hands threading into her hair. “Open your mouth, Julia. This isn’t going to take very long, baby.”
Her lips parted and a second later he thrust himself hard into her wet, welcoming mouth. The head of his dick battered against the back of her throat and she had to force herself not to tense up as his thrusts grew deeper and faster. His harsh groans were the most erotic sound she’d ever heard, and she felt herself growing wetter, her nipples hardening. She slid one hand to lightly fondle his swollen balls, and that slight pressure was more than enough to send him over the edge, crying out her name and holding her head still as he spurted hot, salty cum into her mouth, filling her until she had to swallow. She couldn’t swallow all of it fast enough, and could feel his semen escape from her lips, running down her chin until she could wipe it off.
She sank to the floor by his feet, her head resting on his thighs as he shuddered repeatedly from his release. Then Nathan slid to the carpeted floor beside her, gathering her into his arms.
“You are extraordinary,” he whispered into her hair, pushing the damp strands from her forehead and pressing kisses to her temple. “Gorgeous and sexy and you respond so beautifully, baby. And you make me crazy for you. I don’t think I could ever get enough of this hot body.” He slid his hand up her hip all the way to one full, swollen breast, his thumb brushing over the nipple.
Julia bit her bottom lip, her head drooping to his shoulder as be bent and licked the other nipple. She rubbed her palm over his taut, defined abs. “I feel the same way. I’m ready for more.” She leaned in and pressed a kiss just below his ear. “Take me to bed, Nathan. I need you inside of me.”





Chapter Four

Nathan grew instantly hard at her sweetly murmured words, despite the fact he’d just spilled himself almost violently into that sexy mouth of hers mere minutes before, coming harder than he could ever remember doing. He scooped her up into his arms and carried her the short distance to the big, king-sized bed, tumbling them onto the plush pillow-top mattress. Julia wound herself around him, her arms about his neck, legs tangling with his, and those spectacular breasts crushed up against him. He groaned at the feel of all that creamy, satiny skin entwined with his, and bent his head to claim her mouth in a long, leisurely kiss. She kissed him back with a little “mmm” sound, which he found really, really sexy. Her tongue made arousing little licks at his mouth, driving him half-mad until he gripped her chin and held her still so he could kiss her harder. Everything about this woman was so fucking sexy, from her face to her body to the little noises she made, and especially to the way she kissed and touched him. He’d never, ever been this aroused before, this hungry, and felt the overwhelming urge to lose himself in her for as long as he possibly could.
He slipped his hand down her body, past the adorable little curve of her belly, and into the soft nest of her pubic hair. He was pleased that she didn’t shave or wax that area, not particularly liking when women did that. He preferred it when they were natural like Julia, and especially when their sweet, delectable pussies were as slick and hot as hers.
She gasped as he slid two fingers inside of her and he smiled. “Mmm, so sweet and juicy already,” he crooned. “Like a ripe peach. I’d love to taste you again, baby. But first my cock wants a turn.”
She smiled sultrily. “Then I think it should have one. A nice long turn. And speaking of long.”
“Jesus Christ!” he gulped, as her small, slim hand took hold of his dick and began to stroke him slowly, with tantalizing precision. She ran her hand up and down the entire length of his cock, cupping his balls, then sliding up until her thumb could flick over the slit at the head. He was so hard that it was difficult to remember he’d just had a mind-blowing orgasm mere minutes ago. But Julia was so hot, so arousing, that he feared he could never get his fill of her, that he’d be perpetually hard just by being next to her.
He rolled her underneath him, then rose up on his knees, pausing to gaze down at Julia and how beautiful she looked – her glorious hair splayed out on the pillow, eyes heavy-lidded with desire, her mouth half-open as she breathed in shallow pants, those round, tempting breasts thrusting up at him, her legs sweetly parted in welcome. Nathan groaned, and ran a hand down from her throat, between her tits, over her belly, to her thigh, noticing that her creamy skin was flushed pink with arousal. He lifted one leg over his shoulder, running his hand down her calf to where she still wore the sexy gray stilettos.
“I want to fuck you this way,” he told her bluntly. “Tell me if it’s too deep.”
In reply, Julia merely took hold of his cock and guided him to the slick opening to her body. He needed no further invitation, and slid inside of her in one smooth stroke. She gasped as he buried himself as deeply inside of her as possible, and he closed his eyes, remaining completely still for long seconds as he savored the feeling of his bare cock sheathed in her hot, tight core. She felt like wet velvet around him, and it was the absolute best feeling in the entire fucking world.
He grit his teeth fiercely, almost afraid to move. “God, you’re so tight around me, baby. Tell me if I’m hurting you this way.”
Slowly, he began to move in an out of her, withdrawing about halfway before easing back in. From Julia’s little moans of pleasure each time he did so, he guessed it felt as amazing to her at it did to him. With each slow, measured thrust he filled her a little more, until he was buried to the root, fully sheathed inside her of her enticing body. Then, as he deliberately slid back out almost to the tip, she startled him by lifting her other leg over his shoulder, crossing her ankles one over the other behind his neck.
“Fuck,” he hissed, as he slid all the way back inside of her, burying himself to the balls. This position brought him so deep inside of her it felt like they were co-joined.
“Oh, baby,” he murmured, running his hands up and down her legs. “You are so hot, you feel so good, so tight. Nothing has ever felt this fucking good before. I need to fuck you harder, Julia, but it’s so deep this way. I don’t want to hurt you.”
She locked her ankles tighter around his neck, pulling him in even deeper. “You won’t,” she whispered. “Come on, Nathan. Do me hard and fast.”
He let out a long, low groan before sliding his hands under her buttocks and lifting her slightly off the mattress. He pulled out of her nearly to the tip of his cock, only to slam back into her hard. She screamed and he hesitated, but only briefly before gradually picking up the pace of his thrusts. He stared down at her face, watching for any signs of pain or discomfort, but only saw the sensual pleasure etched on her features. Her eyes were tightly shut, her cheeks flushed pink, her lush mouth a perfect ‘O’. She was gripping handfuls of the bed linens, holding on tight as he rode her hard. She was so beautiful it made his chest hurt and all of a sudden it was critical for him to share eye contact.
“Look at me,” he ordered. “Open your eyes, Julia, and watch me.”
Obediently, her big eyes fluttered open and she gazed up at him with a dazed expression. “Nathan,” was all she could summon up, but the sound of her sweet, husky voice was all it took to send him teetering to the brink. Sweat poured freely from his brow as he fucked her like a madman, his body pistoning in and out of her in a frenzy, desperate now to bring them both to fulfillment.
“Oh, God, oh, God!” she cried, just before he felt her tight little cunt convulse around him, her head falling back in surrender as she let the orgasm rocket through her. The sight of her release was all he needed to send him into oblivion, and he called out her name in one long, drawn-out moan as he spilled himself into her, his body shaking with the force of his climax.
Nathan felt like he’d just run the fastest mile of his life as he collapsed onto the bed next to her, his arm flung limply over her torso. Both of them laid that way for several minutes, too wrung out to speak or think, or do anything but let their heart rates slowly return to normal. He’d never, ever, had sex that intense before, couldn’t remember ever coming so hard, and had never felt quite as satisfied and replete as he did as this particular moment. Even now, his body was still shuddering with the force of his release, his legs shaking and his breathing labored. He was both physically and emotionally drained, and yet he still felt an overwhelming sense of hunger for this beautiful, sensual creature whose limbs were still entwined with his.
He heard Julia give a little sigh of contentment, and he opened one eye to watch as she turned on her side towards him, burrowing into the pillow. Her eyes were shut, and she looked exhausted, though a satisfied little half-smile played around her lips. Unable to keep his hands off of her for long, he reached over to caress her hip before capturing her mouth in a soft, sweet kiss.
She opened her eyes, and the look of slumberous desire in them made his breath catch in his throat. She stroked his cheek with one slender hand, and he couldn’t resist pressing a kiss into her palm.
“That was –“ she paused, giving her head a little shake. “I’ve never had sex like that before. It was – consuming.”
He eased her head to his shoulder, kissing her forehead. “It was fucking amazing is what it was. I’ve never come that hard or that long before, Julia. Like my life force was being sucked out of me.”
She ran her index finger over his jaw and then up over his mouth. “You were right earlier,” she said quietly.
“About what, baby?”
She rose up on an elbow and gazed down at him. “About ruining me for other men. I can’t imagine ever feeling like that with anyone else but you. I’ve never - “
He tilted up her chin when she looked away shyly. “Never what?”
Her eyes were shining and her mouth trembled a little. “I’ve never had such intense orgasms before,” she whispered. “It – I don’t often have orgasms, actually, it isn’t easy for me to come. I always figured it was me, that I just wasn’t responsive enough, or that somehow I was doing something wrong. But it’s so different with you. You’ve already made me come three times tonight, almost without any effort at all, and each one was stronger than the last.” She leaned down and kissed him. “Thank you.”
Nathan groaned and enfolded her in his arms. “Oh, God, Julia. It was my pleasure as much as yours. And you are the sexiest, most responsive woman I’ve ever known. If you haven’t been able to have orgasms easily in the past, it certainly wasn’t because of you.” He buried his face in her hair and murmured, “And this night is far from over. I plan on giving you more orgasms, sweet Julia. As many as you can stand.”
She wound her arms and legs around his, trying to get as close as possible. “Mmm, that sounds delightful. But I think you’re going to have to feed me before you try. I feel like a wet noodle right now. I’m not sure I can move, much less stand up.”
He grinned. “And you’ve worn me out, you insatiable little minx. So let’s get ourselves fed so we can play some more.”

Julia shook her head as Nathan offered to refill her glass yet again with the deliciously chilled Prosecco he’d ordered from room service to accompany their meal.
“No more for me, thanks. I’ll be too sleepy in a few minutes if I have any more to drink.”
He raised a brow, and filled his glass with the sparkling wine instead. “Well, we can’t have that, can we? I still have plans for you while the night is young.”
Her nipples instantly hardened beneath his white dress shirt that she’d pulled on when their food had arrived. A quick glance at the bedside clock showed that it was barely ten o’clock, and she wondered briefly how many more times he could reasonably be expected to perform tonight, given that he’d already come hard twice this evening. With her limited past experiences, she’d never had a lover who was good for more than two orgasms in one night. By the way Nathan’s blue eyes had begun to glitter, however, she had a feeling – a very, very good one – that he was more than ready for the next round.
The food he’d ordered – an interesting potpourri of a Portobello mushroom flatbread pizza, lobster mac and cheese, and white and milk chocolate covered strawberries – had done wonders to revive her after their very physical and exhausting lovemaking. She’d had just enough Prosecco to feel a slight, pleasant buzz, while still being extremely aware of the gorgeous, half-naked man seated just across from her.
And as she gazed at Nathan across the small corner table where they sat, she felt herself growing wet again, her nipples hardening merely from looking at him. He looked ridiculously sexy wearing just a low-slung pair of sweat pants, his beautifully defined chest and shoulders bare. His thick brown hair was mussed, and the dark stubble on his face lent him a rather roguish look. He was, as she’d told him earlier, a beautiful man in both face and body, and she couldn’t tear her eyes from him. She resisted the urge to lick her lips as her gaze continued to rove over his muscular arms and torso, before dropping to his crotch where his erection was already beginning to tent his pants. Evidently just looking at her was enough to arouse him, too.
He watched her in an almost predatory manner as he sipped his wine slowly and deliberately, neither of them saying a word. His gaze traveled from her tousled hair and flushed cheeks to her trembling mouth before dipping to her chest. He smiled knowingly at the sight of her nipples poking unmistakably against his shirt, but only refilled his glass yet again, emptying the bottle this time. Julia was nearly quivering in arousal as he continued to sip his wine leisurely, seemingly in no hurry whatsoever to satisfy his rather obvious need for her body. When he finally finished the last of the wine, he set the glass down and pushed his chair back from the table.
“Come here.”
The softly spoken words were a command, not a request, and Julia got to her feet slowly, walking over to his chair on shaky legs. She tried not to shiver at the intensity she saw in his eyes, their gazes remaining locked as she stood in front of him. She was helpless to say no to him, to resist whatever he told her to do. This was all new to her, for the few previous lovers she’d been with had all treated her like she was something fragile and delicate. But she knew instinctively that she wouldn’t be able to deny Nathan whatever he wanted from her, and already had firsthand experience with his physical, demanding lovemaking. He had her spellbound, and she would do his bidding eagerly.
“Take the shirt off.”
 A bit clumsily, she unbuttoned his shirt and let it pool at her feet, standing before him proudly nude. She suppressed a satisfied smile when she heard his sharp inhale, knowing that the sight of her naked body was arousing him.
Nathan’s hands settled on her hips, pulling her closer towards him before skimming up the sides of her torso to cup her breasts. Julia couldn’t stifle her gasp of pleasure as he kneaded her breasts roughly, twisting the nipples until she was whimpering in arousal.
“I love your tits,” he whispered as he pressed a kiss in her cleavage. His tongue flicked over an already erect nipple. “And I love that they’re real. I hate fake boobs.” He cupped them in his hands again, their fullness overflowing his palms. “For such a little thing, you’re really stacked, baby.”
Nathan had been surprised to realize how petite she was when she’d finally taken off her shoes. At barely five foot three she almost always wore high heels, since they not only gave her added inches but made her legs look longer, too.
She looped her arms around his neck, holding his head to her breasts as he licked her nipples. “Hmm, sounds to me like you’re a breast man. Lucky for me I’ve got what you want.”
He smirked, running his hands down her back to cup her ass. “Honey, you’ve got everything I want, and I want everything you have – tits, ass, legs – there isn’t one part of you that isn’t perfect.” He slid one hand to cup her vulva, drawing a low moan from her as he slipped two long fingers inside of her. “Mmm, nice and juicy. Your cunt is perfect, too. Tight and hot and wet. I want this sweet little cunt riding my cock.”
Nathan quickly divested himself of the sweat pants. He hadn’t bothered with underwear so his cock sprang free, fully erect and seemingly even longer and thicker than before. Julia licked her lips, reaching out a hand to stroke him, but he gave her a playful swat.
“Don’t. I want to make this last, and it’ll be over awfully quick if you touch me. Now, do what I ask or I might have to spank this pretty little butt. Turn around.”
Once again, the commanding tone of his voice excited her and she was quick to obey. She turned her back to him as he grasped her by the hips. A little unsure of what he intended, Julia uttered a cry of surprise as he lowered her hips down until he was able to thrust deep inside of her. She sat on his lap, straddling his thighs with her back to his chest as he fucked her from that position. He kept an arm wrapped around her waist, holding her in place as he urged her to ride him. She moaned when his fingers began to stimulate her clit, circling the hard little nub over and over.
“Come on, baby. I want you to come for me again, Julia. Your hot little cunt feels so good riding my cock this way. I love being so deep inside of you, filling you up all the way. I’m going to come so hard inside of you, baby, give you all of me. Christ, you’re so beautiful.”
His lips burned hot against her skin, tracing a slow, sensual trail from behind her ear down the side of her neck and back up to her jaw. Julia was almost mindless with the sensations he was stirring up in her body, building and building until she felt herself drawing ever closer to another climax. She braced her hands on his muscular thighs, arching her back and letting her long hair tumble about his shoulders. His continued thrusts were long and slow and so deep that she whimpered from the almost painful fullness. She could feel every thick, throbbing inch of his cock buried deep within her as she rocked back and forth, savoring the delicious pleasure. She felt completely surrounded by him, every one of her nerve endings being stimulated in one way or another – his lips capturing hers in a deep, searching kiss; his fully engorged penis embedded deep inside of her core, stretching her to accommodate him; his chest pressed against her back, while one hand expertly stroked her clit and the other was busy fondling her swollen breast and pinching the taut nipple. He aroused her unbearably, deliberately, unceasingly – until everything exploded and she fell apart right there on his lap, the orgasm shattering her into thousands of tiny pieces where summoning a single coherent thought was beyond her reach.
Nathan was quick to follow her to nirvana, shouting her name over and over as he poured himself into her, filling her with hot, thick semen, the volume so copious it seeped down her legs in spite of the fact their bodies were still tightly co-joined. He kept his arms wrapped around her torso, holding her in place as his body continued to shake in reaction, his face buried in the curve of her upper back. She was dimly aware of his teeth raking over her skin as he struggled for some semblance of control, then gave up the battle as he slumped back in the chair in total surrender.
Julia was limp and exhausted when he finally scooped her up and carried her back to the bed. She was vaguely aware of being sweaty and sticky, especially between her thighs where his cum had seeped down, but was too content and sated to even think of moving so she could wash. Nathan wrapped her in his arms, pulling the duvet over them and kissing her softly on the lips.
“Go to sleep now, baby. I think we’ve finally managed to wear each other out. For now, anyway.”
She cuddled against him with a little sigh of bliss, her eyes so heavy she couldn’t keep them open a minute longer.

When she woke again, sleepy and disoriented, she took a quick glance at the bedside clock which now read two a.m. Aware of the sudden need for the bathroom, Julia gingerly slid out of the big bed, not wanting to wake Nathan. He’d rolled onto his back, one arm sprawled out to the side, and the duvet pushed down to bare the top half of his body.
She tiptoed quietly to the spacious, well-appointed bathroom and took care of her needs. She took a few extra minutes to wash off her makeup, grimacing at the sight of mascara streaks beneath her eyes, and also washed away all the residual stickiness between her legs. The glasses of wine she’d consumed had left a dry, stale taste in her mouth so she quickly rinsed it out with the complimentary bottle of mouthwash she found on the sink.
Naked, she slid back into bed, noticing that Nathan had kicked even more of the duvet off now, baring him below his navel. Julia licked her hips, hungry for a look at the narrow ribbon of dark hair that started at his torso and kept travelling down the length of his body. When she pulled the covers further down, exposing his genitals, she felt the stirrings of arousal in her body. Nathan wasn’t the only one who got turned on by the sight of nudity – gazing at his male beauty was doing the exact same thing to her.
His skin was lightly bronzed, and she wondered if he ran without a shirt since he didn’t appear to have any visible tan lines. The definition of his biceps and triceps spoke of a dedicated weight training regimen, though he wasn’t overly bulky. He didn’t have an ounce of spare body fat, especially on his abs which were rock hard and mouthwateringly detailed. He had that sexy V shaped line where his lower abs met his hip flexors, more proof that he did a lot of targeted weight training and was undoubtedly in fantastic physical condition. His legs were long and leanly muscled, his calves having the same sort of definition as his arms and shoulders.
Knowing she should let him sleep, but unable to resist at the same time, she straddled his legs and bent her head until her lips could reach his cock. She began to lick him with long, slow stokes up and down his length. Nathan shifted on the bed, moving his head from one side to the other, but remained asleep. Seeing his cock begin to gradually harden and grow, her actions became bolder – taking the very tip of him into her mouth and sucking, while her hand began to move up and down his thickening length, stroking, pumping. At his initial groan of pleasure, Julia felt her nipples harden, her breasts swell. Her arousal building rapidly, she kept sucking his cock while her hand slid back to lightly fondle his testicles. When he gasped, his eyes opening slowly, she took him fully into her mouth and began to increase the tempo of her movements.
“Christ, that feels good,” he croaked. “Keep it up, baby. Keep sucking my cock hard. Oh, yeah, just like that.”
His hips began to move as he thrust his cock in and out of her mouth, fucking it eagerly. She was using both hands now, one continuing to stoke his rigid penis while the other cupped his swollen balls. Her mouth moved wetly up and down his ever-expanding length, as she flicked her tongue over the slit at the tip before sucking just the head into her mouth, then repeating her actions.
Nathan was thrashing wildly on the bed, his arms splayed out to the sides and clutching the mattress as he bucked his hips up in sync with her mouth. Julia loved seeing him so out of control, so completely aroused. She glanced up briefly to watch his face – his eyes were tightly shut, his head falling back against the pillows, his cheeks flushed a dark red and his mouth hanging open as he panted. Then she returned her full attention to pleasuring him, sucking him deeper and stroking faster and faster until he groaned.
“I’m so close, Julia. God, what you do to me. Oh, fuck, I’m coming!”
Her lips closed around him as he came, her throat working frantically to swallow the hot, salty semen. When he it was over, he flopped back on the bed, well and truly spent, while she daintily licked him dry. Then she slid back up his body and wrapped her arms around him. He nuzzled her neck, drawing her close against his heated body.
“Wow, that was incredible, baby,” he murmured. “To what do I owe such an unexpected treat?”
She ran a hand over his broad, firmly muscled chest. “I woke up, say you lying there all naked and yummy, and you just looked good enough to eat. So I did.”
Nathan laughed and pressed a kiss to her temple. “Such a dirty, naughty girl. I’ll bet you’re wet, aren’t you?”
She gasped when he didn’t wait for an answer, and merely slid his hand over her belly, thrusting two long fingers deep inside where she was most definitely wet.
“Ahh, you are a naughty girl, aren’t you?” he crooned. “Did giving me a blow job excite you? I can already tell it made your nipples hard.”
Julia moaned as he spread the creamy moisture from her cunt around her outer labia and her clit. He repeated this action again and again – fucking her with his talented fingers and then coating her vaginal lips and clitoris with the resulting liquid. She began to rock her hips back and forth with the movement of his fingers, rubbing herself against his hand.
Nathan claimed her lips in a hot, sumptuous kiss, his tongue voracious as it swept through her mouth. His free hand cupped her breast and she whimpered with pleasure beneath his hungry kisses.
“Your tits are so swollen, baby,” he whispered against her lips. “They get all full and hard when you’re excited. I’d love to make you come just by playing with these beautiful tits.”
Then his hands moved to grip her hips as he slid down her body, his head disappearing between her legs. He looked up at her, a lascivious smile on his lips. “But I can’t resist licking up all this delicious juice first.”
Julia cried out wordlessly at the first touch of his skillful mouth. He licked, sucked, thrust, bit, then repeated it all over and over again, until she was wild with arousal and need, so close but not quite there, squirming madly beneath his knowing, tormenting mouth and tongue. He continued the sensual torment for what seemed like an eternity, bringing her oh, so close to bliss only to back off at the last second. She felt wet, hot tears trickling down her cheeks, so aroused and so needy for an orgasm that it was nearly unbearable. Finally, he thrust two fingers deep inside of her core, fucking her rapidly, and sucked her clit at the same time, and she came powerfully, the pleasure going on and on. Julia’s cries were low and weak, so spent from the force of the orgasm he’d just given her that she couldn’t summon up the strength to move.
She was fast asleep in seconds, not even aware when Nathan tucked her close to his side and re-covered them both with the duvet.





Chapter Five

It was still dark outside when Nathan woke, groggy from too little sleep and too much alcohol. But his head was pounding and his mouth so dry he could barely swallow, so he forced himself out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom. He found some Advil in his toiletry kit, and tossed three back with a full glass of water. After seeing to his other needs, including brushing his teeth, he walked back into the bedroom.
He smiled sleepily as he viewed the disarray of clothing strewn about the room. He liked things tidy and in their place, so it was intuitive for him to begin picking up articles of clothing and neatly placing them on a chair. As he reached for each item of Julia’s, he couldn’t resist taking a curious glance at the labels.
Whatever it was she did for a living, it had to pay extremely well, because everything of hers was designer and expensive. The exquisite pink sheath dress was Moschino, size six; the sexy gray stilettos Yves Saint Laurent, also size six. Her gray bag was Bottega Venetta. He fingered the cream lace on her Victoria’s Secret bra, flipping the tag over to read the size – 32DD – and smiled. The little lady in his bed wasn’t so little in certain places, and he had to stifle a groan just thinking about those lushly full tits.
The pink lacy panties, however, eluded him for the moment and he was too drowsy to continue looking for them, sliding back into bed instead. But as tired as he was, he couldn’t resist pulling the duvet from Julia’s prone body carefully, baring her to his gaze.
He longed to touch her, to run a hand over the gentle curve of her hip or the sweet cheeks of her ass. Her legs weren’t long but were beautifully shaped, not skinny but leanly muscled. She had dainty, adorable feet, the toenails painted the same shade as her dress. Her skin was flawless, without a single freckle or mole to mar its creamy perfection.
Nathan smiled at the teeny little bulge of her tummy, finding it exquisitely feminine. He was glad she didn’t have the rock-hard, six-pack abs that some women at his gym seemed obsessed with achieving. He liked that Julia was slender and shapely but still soft and a tiny bit round. And, of course, there was the part of her body he seemed the most obsessed with – her breasts. He loved their round, high fullness, how they reminded him of big, pink pearls.
He couldn’t stop himself from rubbing his thumb over one soft pink nipple, manipulating it until it stiffened. In her sleep, Julia made a little sound of pleasure, and his hand grew bolder, cupping her breast. He was more than a little astonished to find himself growing hard again, figuring that she’d wrung the very last drop out of him with that soul-stealing blow job. He’d never come close to having this much sex in such a short span of time, would have never believed it physically possible, and could only reason that Julia was the cause. She was such a giving, responsive lover and certainly the hottest, sexiest woman he’d ever met. It was small wonder that all he had to do was look at her glorious body and become instantly erect.
Fully aroused now, he lowered his head and took her nipple in his mouth, suckling her hungrily. As he moved to the other breast, he felt Julia stirring beneath him, heard her soft groan of pleasure, felt her hands sliding into his hair.
He lifted his head, one hand still fondling a breast. “I’m sorry to wake you,” he whispered. “I just can’t keep my hands off of you. I guess I’m addicted.”
She smiled sleepily. “Mmm, we have the same addiction then, because I need another fix, too. I don’t think I’m ever going to get enough of you.”
Nathan slid behind Julia, turning her on her side and lifting one leg over his. She gasped when he entered her from that position, his chest spooned against her back. Their lovemaking this time was slow and careful, and infinitely tender. He captured her hand, their fingers entwined, as she arched her head back to meet his sweet, searching kiss. This time was in sharp contrast to the frantic, physical fucking they had done earlier, so much that Nathan’s chest ached from the beauty of it. They fit together so perfectly, their slow, sensuous movements in complete sync with each other, like this was a beautiful, dreamy dance.
Even their orgasms this time were quiet, though still deeply satisfying. He stayed buried inside of her as they fell asleep, unwilling to withdraw from her and break contact. Just before sleep claimed him again, he thought drowsily that he’d never felt so satisfied or content before.

Nathan woke reluctantly, far too warm and comfortable to even think of opening his eyes. He yawned sleepily, his brain still too fogged over to be able to really summon a clear thought, and his body too limp and thoroughly relaxed to move. He closed his eyes again, willing himself to fall back asleep, but now his brain and body were gradually beginning to awaken and become aware of his surroundings.
He was snuggled deep into the plush mattress of his hotel room bed, his head burrowed comfortably on one of the thick pillows. The crisp, clean scent of the bed linens was pleasant but there was a different scent that was making his nose twitch and a smile to play about his lips. This scent was of a very light floral fragrance, one that was not familiar to him, but that he knew instinctively he liked a lot. He nuzzled his nose to breathe more deeply of the scent, feeling his cheek brushing against something soft and silky. As he came more fully awake, he was suddenly aware that his arm was wrapped around a warm, curvy body, his leg covering a shapely, feminine limb.
Nathan blinked once, twice, before opening his eyes fully and glancing down at the enticing female body curled up trustingly against his side. A body that most definitely did not belong to his fiancée. A body that he began to all too vividly recall had done wicked, enticing things to him last night and early this morning, a body that he’d come to know intimately in a very short period of time, and that was even now tempting him to tumble back onto the mattress and sink inside of.
It all came rushing back to him like a tidal wave – his argument with Cameron, the amount of liquor he’d belted back in a very short time frame, meeting the beautiful girl he’d been obsessed with for days out in front of the hotel, inviting her back inside for a drink, and the resulting hours and hours of hot, consuming sex they’d engaged in.
‘Ah, fuck,” he groaned beneath his breath, careful not to wake Julia. “What the hell have I done?’
Cautiously, he began to ease himself away from her an inch at a time, desperate not to wake her. She mumbled sleepily but only burrowed further into her pillow as he slowly eased himself out of the bed. He stood by the foot of the bed for long seconds, running his hand alternately through his hair and then over his jaw, trying to make some sense of what the hell had happened the previous evening. Had he really seduced this beautiful, sweet girl while knowing full well that he was already engaged and had to fly back home today? Nathan simply couldn’t fathom how he’d done something so thoroughly rotten, how he could have intentionally taken another woman to bed when he had a fiancée waiting for him back in San Francisco. He’d never been that kind of guy, had always been honest with the women he’d dated. Sure, he’d had his fair share of one-night stands but never when he was already dating someone else. So what the hell had possessed him last night to suddenly start acting like Prick of the Year? He struggled to calculate exactly how much alcohol he’d consumed last night, but knew it hadn’t been nearly enough to cloud his judgment that badly. Unfortunately, he’d known exactly what he’d been doing by enticing Julia into his bed and then had taken full, despicable advantage of her passionate capitulation. And that unquestionably made him the biggest dog-faced bastard in the history of mankind, seriously in need of a major ass-kicking.
As quietly as possible, he gathered up some clean clothes and slipped noiselessly into the bathroom. He showered, shaved, and dressed in record time, badly needing some alone time to get a hold of himself and then figure out what the hell to do next. There was no way he was just going to ditch Julia – sneak out of the room like a spineless jerk without explaining or apologizing. He might have acted like the world’s biggest asshole last night but he wasn’t about to make things that much worse by just leaving like a thief in the night. But he did need coffee – and more Advil, judging from his pounding headache – and at least a few minutes to get his shit together before manning up.
He exited the bathroom as quietly as he’d entered, grateful to see that Julia still slept peacefully, and hastily found his shoes, wallet, and room key. As he headed for the door, though, he couldn’t resist sneaking another peek at her, if only to assure himself that she was every bit as beautiful as he’d thought. Nathan closed his eyes, overcome at the sight of her gorgeous face in repose with her pink cheeks and soft, lush mouth slightly parted as she breathed in and out. The image of that fairytale princess from his old childhood storybook came to mind, but Julia in the flesh was a hundred times more beautiful than any of those illustrations. Her glorious mane of caramel colored curls tumbled carelessly about her bare shoulders and his fingers itched to run through the long, silky strands again.
Instead, his grit his teeth and opened the door carefully, knowing he’d need the biggest cup of coffee he could find before facing her again. Maybe one with several bracing shots of whiskey in it.

Julia winced as she turned over in the unfamiliar bed, feeling the soreness in seldom used muscles. The drapes had been drawn, blocking out most of the bright sunlight streaming into the room, but not enough to hide the fact that it was definitely morning. She opened one eye a crack, just enough to see it was slightly before nine a.m.
Memories of the previous night – and early this morning – began to surface, one after the other, until she didn’t know which one to recall first. She smiled dreamily as the decadent splendor of the last fifteen or so hours replayed itself over and over in her mind. She’d never had sex that physical, that demanding, that raw before. No one had ever talked to her like Nathan had, the dirty but thrilling things that he’d whispered to her all night long. And she had never even come close to having that much sex in such a short period of time, hadn’t dreamed it was even possible to get a man hard that many times. And it went without saying that she had never had even one orgasm as intense as the multiple ones Nathan had wrung out of her.
She stretched luxuriously, feeling very lazy and satisfied, like a big cat. It was then she realized she was alone in the huge bed, the covers shoved back on Nathan’s side. Trying not to panic or make assumptions, she slowly sat up and looked around the hotel room.
Relief washed through her when she noticed his suitcases lined up against the far wall, his jacket laid across a chair. She hadn’t actually believed that Nathan could have done something as unconscionable as sneaking out of here without a goodbye, or a discussion of where they went from here. There was no way, she told herself firmly, that someone who‘d been so wonderful, so tender and caring, would be capable of doing something like that. After what they had shared last night and this morning, Julia couldn’t imagine that this would turn out to be just another one night stand for him. It certainly was much, much more to her. She was already a little in love with him, already missing him, and trying really hard not to start thinking about what happened next. There were so many things she didn’t know about him – where he lived, what he did for a living, not to mention his last name. It was obvious he didn’t live in New York, and she thought it was fortunate that she had already begun to think about moving out of the city for at this moment she thought she would gladly follow him to the ends of the earth.
Thinking that he had to be in the bathroom, Julia padded naked across the carpeted room, only to frown again when she found that space empty as well, though evidence remained that he’d showered sometime this morning.
Fighting back a growing sense of unease, Julia turned on the shower taps and grabbed a towel and one of the hotel bathrobes. Not wanting to take the time to wash and dry her long hair, she piled it into the complementary shower cap before stepping into the shower. The hot, steamy water did wonders for her sore muscles, and the soap smelled wonderful as she washed. She could have lingered for awhile in that huge shower, but she was anxious to see Nathan. She dried off quickly and wrapped herself in the plush robe. After restoring some order to her hair, and using another swig of mouthwash, she tentatively opened the bathroom door and was relieved beyond description to see that Nathan had returned.
He was standing over by the window, where he’d opened the drapes to let the full morning light flood into the room. He was sending a text and hadn’t noticed her yet, so Julia allowed herself a moment to drink in his splendid male beauty. He was more casually dressed this morning, in dark jeans and a fitted gray T-shirt. His thick brown hair was neatly brushed and he’d shaved, leaving his handsome face smooth. He was frowning slightly in concentration as he tapped out his text, and she was determined to replace that frown with a very happy smile.
“Good morning,” she said in a husky voice as she padded over to him on bare feet.
He glanced up, abruptly setting his phone aside. The rather somber expression on his face should have been cause for concern but Julia was too happy to see him to think much about it.
“Good morning,” he replied quietly. “I brought coffee and some pastries. They’re over on the table.”
She smiled at him sultrily, sliding her arms around his neck and pressing her body flush against his. “Thank you. But I need a good morning kiss first.”
Julia pulled his head down to hers and kissed him, a sensual, open-mouthed kiss, and tasted the inside of his mouth with slow, deep licks. At first, Nathan seemed to merely accept her kiss almost passively, and then suddenly he groaned and hauled her into his body. The neckline of her overlarge robe fell open and Julia, needing to feel his hands on her, brought his fingers to her nipple. He obliged by tweaking the already hard little peak between his fingers, eliciting a moan of pleasure from her throat.
Abruptly, Nathan broke the kiss and placed his hands on her shoulders, holding her away from him at arm’s distance. Julia raised puzzled eyes to his.
“Nathan, what’s wrong?”
His gaze dipped to where the robe had parted, revealing the full length of her nude body, before he closed his eyes. “Fix your robe, Julia. I can’t think straight with you looking like that. All I can think about is fucking you again.”
Her mouth quivered at the harsh, almost impersonal tone of his voice but she complied, tightening the belt so that the robe covered her from neck to ankles. “Please tell me what’s wrong,” she said quietly.
He opened his eyes, looking relieved to see her covered, and took her by the elbow. He led her over to the same table where they’d eaten late last night. “Sit down, Julia. I wasn’t sure how you took your coffee. I hope cream is okay. There’s sweetener there if you use it. And you should eat something, help yourself.” He gestured to the tall white bag on the table.
She shook her head. “I’m not hungry. Please talk to me, Nathan. What’s wrong?”
He took the opposite chair. “Have your coffee first, then we’ll talk.”
Julia’s hand shook as she stirred sweetener into her coffee and then took a sip. Her stomach was starting to churn with unease, and she had a terrible premonition about what was to come. There was no trace left of her sexy, passionate lover of the previous evening, and she knew she didn’t want to hear what he was going to say during their “talk”. But Nathan remained stubbornly silent, looking off in the other direction until she’d finished about half of her coffee. By then tears were already spilling from her eyes, and she had to choke back a little sob.
That small sound brought his head back around, and he groaned to see her wipe tears from her cheeks. “Oh, baby. Why are you crying?” he asked tenderly, brushing her hair back from her face.
She closed her eyes as the tears continued to fall freely. “Because you’re about to tell me this was all a terrible mistake, and that it should never have happened, aren’t you?” she whispered brokenly.
“Look at me, Julia.” The commanding tone was back in his voice, and she was powerless to resist him as she opened her eyes. His gaze upon her was compassionate, but there was a firm set to his mouth and jaw. “You’re partly right,” he told her gently. “What happened last night shouldn’t have. I should never have allowed myself to even approach you. But to call the most incredible night of my life a mistake is completely incorrect.”
Julia felt like her heart was splintering into thousands of tiny shards. “I don’t understand, Nathan. Why shouldn’t it have happened? We were obviously both attracted to each other, right from the very first time I saw you coming back from your run.”
He made a harsh sound. “Attracted is too mild a word for what I felt for you, baby. Obsessed is more like it. I thought about you constantly, kicked myself a thousand times for not running after you that first day, and getting your number. But the reason I didn’t is the same reason why I have to say goodbye to you now, Julia. I’m not free to be with you, baby.”
Shocked, she stood up abruptly, pushing herself away from the table. “Oh, God, you’re married? Oh, no. God, no. How could I be so stupid again?” She covered her face with her hands, weeping like a child.
Nathan tried to take her in his arms, but she walked away from him. “I’m not married, Julia,” he said quietly. “Even I wouldn’t be that much of an asshole. But I am in a long term relationship and very recently engaged.”
Anger surged through her as she turned to face him. “Like that’s much better?” she hissed. “How could you, Nathan? What a fool I am, a stupid, stupid, fool. I actually believed we had something special but all you wanted was a good long fuck before you flew home to your fiancée. You bastard.”
He paled visibly at her angrily spoken words. “It wasn’t like that, Julia. Not even a little bit. I certainly didn’t come to New York thinking I was going to have a final wild fling. If you recall, I didn’t even bring condoms with me.”
She was so angry and upset – both with him and herself- that she was shaking. “Then exactly how was it, Nathan? If you were engaged and obviously had no intention of ever seeing me again after today, why did you let it go so far?”
“Because I couldn’t help myself,” he whispered harshly. “You were so goddamned beautiful, like a dream, like that fairytale princess I told you about. And I let myself be a total asshole and use you because I was selfish and greedy, and I just fucking wanted you. I’m sure you must hate my guts right about now.”
Julia shook her head. “I should. I should be screaming names at you right now, throwing things, cursing you. But I’m just – sad, Nathan. Last night was so amazing for me, like a beautiful, living dream. I’ve never, ever considered going off with a man I just met and didn’t know anything about, but I couldn’t help myself. I was so attracted to you, wanted to be with you so badly. And now - God, I don’t even know your last name! I don’t do things like this – one night stands – and now I just feel dirty, like some nasty skank you picked up in a bar.”
He was at her side in an instant, dragging her into his arms and burying his face in her hair. “Jesus, baby, don’t say things like that!” he told her in alarm. “Julia, you are the finest, most precious woman I’ve ever met. Don’t ever think of comparing yourself to some cheap slut. I know you wouldn’t just go off with any man you meet, and I could tell it had been awhile since you’d been with someone. Don’t you dare cheapen what happened last night. It was the best night of my life.”
She raised tear-filled eyes to his. “Then why are you leaving me? If it was so good between us, then why can’t we keep seeing each other?”
He rested his forehead against hers, heaving a sigh. “It’s not that simple. I know I’ve acted like a bastard – cheating on my fiancée and using you. But I’ve been with her for two years, Julia. What kind of an asshole would I be to ditch her just because someone else came along? I should have tried harder to resist you. But now because I was weak I’ve hurt you and betrayed someone else.”
Julia felt lightheaded, and held on to his forearms to stop herself from collapsing. “Are you in love with her?” she whispered faintly.
He groaned. “Don’t, Julia.”
She pushed herself away from him and began to search for her things. “You’re right. Of course you love her. Why else would you be engaged? Where are my clothes?”
“Over there on the desk chair. Julia -“
She ignored him and walked over to where she saw the pink dress. A strange sense of numbness had begun to seep into her bones, an awful feeling of cold and dread, and she couldn’t stop the shivers that rippled through her body. Almost without being aware of her actions, she dropped the robe from her shoulders, barely hearing the indrawn hiss of Nathan’s breath behind her as her nudity was displayed. Like a robot, she pulled her bra on and then frantically searched around for her panties.
“Where are my panties?” she asked, her voice high and panicky. “They aren’t with the rest of my things. I can’t walk out of here without them.”
Nathan’s voice sounded behind her but she didn’t pay him any attention as she searched for her missing underwear. “Julia, take it easy, baby,” he soothed. “It’s okay.”
She sobbed and shook her head. “No, no, it’s not. I can’t find them, Nathan. I can’t leave here without panties on. Only bad girls do things like that and I’m a good girl. I never do naughty things.”
“Jesus, stop it.” He pulled her into his arms, pushing her face into his shoulder. “Calm down and I’ll help you find them.”
She pushed away from him. “No, I need to go. I can’t be here with you.” Resigning herself to walking out of there sans underwear, she pulled her dress on, awkwardly zipping it up behind her while shoving her feet into her shoes. Angrily, she dashed away the tears that blinded her and grabbed her purse, stumbling towards the door.
A door that Nathan was blocking, his back pressed against it so that she couldn’t leave. She refused to look at him, her hair falling forward to shield her flushed, tearstained face.
“Julia, look at me, please.” The commanding tone of his voice had been replaced with an almost desperate plea. “Baby, please.”
Her head shot up angrily. “Don’t call me that,” she hissed. “I’m not your baby. I’m just some stupid, naïve girl you banged last night. You’re flying home today to the woman you really care about, so don’t waste your fake endearments on me.”
His shoulders slumped, and an expression of unbelievable sadness crossed his face. “Julia, I am so sorry. I never meant to hurt you like this. I wish there was something I could say or do to make it better.”
She raised huge, tear-filled eyes to his. “Just let me go, Nathan. Please open the door now.”
But he ignored her, instead sliding his hands into her hair. “Let me take you downstairs, get you a cab. I need to know you’re going to be okay.”
Julia placed her hands over his, trying in vain to dislodge them. “No. I want to leave now. Alone. Don’t make this harder.”
He brushed his thumb over her lips. “Then kiss me goodbye. A kiss to remember.”
She tried to turn her head to the side, but he held her still as his lips claimed hers one final time. His kiss tasted of hunger, of desperation, but mostly of farewell. Julia refused at first to respond, remaining passive beneath his hungry mouth, but then she gave a little moan and kissed him back, clinging to him as though she never wanted to let go.
He released her then, stepping away from the door, looking as though he were struggling to speak. Not able to bear another apology, Julia yanked open the door and simply walked away before she could run back into his arms and beg him to never leave.





Chapter Six

January
“Julia, how wonderful to see you again. Please, come in and have a seat. Did you want Courtney to get you some coffee or tea?”
Julia shook her head as she walked inside Travis Headley’s office and took a seat at one of the chairs facing his desk. “No, thank you. Courtney was already kind enough to ask but I’m fine. And it’s lovely to see you again, too. It’s been over two years, I think.”
Travis nodded as he sat down next to her rather than behind his desk, taking her hand in his. “Yes. I was in Manhattan for the Thanksgiving weekend two years ago. We had dinner together with Gerard and Maddy before your family flew in for the holiday.”
Travis had been another of Gerard’s protégées, having originally been a student of his at the Design Institute. Gerard had on occasion presented workshops and seminars at his alma mater, and he’d been impressed with Travis’ talent and vision. Like Julia herself, Travis had spent a year interning at Manhattan Interiors after graduating from college but had left New York for the West Coast soon thereafter. He had made it a point over the years, however, to keep in close touch with Gerard via email and phone calls and had made several visits to New York.
Julia had met Travis for the first time about five years ago when she was still in college. She’d traveled down from Cornell to spend a long holiday weekend with Aunt Maddy, and Travis had been in town at the same time to visit Gerard. Travis knew Maddy as well, so it had been only natural for all of them to meet for dinner one evening.
There had been a couple of other meetings since that first one, and Julia had hit it off with him each time. Like Gerard, Travis was openly gay, but in a more discreet, less dramatic manner than the older man. In his early thirties now, Travis favored tailored business suits like the light gray one he wore today, and could just as easily have been a lawyer or executive as the interior designer he was. He was the co-owner of a very successful architectural design firm here in San Francisco, in charge of the interior design division of the company while his partner managed the architectural side. And Julia was keeping her fingers crossed that she would soon be one of their employees.
Travis seemed in little hurry to discuss the business at hand, however. “How is Madelyn these days?” he asked of Julia’s beloved aunt.
“Relieved that the holidays are over, of course. It’s crazier than normal at the store then.” Madelyn Benoit was the head buyer at Bergdorf Goodman, one of Manhattan’s most exclusive, high-end department stores.
Travis nodded, his admiring gaze taking in the beautiful dress of cream cashmere that Julia wore today. With its crisscross neckline and slim pencil skirt, it managed to be both businesslike and ultra-feminine at the same time.
“I see Auntie is still keeping her favorite niece well dressed. Another Donna Karan?” he asked, naming one of Julia’s favorite designers.
She shook her head. “Ralph Lauren. And yes, there are definite and numerous perks to having Maddy for my aunt.”
Madelyn had never married, and had no children of her own, so she had always showered her adored nieces with affection and gifts. She had worked in the fashion industry for three decades, and as a buyer for about half of that time. In her current high profile job, she frequently received samples and overstock from all manner of designers, especially when she attended the twice-yearly Fashion Weeks in cities like New York, Paris, Milan and Hong Kong. It was always far too much stuff for her to use personally, and even after distributing goods to her staff there was plenty to ship to her sister and nieces. And since Lauren favored a much more casual wardrobe, the bulk of the dresses, skirts, shoes, and bags went to Julia. It was a very fortunate thing, too, because there was no way Julia could have ever afforded to buy such high end pieces on her own salary. She made good money as an interior designer – or had, at least – but it still wasn’t nearly enough to afford the outfit she had on today. And she had a real weakness for designer goods, so she was eternally grateful she had Aunt Maddy to make frequent contributions to her clothing addiction and therefore avoid having sky-high credit card bills.
Travis’ gaze dropped to her feet, shod in cream suede Giuseppe Zanotti peep-toe stilettos. “Love the shoes, too. But you always were a very stylish young lady. Even when you were in college I don’t recall you ever wearing jeans and flats.”
She gave a mock shudder. “Jeans are for tomboys and flats for old ladies. Besides, both of them make my legs look too short.”
He grinned, looking very boyish with his well-styled wheat blond hair, fair skin, and trim build. “Well, you look sensational, honey. You must have to beat men off with a stick.”
Julia sobered and made a dismissive movement with her hand. “Actually, I’m kind of off men at the moment. You know the old saying ‘fool me once shame on you, fool me twice shame on me’. Or the other old saying – ‘men are assholes’.”
Travis lifted a brow. “Well, I can see we’ll have to have a loong talk one of these days. Sounds like you’ve got some interesting tales to tell. But in the meanwhile let’s talk about the possibility of you working here.” His expression turned serious. “Gerard told me a little about what happened with that witch Vanessa but I’d like to hear your side.”
Julia sighed. “You mean why she fired me and then proceeded to call every design firm she could think of to blacklist me?”
Travis listened intently – and with empathy – as she related the story that had filled him with outrage when Gerard had first filled him in. One evening last October Julia had been in the office working late when Vanessa’s slimy boyfriend Philip had accosted her. The office had been deserted and no one had heard her scream when Philip had torn her blouse, slapped her across the mouth hard enough to draw blood, bruised her hip, and cracked three of her ribs as she’d fought him off.
It had been a mixed blessing when Vanessa – who had arranged to meet Philip at the office – had arrived and heard the commotion, rushing into Julia’s office in time to stop Philip from hurting her further. He of course had tried to blame the whole thing on Julia, claiming she’d been flirting with him and leading him on for months. And, despite the fact that Julia was curled up in a ball, bleeding, bruised and sobbing, Vanessa had chosen to believe Philip and had fired Julia on the spot.
Vanessa’s anger and jealousy had gone far beyond merely firing her, however, and she’d done her damndest to prevent Julia from getting another job. That was when Julia had called Gerard, hoping to move to New Orleans and work with him again. But his new firm was still getting off the ground, and there was barely enough work to keep him afloat, much less to bring on another designer. Gerard had, however, contacted Travis who coincidentally was looking for a new designer and here Julia was.
Travis’s mouth had tightened into a grim line as she had related her story. “I always knew Vanessa was a royal bitch – that’s one of the reasons I never took a permanent job with Gerard. But I never imagined she could be quite that mercenary. I hope you pressed charges against her slimebag boyfriend.”
Julia shook her head. “Aunt Maddy was very upset with me when I refused. She came to pick me up that night after I called her but I just didn’t see much point in pressing charges. Vanessa’s family has piles of money and she would have probably hired some shark of a lawyer to get Loverboy off. I just wanted to forget the whole nightmare.”
“Is that why you left New York?”
“One of them,” she admitted. “But to be honest, I’d been thinking of moving anyway. New York is wonderful but I’ve left some other bad memories back there, too. It’s been nice to be back in California and especially to be spending time with my parents and sister.”
She’d been staying at her parents’ home in Carmel since just after Thanksgiving, having given up her apartment in Manhattan and shipped all of her belongings out here. Everything she owned was currently in storage inside her father’s workshop.
“Did you tell your family about what happened?”
Julia nodded. “Only because Aunt Maddy threatened to do so if I didn’t. My dad was furious, he still wants to press charges, but I’ve convinced him not to. And Lauren swears she’s going to beat the crap out of both Vanessa and her boyfriend the next time she’s in New York. Considering that she still takes kung fu classes on a regular basis, I’m a little worried about that.”
Travis grinned, having heard multiple stories about Julia’s fierce twin sister. “And what did your mother do?”
She sighed. “Mom didn’t say anything, just held me and let me cry things out. It was a rotten few months for me, Travis, going back to something that happened in September.”
“Ahh. Does that have anything to do with the ‘men are assholes’ quote?”
She laughed. “It has everything to do with it. But I’ve tried really hard to move past it, so can we not discuss it right now?”
“Your wish is my command. How about we take a look at that portfolio you’ve brought along instead?”
For the next half hour or so, they poured through Julia’s design portfolio, with Travis asking questions, making comments, and listening to her responses. They talked for awhile longer about some of the other projects she’d handled, what types of assignments she could expect to be given here, and about current design trends.
At the end of it all, Travis was regarding her with a half-smile. “So I assume you’d live in the city if you got this job?”
She nodded. “Luckily there’s a great little place that just became available in my friend Angela’s building. She lives in this amazing Victorian in Lower Pacific Heights. I’ve been crashing with her the past couple of nights.”
“Any other job offers you’re considering?”
Julia bit her bottom lip uncertainly. “Nothing serious, no. There’s a small firm in Atlanta that I’ve had a phone interview with, and a place in Minneapolis who just emailed me this morning. But both of those are just straightforward home interior shops, nothing like what you were just describing.”
Travis waved a hand in dismissal. “Ugh, Atlanta. From a boy who grew up in Florida, trust me when I say you’d hate summer in the Deep South – all that humidity and those nasty bugs. Yuck. And Minnesota? Honey, all that wretched snow and probably no Neiman Marcus or Barneys within a hundred mile radius. No, you can’t even consider either of those offers because you’re coming to work for me.”
She stared at him in shocked surprise. “Just like that? I mean, don’t you have to think about it for awhile? Or – or discuss it with your business partner or something?”
“Yes, just like that. No, I knew almost before you walked in the door that I would hire you. And, no. Nate and I don’t interfere with who the other hires. So, if you’ll do us the honor, Ms. McKinnon, Atwood Headley would very much like you to be their newest interior designer.”
Julia smiled, really smiled, for the first time in months and couldn’t contain her happiness, almost giggling in reaction. “I would absolutely adore working here with you, Travis. Given our connection through Gerard, this feels like the perfect fit for me. I know I’m going to be very happy here.”
Travis stood and extended his hand to her. “Welcome aboard, honey. Now, give your new boss a hug, why don’t you? You know with me it’s not going to be any form of sexual harassment if I touch you.”
She did giggle then as she gave him a quick, affectionate hug. “Thank you, Travis,” she told him, suddenly serious. “You don’t know how much this means to me. I was afraid for awhile that I’d never be able to get a decent job again.”
“Vanessa’s influence isn’t as far reaching as she’d like to believe with that overinflated ego of hers, “declared Travis. “And from what I hear her business isn’t going so well these days. A lot of clients were very loyal to Gerard – and also to you – so with the two of you gone things are drying up. Plus, Gerard is so pissed over what happened to you that he’s working on damaging her professional reputation with as many people as he can.”
She nodded. “He told me that. It really isn’t necessary, you know. I’m just glad to be out of that awful situation. Ever since Gerard left it was hell for me to work there.”
Travis’s mouth tightened. “Having interned there for a year and seeing how Vanessa operates, I can certainly empathize. But that’s all in the past now. You’re going to love working here and I’m going to start throwing stuff at you right away. How soon can you start?”
“Hmm. Today is Tuesday, Would next Monday be okay? I think I can sign the lease on the flat today – the landlord is holding it for me until Thursday – and then convince my dad to haul all my stuff up this weekend.”
He grinned. “A woman of action. I like that. It will serve you very well here because things move fast. Monday would be sensational. Let’s take you over to Personnel so you can fill out mounds of boring paperwork. I’ll introduce you along the way to as many people as I can. You’ll never remember names, of course, but I guarantee they’ll all remember you. Especially how good your ass looks in this dress.”
Julia gaped at him in mock horror, then shared a laugh with him. “I know. Gay boss, straight employee, no sexual harassment.”
“Just paying you a compliment, honey. Hell, I’m practically like your brother. But there are a couple of the guys you do need to watch out for. I’ll make sure you know who they are.” He shook his head. “Too bad Nate is already spoken for. The two of you together would have been awfully pretty. And I can’t stand his fiancée. But that’s a long story, one we’ll share over a bottle or two of wine someday. Come on now, let me go show you off.”
Atwood Headley was a much bigger firm than Manhattan Interiors had been, largely because of the architectural arm of the company. Between architects, designers, and all the support staff, there were over a hundred employees. It seemed to Julia that during their whirlwind tour of the office Travis must have introduced her to at least half the staff. She knew he was right and that she’d never remember anyone’s name come Monday, apart from Travis, of course, and his admin assistant Courtney.
Julia thought the oddly dressed girl was what Olive Oyl would look like if she suddenly went hipster. Courtney was tall and painfully thin, with super skinny arms and legs, and long, lank hair dyed a bright orangey-red. Travis had whispered that this was a new shade – last week it had been cotton candy pink. Courtney wore a very strange assortment of clothing that looked vintage/thrift shop – but not in a good way – accented by leopard-print flats and red-framed eyeglasses that clashed badly with her current hair color. The fashionista imbedded deep within Julia could have wept at such a horrific assault on the eyes, but Courtney seemed like a sweet girl and was very kind, despite her scary sense of fashion.
In fact, everyone she met was very kind and welcoming, though more than a few of the men had either gaped at her open-mouthed or stared at her breasts. The two men in particular that Travis had warned her against – one an architect, the other a landscape designer – had both definitely flirted with her. But Julia had long ago mastered the art of the firm but subtle put-down, and was quite certain she’d made it very clear to both of them that it was to be a business only relationship.
One of the last stops they made before Julia was to spend an hour or more filling out personnel forms was at the office of Travis’ partner – Nate Atwood. Seated just outside of the office was a petite woman who looked to be in her mid-to-late forties. Her nameplate identified her as Robyn Reynolds, and she was all eager smiles as Travis introduced her to Julia.
“Welcome to the fold, Julia,” she told her warmly, clasping her hand. “You’re going to love it here. We’re all like a big family.”
Travis put an arm around the older woman’s narrow shoulders affectionately. “And Robyn’s the mama of our family. Nate and I stole her away from the firm we both worked at when we decided to spin off on our own.”
If Courtney was Olive Oyl, then Robyn was Tinker Bell. Small and sprightly, her chestnut hair was cut in a stylish pixie and there was a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. She wore a wrap dress of dark burgundy wool and black suede ankle boots.
“I’m sorry that Nate isn’t in today so you could meet,” apologized Robyn. “He’s on a job site up in Napa all day. Lousy day for it, too, with these scattered showers.”
Travis turned to Julia. “The Napa site is the resort hotel I mentioned to you earlier. It’s one of the first projects you’ll be assigned to, so you’ll be working closely with Nate on it.”
Julia nodded. “I’m really looking forward to doing the design for that one. It’s amazing that you have the Gregson Hotels as your client.”
Gregson Hotels were known worldwide as an ultra-luxe brand of both city hotels and sprawling resort properties. The headquarters for the North and South American properties was located in San Francisco, and Atwood Headley had already completed several projects for the company. By coincidence, Julia had worked on a remodel project for one of their Manhattan hotels last year, and she was thrilled at the opportunity to work on such a high profile account again.
A couple of hours later, as she finished her tour of the office and filling out an endless stack of new hire forms, she headed back to Angela’s flat with a sense of satisfaction. Finally, after several months of so many bad things happening to her, it seemed that all the dark clouds were starting to blow away. Julia was more than ready to forget the heartache and disappointment she’d known in New York and begin a new, happier chapter of her life here in San Francisco.

Nathan was running late, and operating on too few hours of sleep, as he walked briskly to his office. Fortunately, his condo was just three blocks from the office, one of the main reasons he’d bought the place four years ago. He liked the convenience of being so close to his job, even if the modern high-rise building wasn’t exactly to his taste. But he certainly didn’t plan on living there forever if he had his way about it. Convincing Cameron to eventually move out of the city and into his idea of a dream home across the bay in Tiburon, however, was something else entirely.
It was because of Cameron that he was both late and tired this morning. They had spent a three-day weekend up at her parents’ luxurious vacation home in Lake Tahoe, skiing and socializing with her family and their wide circle of friends. Nathan had wanted to head back to San Francisco late morning yesterday to beat the traffic and have some time to relax before the work week began on Monday. But Cameron had wheedled and cajoled, wanting to stay for lunch and spending extra time with some friends she hadn’t seen in awhile. It had been very late afternoon by the time they had left, and a drive that should have taken about four hours quickly doubled due to all the traffic. Nathan had been stressed out from driving in bumper to bumper traffic and in poor weather conditions, knowing the whole while that he had a busy day at the office. To make matters worse, he’d been away Monday through Thursday of the previous week on a business trip to southern California, and thus hadn’t been at the office all week. The amount of work he was going to have to get caught up on gave him a violent headache just thinking about it.
Cameron was maddeningly oblivious to such matters, since her own job as the owner of an art gallery was far less stressful and demanding. Business at the gallery was typically slow at this time of year, and she was an expert at delegating as much work as possible to her employees. He was certain that she would sleep in quite late this morning while he was making do with less than five hours of sleep.
Nathan sighed as he pressed the elevator button for his floor. He really had to start setting his foot down with Cameron about all of these social functions she insisted on attending. It seemed that pretty much every weekend was packed with one thing or another, and that he rarely got a say in what they did. Or, rarer still, actually got to relax and unwind occasionally. It had been especially hectic over the holiday season, and things hadn’t seemed to settle down all that much in the resulting weeks.
He waved hello to Becca, the pretty Asian receptionist, and somewhat sleepily greeted several other employees on his way to his office. He grinned at Robyn, who was already hard at work like the whirlwind of activity she was.
“Well, you look like hell,” she said by way of greeting, in a manner that spoke of years of familiarity. “Good thing you’re clutching that extra large coffee. I’m guessing by the dark circles under your eyes that you’ll be needing a refill soon.”
“Good morning to you, too, Mrs. Reynolds,” he chuckled. Robyn was a combination of admin assistant, bossy big sister, and close friend. Convincing her to come work for them had been the best move he and Travis had made when they’d taken the plunge and decided to start their own firm nearly ten years ago.
“I take it you got back later than planned from Tahoe last night,” she commented as she resumed checking through email.
Nathan rolled his eyes. “That’s the understatement of the year. You know, if I liked driving through snow and ice I’d have gone back home to live in Michigan after college.”
Robyn shook her head. “Hon, you need to start setting your foot down with your woman. She’s got more social engagements than the Queen of England.”
“Yeah, I know. But not today. Is everything ready for my meeting at ten?” he asked.
“Of course. And I have all of your notes from your trip last week ready. Thanks for the email draft, it was a big help.”
He nodded. “Good. Anything else going on around here that I need to know about? I didn’t get a chance to talk to Travis at all last week. Everything okay on his end so far as you know?”
“Very okay. His new designer started last week so he’s over the moon about her. And what a darling girl she is. I’m sure you’ll meet her later.”
The very last thing he was concerned with was meeting one of Travis’ new employees, already having way too much of his own work to deal with. Nathan rolled up his sleeves and got right to it, going through his mail and email from the previous week, and looking over his notes and sketches for the client meeting this morning. The morning flew by rapidly, and he worked without interruption, even when Robyn brought him another cup of coffee.
His meeting was due to begin in about fifteen minutes, so he started putting away files and other items in his desk in preparation. Nathan hated a cluttered, untidy desk, especially when he had clients in his office. He spun around in his desk chair so he could re-file several folders in the credenza behind his desk, and stopped short when he accidentally tried to stuff a folder into the wrong hanging file.
He stared at the lacy pink underwear he kept hidden away in the file. Absently, he fingered the fragile lace between his thumb and forefinger, resisting the urge to pull the panties out and bury his face in them. Angrily, he shoved them back into their hiding place, and slammed the credenza drawer shut.
He’d found the panties tangled in the bed sheets as he had left the hotel room that turbulent morning last September, and hadn’t been able to leave them behind. He’d stuffed them into his laptop case, intending to get rid of them when he arrived home. But then he’d seen them again at work while unpacking his laptop, and still hadn’t been able to throw them out.
Nathan had dealt with the tremendous guilt and regret he’d suffered after that night in New York by repressing it all. Each time memories of that night began to surface, he’d pushed them away, refusing to let himself remember – or worse, to imagine what could have been.
Once, when the guilt had overwhelmed him for a few minutes until he’d found the strength to fight it off, he’d had the wild idea of returning to New York to try and find her. He could have simply loitered outside the Plaza Hotel for hours on end, hoping she’d walk by. Or haunting the Starbucks where they’d met in the event she should drop in.
But of course he had never acted on such a crazy impulse. Even if he had by some minor miracle been able to find her again, he was quite certain she would have either ignored him completely or smacked him across the face. God knew that was the least he deserved for what he’d done to her.
And while he’d more or less been able to squelch thoughts of Julia and the sex-filled hours they’d spent together while he was awake, his dreams had been another matter. He’d been haunted more than once with explicitly detailed dreams about her. He wasn’t able to recall specific details, but he’d always woken from them with a painful hard-on and a frantically beating heart.
Of course, he’d felt even guiltier over how he’d betrayed Cameron and had been trying – albeit unknown to her – to make it up to her ever since. That was the primary reason he’d agreed to attend so many parties, receptions, dinners, and other events with her these past few months, and had been treating her like a queen. Fortunately, Cameron remained blissfully unaware of his infidelity and had been delighted at his acquiescence and indulgences.
Their lives had been a virtual whirlwind since last September. In October, her parents had thrown them a lavish, high society engagement party. They had gone on their two-week vacation to Hawaii in early November. And then there had been the dizzying array of holiday events, almost nonstop since Thanksgiving through New Years. Now Cameron was starting to throw herself into wedding plans, even though the date they had agreed on – Valentine’s Day of the following year – was a long time from now. But he knew to expect an extremely over the top affair – no expenses spared on her parents’ part – and that it very likely would take more than a year to plan it all.
At five minutes to ten, the two employees who were working with him on this particular project arrived at his office. Jake Harriman was an associate architect, and Brent Wilson an apprentice, not even a year out of college. Nathan like working with both of them, for they had good energy, good chemistry, and some innovative ideas. The only real problem he had with them was that Jake was an incessant talker, and a real ladies man, so that his conversations were usually about the girl he’d banged the previous evening. And Brent was an impressionable puppy dog who thought Jake was a great role model and hung on his every word, especially when it came to recounting his sexual exploits.
As usual, Jake was prattling on about some babe as they settled themselves at the oval table in one corner of Nathan’s spacious office. Nathan, who’d been fighting off both fatigue and a growing headache, really wasn’t in the mood to listen to Jake’s latest bawdy tales but didn’t seem to have much choice in the matter.
“So did you see what she was wearing this morning?” Jake asked Brent, as they both began to set out their meeting notes and materials.
The younger man shook his close-cropped reddish blond head. “No, but I’m guessing it was something sexy.”
Jake groaned. “Sexy? That’s putting it mildly. This woman is a fucking wet dream, every single day. So get this. Today she’s wearing this little black skirt that shows off that gorgeous ass, and this blouse – can’t tell if it’s silk or satin – but it looks like someone poured cream all over those big tits.”
Brent’s voice seemed to go up an octave as he asked excitedly, “What about the shoes? More of those fuck-me stilettos?”
“Oh dude, today’s are the best ever,” said Jake, smacking his lips. “Black, pointy-toes, high heels – and fuck me sideways – ankle straps. And – swear to God – she’s wearing these sheer black stockings with a fucking seam up the back. She might as well have ‘Do Me’ written on her forehead.”
Nathan frowned. Normally he didn’t mind Jake’s dirty stories, but his associate’s tongue was practically hanging out of his mouth. “Hey, manwhore,” he referred to Jake jokingly. “Who are you talking about anyway? This woman sounds way too hot for you.”
Jake grinned. “A dude can dream, can’t he? And we are talking about the smoking hot new designer Travis hired. She started last week.”
Nathan raised a brow. “And you’ve fucked her already? I hope like hell you’re keeping it discreet. We’ve talked about this, Jake. No more sexual harassment lawsuits, okay?”
Brent smirked. “He hasn’t even scored a date with her. She gives him the brush off every time he tries. Dude, I told you, she’s probably got some actor or model for a boyfriend. You may think you’re irresistible but she’s out of your league.”
Jake shrugged. “Hey, no harm in trying, is there? I figure if anyone in this office has a shot at getting a date with her, it’s me. And I don’t see any of the other losers here making any progress, either. So you haven’t met Walking Wet Dream yet, Nate?”
Nathan rolled his eyes. “Christ, is that what you’re calling her? Better not let that charming nickname get out. And no, I haven’t met this so-called goddess yet. I’ve been too busy since I got here to even take a piss.”
“Well, I’m sure you’ll meet J-“
Jake was interrupted by the buzzing of the intercom from the front desk, and Becca announcing that their client had arrived. Nathan went to personally meet and escort him back to the office.
The meeting went extremely well – Jake and Brent instantly putting aside their bawdy conversation and becoming all business. As soon as the meeting ended, Nathan shooed them out of his office, not in the mood to hear anymore about this new designer they were both panting after. He just hoped that Manwhore Jake didn’t have to be reprimanded again for flirting too blatantly with a female employee.
He grabbed a quick lunch with Damien Suarez – a friend he’d made years ago at the health club they both belonged to – before heading back to the office. On impulse, he decided to swing by Travis’ office, just to check in – and maybe, if he was being honest - quiz him about this hot new designer that the men in the office were all lusting after.
He grinned at Courtney, noting that her crazy eyeglasses today were purple with pink polka dots. Amazingly they were probably the most conservative part of her outfit. “New hair color?” he asked.
Courtney fingered the red-orange strands. “Yes, but I’m bored with it already. I’m thinking of something less bright, more Goth. Like purple.”
Nathan chuckled. Most people in the office didn’t get Courtney, thinking her too freaky with her ever-changing hair color and odd wardrobe, but he’d liked her spunky personality and offbeat sense of humor since Travis had hired her over two years ago.
“Well, knowing you, it won’t be boring. Travis busy?” he asked, nodding his head towards the half-open door to his partner’s office.
“He’s just finishing up with Julia, but I’m sure he won’t mind if you go in. Have you met her yet?”
Nathan froze at the mention of that name. He shook his head, telling himself his reaction was unfounded. There had to literally be tens of thousands of women in this country with that name. It was just some unfortunate coincidence that their newest employee shared the same name as the woman who’d rocked his world off its axis last year.
“Is she the new designer I’ve heard about? If so, then, no, I haven’t met her yet. But she’s evidently made quite an impression on Jake and Brent,” he replied wryly.
Courtney smirked. “A mannequin would make an impression on that slut Jake. Apparently he’s in a big snit because Julia won’t give him the time of day. He’s dreaming if he thinks she’d ever look twice at him anyway. Travis told me one of her old boyfriends is an NFL quarterback.”
Nathan raised a brow. “Well, now I’m curious. Time for me to meet this supposedly irresistible female.”
“You won’t be disappointed. Hey, I’m a girl – a straight girl despite all the lesbian cracks I know people make about me – and I think she’s hot.”
He was chuckling at Courtney’s candid outspokenness as he knocked briefly on Travis’ door, then walked in before his partner could invite him.
Travis glanced up from his desk chair at the unexpected interruption. “Yes, do just barge in, Nate,” he drawled sarcastically. “Don’t forget you only own half of this place, and that you’ve crossed the border into my territory.”
“Sorry to interrupt. Courtney seemed to think it was okay to come in.” he said sheepishly.
Travis clucked in annoyance before beckoning him in. “Fine. We’re just about done here anyway. Come on in and meet my absolutely brilliant new designer. You ought to see what she’s come up with already for the Gregson project. Julia, meet Nate Atwood, the less creative half of this place. Nate, this beautiful being is Julia McKinnon.”
Nathan walked to the far right of Travis’s desk just as the woman seated in one of the high-backed chairs facing the desk stood and turned towards him. The hand he was extending her way froze in mid-space, and he could only stare in mingled shock and panic at the woman he’d last seen fleeing his hotel room in Manhattan in tears. The woman that Jake had been lusting after this morning was, by some bizarre and unfortunate quirk of fate that he couldn’t begin to fathom at the moment, Julia – his Julia.
By the look of horror on her face, and the way she paled, this was as much of a shock to her as it was to him. The hand she placed limply in his was trembling, and he released it immediately.
“I – it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Atwood,” she stuttered in a barely audible voice.
“And you, as well, Julia,” he replied stoically, following her lead. “Except you must call me Nathan. We’re not formal here.”
Travis was looking at the two of them oddly. “You both look like someone just died,” he drawled, a hint of his Southern accent noticeable. He rose to his feet, studying them carefully. “Have you two met before or something? I’m getting some really odd vibes here.”
Julia shook her head emphatically, while Nathan chimed in a bit too enthusiastically, “No, Travis. Everything’s fine.” He gave Julia a polite smile. “I’ve never met Ms. McKinnon before, though I’ve been hearing a great deal about her around the office.” His gaze dropped to her feet, noticing the sexy ankle straps of the shoes that Jake had mentioned. Absently, he wondered if those erotically sheer black stockings were pantyhose or – fucking hell – held up by garters. Aware of his face flushing, he returned his gaze to her face, which held a terse, almost angry expression.
“I thought for a moment that Nathan looked familiar,” replied Julia tightly, “but now I realize he’s a total stranger to me.” She turned to Travis. “Are we finished here? I need to do some more work on the Garibaldi remodel.”
Travis nodded. “All done for now, sweetie. We’ll meet again tomorrow. And you and Nate should probably get together in a day or so to start going over interiors for the Napa resort. I have mentioned he’s the lead architect on the project, haven’t I?”
Julia glanced briefly, reluctantly, at Nathan and nodded. “Yes, of course. We’ll talk soon, I’m sure – Nate.”
He frowned. “I actually prefer Nathan. Travis is one of the few people to annoy me by using Nate. And, yes – we’ll be meeting very soon, Julia.”
She bit her bottom lip, glossed over in a shiny mocha shade, before hurrying out of Travis’ office. Nathan watched her leave, noticing the way the elegant black wool skirt did in fact cling lovingly to the high, sweet curve of her ass. He cursed her silently for wearing those sexy as fuck stockings, with their naughty back seam, and fumed that he was far from the only man in this office to be turned on by them. He was furious to realize that the hot babe Jake and Brent had been frothing at the mouth about this morning was Julia. He wished now that he’d popped Jake in his filthy mouth, that -
“So are you going to tell me what the hell that was all about?” demanded Travis.
Nathan closed his eyes, forcing himself to push all of that shit to the depths of his memory, repressing it once again. He turned back towards Travis, feigning nonchalance. “What are you talking about?”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about, asshole. You looked like you saw a fucking ghost when you met Julia. Explain.”
Nathan shrugged. “She’s hot. I didn’t expect that. I mean, Jake was getting a hard-on talking about her this morning but he gets aroused looking at video game babes. I was just startled to realize how pretty she really is.”
“Hmm, that sounds like a huge load of bullshit to me, but we’ll play it your way for now.”
Nathan took a seat in the chair Julia had just vacated, noticing that traces of her light, flowery perfume remained. ‘So tell me about our newest designer. She seems a bit young to be assigned to the Gregson project.”
“She is, only twenty-five, but one of the most talented designers I’ve ever met,” defended Travis. “Top of her class at Cornell – which, as you know, has one of the best architecture and interior design programs in the country. Then an internship followed by two years at Manhattan Interiors, the same place I did my internship at. In her first two years she’s already won three design awards, and was nominated for two others. Coincidentally, Julia’s already done some work for the Gregson group. Last year she did the designs for one of their Manhattan hotel remodels.”
Nathan nodded, satisfied with her credentials. “So how did you find her for this job? Resume, headhunter?”
Travis regarded him curiously. “Why so interested? You usually don’t care much about my staff.”
“I’m interested when they’ve been assigned to work on what’s arguably this firm’s biggest project to date,” retorted Nathan. “I’m still not clear why you aren’t the lead designer on the Napa resort.”
“And I’ve told you half a dozen times that hotels aren’t my thing. I find very little inspiration when every single guest room has to look basically the same. Plus, I have four other big projects going on right now. Julia is perfectly suited for this job. And Ian will adore her.”
Ian Gregson was the Managing Director for the Americas division of the worldwide hotel chain, and despite his very elevated position in the company, he took an active role in the development and remodeling of all the properties under his umbrella. He was also single, very good looking, and certain to find Julia extremely attractive.
Nathan’s mouth tightened into a thin line at the thought. “Fine,” he told Travis abruptly. “I’m willing to at least see what her ideas are. But if I don’t think she’s experienced enough I want her replaced. This project is way too important.”
“You worry too much,” scoffed Travis. “Julia will do just fine. And she’s such a sweetheart, very easy to work with. Not to mention,” he added with a gleam in his eye, “very easy on the eye as you’ve already mentioned. It shouldn’t be any hardship at all for you to work with her.”
‘Oh, if you only knew, buddy” said Nathan to himself as he returned to his office. ‘Working with Julia is going to be the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, given what happened between us in New York. Unless, of course, I can talk her out of working here and find her a job somewhere else.’





Chapter Seven

Julia was shaking so hard by the time she reached her office that she feared she might collapse. She grabbed the edge of her desk for support and gradually eased herself into her chair. Still trembling uncontrollably, she bent over at the waist, hiding her face in her hands, and struggled to take deep, calming breaths like the ones she practiced so faithfully in her daily yoga classes. After several minutes of this, she felt a bit more in control and was able to think in a more rational manner, not the panicked alarm mode she’d been in ever since realizing that Nate Atwood – the co-owner of this firm and Travis’ business partner – was by some horrendous twist of fate the same Nathan who’d fucked her senseless last fall.
She’d cried for days after leaving his hotel room, a myriad of emotions ravaging her thoughts – sadness, anger, longing, hurt. One minute she’d be furious at his betrayal, the next she’d be wishing with all her heart that she was back in his arms. The sex – she refused now to call it lovemaking – had without question been the best she’d ever had, the orgasms he’d given her with such ease the strongest she’d ever experienced. The whole night she’d spent with Nathan had been almost dreamlike in its beauty, in the perfect synchronicity she’d had with him.
Her heart and her spirit had both been badly broken after that night for she’d recognized that if things had been different a relationship between her and Nathan could have been amazing. She’d connected with him on so many different levels, even without knowing anything about him. She had fallen into a deep depression after that night with him, a condition that had only been made worse by the unfortunate series of events that had befallen her afterwards – the attempted rape by Vanessa’s boyfriend, her subsequent firing and difficulty in finding a new job, the tough but necessary decision to leave New York and move back home. Her parents had been deeply concerned about her during her stay with them, and Lauren had done her damndest to get her to open up about what had upset her. Under duress, not to mention the affects of too many shots of single malt Scotch, she’d finally sobbed out part of the story to her twin, but hadn’t revealed the name of the lover who’d broken her heart. Julia had been too mortified to admit to her sister that she didn’t even know his last name, and Lauren had already been on the verge of a rampage as it was.
And now fate had brought them together again, a fact she was having a great deal of trouble coming to terms with. How had she never put two and two together and figured that Nate was evidently a nickname for Nathan? Why, when applying for this job, had she never bothered to research Atwood Headley’s website, where a photo of Nathan would have certainly been included? And how were they going to manage to work together after what had happened in New York? Though judging by Nathan’s cool, composed reaction to “meeting” her in Travis’s office, he was going to have no problem in maintaining a strictly professional manner in her presence. He had certainly appeared to handle the shock far better than she had.
Julia was more than a little miffed at this realization, wondering how he could appear so formal and unaffected by meeting again when she herself felt torn apart, her stomach churning bitterly. She knew she’d done a very poor job of disguising her shock and dismay at seeing him again, and it must have been her own reactions that had raised Travis’ suspicions. She wondered what if anything Nathan might have said to him after she left, though she highly doubted he would ever discuss what had happened last September with anyone. But it was certainly possible that even now he was telling Travis they had met before, and that working together was going to be an impossibility. God, what if Travis decided he couldn’t offer her a job after all? She’d just signed a year’s lease on her new flat, moved all of her things up, and was starting to settle in. Would she even be able to find another job here in San Francisco if it came to that? She was just going to have to hope that Nathan kept quiet about what had happened last September, and realize that he had as much to lose as she potentially did if the truth was revealed.
Somehow she summoned up enough focus to return to the project she’d been working on earlier today. She’d missed working, loving the design work she did. It was her own form of artistic expression, her particular individual talent in a family comprised of artists of one sort or another. Her father – Robert – had himself been an architect of great renown until he’d explored another passion of his – designing and building furniture – and made that his primary focus. Her mother was the world famous painter Natalie Benoit, whose landscapes and seascapes graced the walls of many top galleries and private collections. Natalie didn’t paint much anymore, devoting most of her time to the world class gallery she herself owned in Carmel instead. Natalie’s twin Madelyn had been a fashion designer at three different houses in New York, Paris, and Milan before turning her focus to merchandising. And Julia’s twin Lauren was a professional photographer, graduating at the top of her class from UCLA’s film school before being recruited by National Geographic.
Julia was also something of an artist, certainly not on the same scale as her mother, and she preferred sketching with pen and charcoal to painting. She’d spent many peaceful hours while staying with her parents the past several weeks drawing and dabbling, with the incredible views from the oceanfront home in the Carmel Highlands her father had designed and built serving as inspiration. Robert had framed several of those sketches for her, and she’d hung them in her new office.
Once again blissfully absorbed in her work, the shrill ring of her office phone startled her. Since she’d only been here a scant week, she’d had very few calls so far.
“Julia McKinnon,” she answered professionally.
The caller didn’t identify himself but she knew his voice intimately. “We need to talk,” Nathan stated bluntly. “I want you in my office at 5:45 this afternoon. Is that a problem for you?”
She almost flinched at the terseness of his tone, the barely repressed anger that simmered at the surface. Her spine stiffened, outraged that he would be mad at her considering the circumstances, but she only replied stiffly, “Not a problem. I’ll see you then.”
He disconnected the call without further comment, and she replaced the receiver, her hands beginning to shake again. Damn the man for having this effect on her, for rattling her otherwise perfectly composed nature, she thought in annoyance.
A quick glance at her watch revealed that there was still nearly an hour until she was to meet Nathan. Most people – herself included – typically left the office between five and five-thirty, so she assumed he’d chosen the slightly later time to ensure they weren’t seen together. She struggled to focus on her project now, her concentration once again shattered because of Nathan. After several fruitless minutes, she gave up and carefully put all the materials away. Julia was a neat freak, very fastidious about putting everything back into its proper place, and having a tidy work space. It was like that at her apartment as well - everything perfectly put together and organized, especially with her clothes, shoes and bags.
She spent the remaining time until her enforced meeting with Nathan by answering some emails she’d been too busy to deal with lately – to Aunt Maddy, Gerard, Sam, and Lauren, who was currently climbing some mountain peak in Tanzania for a photo assignment.
At precisely 5:40pm, she powered down her laptop and stored it away, then walked in what she hoped was a confident and assured manner toward Nathan’s office. She was relieved to see that Robyn was gone for the day, as were most of the others in the office.
Julia stood silently in the doorway of Nathan’s office for long seconds, watching him unobserved as he worked. Her heart ached in spite of her better judgment as she took in his gorgeous face, the thickness of his rich, dark brown hair, the way his pale blue dress shirt strained across his broad chest and shoulders. She remembered in vivid detail how well defined his pecs and biceps were, how warm his skin had been beneath her hands and lips, how he’d groaned when she’d taken him into her mouth and -
He glanced up then and saw her, and their gazes locked in much the same way they had that very first time on Park Avenue. This time, though, he didn’t smile at her, merely beckoned her inside almost brusquely.
“Close the door behind you, and take a seat. I’ll be right with you.” His voice was terse as he finished whatever he was doing on his computer.
Julia walked slowly into his office and sat in one of the chairs facing his desk. She gave the office a quick, assessing glance, liking the overall space with its gleaming hardwood floors, the natural light that streamed in from the windows, the big mahogany desk, and the various pieces of art. She might have added a slightly edgier, more modern vibe to what was overall a rather traditionally decorated room, but couldn’t fault the design per se.
She was studying the various framed certificates hung on the wall above his credenza – his diploma from UC Berkeley, his certification from the AIA, awards he’d won – when he finally spoke.
“How did you find me?”
Julia’s head swung to meet his gaze in disbelief. “Excuse me?”
Nathan leaned back in his desk chair, regarding her across the wide expanse of mahogany, with an expression of barely checked anger. “Come on, Julia. You don’t really expect me to believe that your working here is some sort of wild coincidence, do you? The only logical explanation is that you somehow found out who I was and where I worked, and was lucky enough that there was a job opening. The only real coincidence is that you happen to be an interior designer and that I co-own an architectural design firm.”
She stared back at him, appalled by his arrogance. “Are you kidding? Even assuming that I was able to figure out who you were – Mr. No Last Name, No Occupation, No City of Residence – why would you think I’d want to see you again, much less work with you?”
He shrugged, but his composure looked a bit less cocksure than it had. “Revenge, obsession. Maybe a little of both.”
Julia smirked. “Really? You think I somehow managed to find out your name – by what means I have no idea – then stalked you several thousand miles across the country because I wanted to get back at you? Or worse, because I craved another fuck? Sorry, you weren’t that good.”
Nathan’s eyes narrowed and shot out sparks of light blue fire. “That’s not what you said that night.”
Enraged, she got to her feet, leaning over his desk. “As I recall, both of us said a lot of things that night. But one of us intentionally neglected to say the one thing that would have instantly put a stop to everything else – something along the lines of ‘by the way, I’m already spoken for’.”
He winced at the angry lash of her words. “I deserve that, I suppose. But that still doesn’t explain how you found me or why you followed me cross country.”
She let out a rather undignified hoot of laughter. “For real, Nathan? You’ve still got me pegged as some Fatal Attraction-like stalker? Well, think on this one. I’m normally not a vain person, but I’m not naïve, either. I know I’m hot. Men have been telling me that since I was twelve. If I wanted a man that badly all I’d really need to do would be to walk inside the nearest bar or club or even a grocery store, and let nature take its course. It would take little to no effort on my part to get whatever man I wanted. And he sure as hell wouldn’t be one who’s already taken.”
Julia could almost see steam rising out of his ears as he, too, surged to his feet and glared at her.
“Then explain to me how this could have happened,” he demanded. “If you didn’t know who I was, and you didn’t come here because of me, how and why are you here?”
Aware that her legs were shaking again, she sank back to her chair and took several deep, calming breaths. “I needed a job, and I knew Travis through a mutual acquaintance, “she explained quietly. “We spoke on the phone and arranged for me to interview with him. And here I am. Nothing more sinister or complicated than that.”
Nathan frowned, clearly not satisfied with her explanation. “Why would a native New Yorker just pull up stakes and move clear across the country for a job? I would have imagined there were plenty of design jobs in Manhattan. And why did you need a job in the first place?”
She clasped and unclasped her hands nervously, not really wanting to have this particular conversation with him and knowing she’d need to choose her words carefully. “I’m actually a native Californian. I grew up in Carmel, and my family still lives there. I only lived in New York for a few years after college. And I’d been thinking of moving back to the West Coast for awhile. Things at my job hadn’t been comfortable for months.”
“Go on. Why did you leave your old job?” He sat back down in his chair.
Julia sighed, silently damning his persistence. “My boss hated me. Call it professional jealousy, who really knows, but she never wanted to hire me from the beginning. Her former partner was the one who hired me on, and mentored me. Has Travis ever mentioned someone named Gerard?”
Nathan nodded. “Of course. I’ve actually met Gerard once or twice when he came out here for a visit. He was your boss?”
“Yes. He and my aunt were classmates in college and remained friends. Gerard brought me on as an intern right after I graduated, and then hired me full time. Things were great until he had a bad breakup and decided to leave New York far behind, including his share in the company. Then everything sort of went to hell very quickly.”
“This boss of yours – the one you claimed hated you. Just out of curiosity, how old is she?”
Julia shrugged. “Early to mid forties, I’m not exactly sure. Why?”
He gave a short, humorless laugh. “And you really wonder why she disliked you? I’m sure professional jealousy was a big part of it – Travis told me you’ve already won several design awards. But I’m just guessing she was also wildly jealous of you as a woman. As you so succinctly phrased it, you’re hot. If your former boss was almost twenty years older than you I doubt she enjoyed being reminded of that fact every day.”
She felt her cheeks flush. “I’m not sure her reasons for disliking me really matter. The point is that she basically made working there extremely unpleasant for me and I’d been thinking about finding another job for some time before she -.” Her voice trailed off, unwilling to reveal any more information.
“Before she what?” he persisted. “Did she fire you, Julia? And be honest. You know I can find this out very easily from Travis, and I know you’re smart enough not to have lied to him about something like this.”
She nodded, keeping her eyes downcast, afraid of giving too much away if he saw her face. “Yes, she fired me. And made it very, very difficult for me to find a job anywhere on the East Coast. Vanessa knows a lot of other designers and made sure to spread the word quickly that they shouldn’t even consider hiring me. Moving back to California soon became my best option.”
“You realize you’re avoiding the real question, don’t you? You need to tell me why she fired you, Julia. Again, I can find out the truth from Travis but I’d rather hear it from you.”
She closed her eyes, having been afraid all along that he would insist on knowing this information and not at all eager to re-hash the trauma she’d suffered yet again. “Please, Nathan. It’s not something I really want to talk about, okay?”
“Too bad. If you got fired for the wrong reason, then as the co-owner of this company I damn well need to know about it. And if I’m not satisfied with the reason, I’ll insist that Travis release you.”
Julia gasped, her gaze flying up to his. “You’d really do that? My God, I know you don’t want to work with me, but you have no idea how hard it was for me to find a job, Nathan. I had to move back in with my parents for the past couple of months while I was looking for a new position. Please don’t take this away from me.”
His expression softened at her plea but he was still insistent. “Just tell me, Julia. How bad can it be? I mean, if it was something really bad like embezzlement I’m guessing your ex-boss would have pressed charges.’
She shook her head. “No, it wasn’t anything like that. It was – oh, God, this is really hard for me. I’ve tried to just forget about it.” To her horror, she felt tears begin to trickle hotly down her cheeks and she brushed them away impatiently.
Nathan’s expression turned to one of concern, almost alarm. “Jesus, what the hell happened? How bad could it have been to make you cry?”
Once again she refused to meet his eyes, staring down at the floor as she haltingly related the story about the night Philip had attacked her in the office. She kept the details to the bare minimum but Nathan heard enough of the sordid tale to push himself away from his desk and surge to his feet in a rage.
“What’s this fucker’s name?” he demanded as he began to pace back and forth behind his desk.
She was sobbing quietly by now, her whole body quivering as she wrapped her arms around her midsection. “Philip. I’m not sure of his last name. It’s Russian or Czech, something long and complicated. What difference does it make?”
“Because I’m about five minutes away from booking a flight to New York, finding this guy, and cutting his balls off,” Nathan said harshly. “How badly did he hurt you, Julia?”
She covered her face with her hands, trying vainly to stem the flow of her tears. “Nathan, please. I really don’t want to talk about this anymore. It’s obviously very upsetting to have to relive that night again.”
He walked around the side of the desk to kneel in front of her, his hand cupping her cheek, his thumb brushing away her tears. “I’m sorry, baby. Sorry that I wasn’t there to prevent something like that from happening, to protect you, to kick that bastard’s ass into the Hudson River. Just answer this one last question, and then I promise we’ll never talk about it again.”
Her bottom lip quivered and he clasped her hands tightly in his as she shook her head. “God, this is hard. I still have nightmares sometimes.”
He pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “It’s okay, baby. You’re safe now. No one is going to hurt you again. Now just tell me what I want to know and the subject will stay closed after that.”
Julia took a deep breath before murmuring in a barely audible voice. “He – he split my lip. My jaw and cheekbones were bruised. One black eye. Three cracked ribs. Scratches and bruises in too many places to count. That’s about it.”
“So he never actually -“
“No.” She cut him off. “It never got that far. Vanessa interrupted him before anything could happen.”
Nathan made a harsh noise. “You don’t call getting beaten and broken anything? Jesus, I hope like hell the fucker is rotting in some jail cell right now.”
She shook her head. “No. I didn’t press charges. I just wanted to forget it ever happened and leave New York as soon as possible.”
He stared at her in disbelief. “Are you fucking kidding me, Julia? You just let him walk away without any consequences? And then let that bitch fire you because her boyfriend’s a rapist?”
Julia shuddered. “It was a living nightmare, Nathan. One I wanted to wake up from and forget as quickly as possible. I didn’t want to deal with police, attorneys, trials. Vanessa has piles of money, she would have hired a top lawyer for him and gotten the charges dismissed, and I would have had to go through all of that trauma for nothing. No, I made the decision to just walk away and I don’t regret it. Now, it’s time to stop talking about this. For good.”
He brushed her hair back behind her ear, gave a brief nod, and then stood. “All right, if that’s what you wish. We won’t discuss it again.” He took a seat behind his desk. “But what we do have to discuss is how in hell you and I are going to be able to work together given the circumstances. After all, I’d be a complete and total bastard at this point to force you out wouldn’t I?”
Her voice choked. “Oh, God. You’d really do that? Please, Nathan. I need this job more than you can even imagine. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep working here.”
“Relax, Julia. I’m not going to fire you. I did have thoughts of trying to find you a job at different firm here in town, but I doubt we could pull that off without having to tell Travis about what happened last September. And, not to borrow that ridiculous Las Vegas cliché, but whatever happened in New York definitely has to stay in New York. Have you discussed it with anyone?”
“Just my sister. But I never mentioned your name. And I didn’t tell her much, though being twins she always knows when something’s upsetting me.”
Nathan’s eyes widened. “You have a twin? Identical?” At her nod he shook his head in disbelief. “Christ, there are actually two women who look like you? That’s unbelievable. But to get back to what I was saying, you never mentioned any of this to Travis, did you?”
“No, of course not. And I don’t plan on discussing it with anyone else. I’m fully aware that you could get me fired very easily, Nathan, so I will definitely be a model of discretion,” she said quietly. “I pride myself on being a complete professional at work. You don’t have to worry about me ever acting inappropriately. Just please give me a chance to prove myself. I’m actually a very good designer and I’m thrilled to have such a fantastic opportunity like this one.”
“Let’s be perfectly clear here, Julia,” he stated firmly. “No discussion or reference to meeting in New York to anyone. Not even the slightest hint of flirting or impropriety between us. We are to have strictly – very strictly – a business only relationship. If you can agree to that, then I’m willing to give this a try on a trial basis. Otherwise, I’ll make some calls and try to find you another job close by.”
She shook her head.”No, that won’t be necessary, I assure you. I agree completely with everything you just said. It won’t be a problem to work together, I promise.” She glanced down at her clasped hands again. “If I’d had even the slightest suspicion that the Nate Atwood who Travis kept mentioning was actually the Nathan I’d met in New York, there’s no way I would have taken this job or even interviewed for it. I’m not here to make trouble for you, or make working conditions difficult. I’ll do whatever is necessary to be able to keep working here.”
“All right, then. Let’s hope that we can keep things professional.” He paused a moment before continuing on, somewhat awkwardly. “There’s just one more thing. This might be a little touchy but it has to be said. At some point in time – whether it’s here in the office or at an outside function – you’re likely to meet Cameron, my fiancée.”
Julia couldn’t help the little shudder that passed through her body. “Most likely, yes.”
“I’ve got to ask you. Please don’t say anything to her about what happened. I know I treated you badly, Julia, but none of that was her fault. Don’t take it out on her, okay?”
She stared at him in hurt disbelief. “You really think I could be that vindictive? I guess we don’t know each other very well at all, do we? Don’t worry, Nathan. I won’t rat you out to your fiancée. After all, you’re just my boss now, aren’t you?”
He exhaled deeply. “Thank you, Julia. I know I deserve your anger but taking it out on Cameron won’t solve anything.”
She stood, fighting back a fresh onslaught of tears. “I’m not that sort of person, Nathan. Besides, doing something like that would only further ruin the memory of that night for me. And for me, at least, it was the most special night I’ve ever known.”
Nathan groaned. “God, Julia. Don’t -“
She held up a hand. “Don’t say anything more, okay? Right now it’s as though that night happened to two other people a long time ago. Let’s just leave it buried in the past. Now, if that’s all, I’d like to leave now.”
He nodded, unable to meet her gaze. “Yeah, that’s it. You can go.”
Julia felt the hot tears threatening to spill over again so she turned and left without another word, wondering if she was kidding herself that she could actually work with Nathan under these circumstances. She just knew that she didn’t have any other options but to at least give it a try, even if it meant having her heart broken all over again.

Nathan was practically shaking as Julia left his office, and headed immediately for the cabinet where he kept an assortment of liquor and glasses. He pulled out the bottle of twelve-year old Macallan and poured himself a healthy portion, not bothering with either ice or water. He tossed half of it down in one gulp, badly needing the fortification it would hopefully provide him. The last time he’d been this shook up had been on that damned plane ride home after having left a heartbroken Julia behind in New York.
He wanted to fling the heavy crystal tumbler against the wall and watch it shatter into tiny pieces as he tried to imagine how upset and terrified she must have been after almost getting raped in her own office. He slammed the glass down on his credenza, struggling for control as he recalled her tearful sobs and trembling hands while choking out the story of what had happened. And despite his promise to her that they wouldn’t speak of the incident again, all he really wanted was to book a flight back to New York, find this bastard and pummel him into a bleeding, broken mess. All he would need to do was call Travis’ friend Gerard – Julia’s old boss – and find out the last name of the fucker who’d hurt her so badly. It would be just that easy.
But then, as the whiskey began to have its desired effect, he started to calm down and think more rationally. He couldn’t call Gerard and ask him such a question without betraying his past with Julia, and he wasn’t naïve enough to believe that Gerard wouldn’t immediately turn around and share this information with Travis. And God knew his business partner already suspected something fishy was going on. Travis was a nosy bastard, always probing and prodding, and loved to gossip more than a little old lady. And given the animosity that existed between Travis and Cameron, there was no way in hell he could risk the knowledge that he and Julia had had a passionate fling getting out. Travis would find some way – discreet or not – to plant doubts in Cameron’s mind and then all hell would break loose.
‘Fuck it all,” he muttered, plopping down onto his desk chair and slumping against the high, padded back. ‘What a goddamned fucking mess. How in hell am I going to be able to work with her every day, especially when she looks like that?’
Julia was ten times more beautiful that his recollections of her, and seeing her in the flesh again had made him excruciatingly aware of how much he still wanted her. Four months apart had done absolutely nothing to dim the stunning physical attraction they shared – it had flared to instant and burning recognition the moment he’d met her eyes again.
He tortured himself by wondering if she already had a new boyfriend out here in California, and how many men she’d been with in the months since he’d met her in New York. He saw red as he recalled the almost haughty manner in which she’d coolly informed him that she could have pretty much any guy who caught her fancy, and didn’t have to waste her time on someone like him. What made matters so much worse was the fact that she was absolutely right. Julia could conceivably date a different guy every night of the week for a month, and have her pick of who she liked best. Or simply start over again with a fresh batch.
He’d probably just made a huge ass of himself, therefore, by insinuating that she was still pining over him and laying down rules about keeping things professional between them. Hell, she’d probably been so pissed off at the way he’d treated her in New York that she had forgotten about him before his plane left the ground. And then she’d likely hit up one of the many bars or clubs in Manhattan and found some attractive guy who wasn’t already engaged – a guy who’d probably worshipped her and treated her like the goddess she was.
No, he thought angrily. It wouldn’t be Julia he was going to have to worry about to keep things professional between them. He was the one who was going to have to make a superhuman effort to keep his fucking hands off of her, and somehow remember that he was engaged to another woman. The way he looked at it, he sure as fuck had his work cut out for him.





Chapter Eight

February
After a month on the job at Atwood Headley, Julia had quickly learned the telephone extensions of the key personnel in the office. Thus, she recognized the incoming call as being from Robyn, Nathan’s super-efficient assistant.
“Good morning, Robyn. How are you today?” she said as pleasantly as possible. The older woman had been exceedingly kind to Julia since day one.
“Just great, hon. Listen, the boss asked me to tell you that the Gregson meeting has been moved up by fifteen minutes, so be ready to leave here around nine-thirty. Is that okay?”
A quick glance at the clock on her computer shoved it to be just after eight-thirty. “Yes, that’s fine. I’ll meet Nathan by the elevators then.”
“Perfect. Talk to you later.”
Julia sighed as she hung up the phone. Over the past few weeks, anytime Nathan needed to communicate with her it had either been through Robyn or via email. Any face to face meetings they’d had – primarily about the Napa hotel project – had also been attended by at least one other person, usually that idiot Jake Harriman who spent most of the meeting staring at her tits. Nathan had certainly fulfilled his part of their bargain – acting like the perfect gentleman, always professional, always distant. Julia had a hard time reconciling his current behavior with the seductive, flirtatious, and passionate man she’d met in New York. No doubt, she thought unhappily, he was only sharing that particular side of his personality with his fiancée.
Being around Nathan on an almost daily basis had been far more difficult – and heartbreaking – than Julia could have imagined. She’d always been a sucker for a man who could wear a suit really well, and Nathan wore his collection of tailored designer suits – Armani, Prada, Gucci, Dolce & Gabbana – far better than most. He had a good eye for color – no doubt he had something of an artistic side given his chosen profession – and always paired his suits with perfectly coordinated shirts and ties. Her particular favorite was his black pinstriped D&G, especially when he teamed it with a crisp white shirt and dark red tie. She loved the way the beautifully cut jacket emphasized the breadth of his shoulders and back, and how the trousers fell just so from his slim hips.
Each time they met, her fingers itched to run themselves through all that thick, dark brown hair. She longed to see those beautiful light blue eyes twinkle at her, his sinfully full mouth to smile at her just once – really smile, not just one of those brief, polite acknowledgments that one might bestow on a total stranger. He never once asked her a personal questions, how her weekend had been, or complemented her on her appearance.
And yet, he did all those things and more to nearly everyone else in the office, male and female. She’d seen him give Becca, the receptionist, a wide grin and compliment her bright red sweater. Just two days ago he’d asked Jake the Jerk – and his sidekick Brent the Bonehead – about their weekends and had listened as each described in excruciating detail what they’d done. He’d even teased Courtney about her latest hair color – this one a bright electric blue. But with Julia herself, it seemed he was doing an exemplary job of acting like she didn’t exist beyond her sketches and designs for the Napa hotel.
He had, in fact, been a bit harsh with his critiques and she’d had to re-do a number of the designs several times. She had agreed with a few of his suggestions, but on most of the others she’d really felt like he was nitpicking and intentionally making things challenging for her. But she was determined to succeed here and had made every change he’d requested without complaint or argument.
She was working harder and putting in more hours than she had at Manhattan Interiors, but also felt more artistically fulfilled and satisfied with her work. There was more variety, more challenges, and more demands but she found those things had also lit a spark in her creative side, and in her opinion she was producing some of her best work right now.
Julia was actually grateful for the long hours she’d been working, a welcome diversion to her continuing infatuation with Nathan. In the six weeks or so since she’d moved to San Francisco, her day to day life had fallen into a busy but satisfying routine. She rose early enough to make it to a 6:00am Ashtanga yoga class at a studio close to her flat. She was at her desk beginning her work day by eight-thirty, and often worked past six in the evening. She cooked dinner for herself most nights – and occasionally for Angela when she could persuade her upstairs neighbor and girlhood friend to actually eat something. Weekends thus far had been spent doing household chores, laundry, shopping, more yoga, and dragging Angela to an occasional movie or dinner out.
One thing she did not do was go trolling in clubs or bars as she’d bragged to Nathan about. That had never been her scene and the only one-night stand she’d had in her life had been Nathan. And while San Francisco was proving to be little different from New York in terms of how many men stared at her or tried to hit on her, Julia was in absolutely no rush to have a steady man in her life. She tried to tell herself it was just because she had been so busy – settling into her new flat, getting to know her way around the city, and of course the many demands of her new job. But deep down she knew it was because she was too attracted to Nathan to want to settle for someone else, even though the attraction certainly seemed one-sided at this point.
Pride had demanded that Julia look her absolute best every single day at work, and she went out of her way to always wear stunning clothes and shoes, make sure her makeup was flawless and her hair perfect. She didn’t consciously think about flaunting herself in Nathan’s face, as though to remind him of everything he was missing, but knew that was likely the real motivation. She spent hours every weekend getting her outfits ready for the upcoming work week, making sure shoes and bags and jewelry were all perfectly coordinated with her dresses and skirts. But for all that Nathan commented or appeared to even notice, she might as well be wearing baggy jeans and shapeless sweatshirts every day.
The worst times, though, had been when she’d tearfully imagined him with his fiancée, making love to her as passionately and skillfully as he had done to Julia back in New York. Julia assumed that Nathan’s fiancée was a beautiful, sexy woman since someone as mindblowingly handsome as he was could easily have his pick of any female he wanted. She recalled how obsessed he had been with her boobs, and guessed that his fiancée must have an equally impressive rack. Julia wondered if the woman was blonde or brunette, tall or petite, what she did for a living, and if Nathan took as much pleasure in her body as he appeared to have done with Julia’s. Tears came to her eyes once again as she realized how much she missed him, longed for him, and how it made her physically ache just to be near him and know she could only look and not touch ever again. Angrily, she forced herself out of her melancholy and returned her focus to her work.
It was chilly outside today with a cold wind blowing, so she’d dressed warmly in a light gray James Perse dress with elbow-length sleeves. The soft fabric was shirred from waist to hem, emphasizing her curves without being too clingy. Because the cross-front bodice revealed just a bit too much cleavage, she’d wrapped a gray and black print scarf around her neck to fill in the gap. She wore her favorite shoes – black Christian Louboutin pumps with sky-high heels – and carried a black Gucci tote bag. She’d curled her hair into long, loose waves, and taken extra care with her makeup to achieve the smoky gray eyes and pale pink lips that she knew were her best colors.
She was standing in front of the elevators and just starting to shrug into her Azzedine Alaia gray wool princess coat when she felt a hand on her shoulder, helping her into the coat, and heard a voice that said, “Here, let me.”
Her answering smile froze on her face when she saw that it was Jake helping her with the coat, and not Nathan, who was just walking into the elevator lobby, an impassive expression on his handsome face.
“Thank you,” she told Jake neutrally.
As usual, he was grinning from ear to ear, and she quickly buttoned the coat up so he couldn’t stare at her breasts again. “Oh, my pleasure, Julia. You look beautiful today, once again. You’re wearing my favorite shoes, you know.”
Julia gave him a small smile in return, making a mental note to shelve the black Louboutins for a few weeks. But it likely wouldn’t do much good with Jake, for he seemed to think she looked gorgeous no matter what she wore. Unlike Nathan, who never said one word about her appearance.
“Ready to go?” was all he said in a brisk voice. “Do you have everything you’ll need?”
Julia indicated the large black case she was carrying. “Everything’s in here, yes.”
He pressed the elevator button that would take them straight to the garage level. “We’ll drive. It’s freezing out today and I doubt you could walk fast enough in those shoes anyway.”
There was a tight, almost disapproving set to his mouth when he said that, and Julia now felt a bit foolish with her choice of footwear. She hadn’t assumed they would be walking to the Gregson corporate offices since they were more than a mile from here. Not that it would have done her much good to wear different shoes, anyway, since pretty much every pair she owned had at least a four-inch heel.
“Do you want to take my car, Nate?” offered Jake. “I don’t think the three of us are going to fit in your Beamer unless Julia sits in my lap. Which is just fine with me, by the way.”
Julia rolled her eyes at his latest innuendo and ignored his eager smile. God, she was really going to have to put the kybosh on his constant flirty behavior soon. Jake was harmless enough, and she certainly didn’t feel threatened by him like she had that creep Philip, but he was still annoying as hell.
Nathan remained expressionless as he checked a text on his phone while the elevator continued its descent. “Not a problem. I drove the Lexus today, so plenty of room for all of us.”
“Aw, too bad,” replied Jake as he playfully slipped an arm around Julia’s waist. “I was looking forward to sharing my seat.”
She firmly removed his hand from her waist and took great pleasure in hearing him yelp when she bent his little finger back. “Keep your hands to yourself. And your adolescent comments, too.”
While Jake nursed his sore hand – and undoubtedly bruised ego – Julia stole a quick glance at Nathan and swore she saw the ghost of a smile playing about his lips. But then the elevator doors opened on the garage level, and the three of them walked the short distance to where a dark blue luxury SUV was parked.
“Jake can ride shotgun,” she declared, not wanting to be that close in proximity to Nathan. Even from here she could smell the scent of his light cologne, feel the warmth of his skin. She was so attracted to him that she almost ached with the wanting, especially since she was forbidden from touching him the way she longed to do. Keeping her distance was a wise move.
Nathan held the back door open for her as she slid her case and purse inside. Julia eyed the high step up into the car dubiously, wishing her dress wasn’t quite so formfitting, but then shrugged and hoisted herself up into the car. Predictably, her dress had ridden up in the process and she automatically began to pull the hem down, catching Nathan’s gaze in the process. His eyes dropped to where the dress had crept up, revealing a glimpse of a lacy silver gray garter clipped to the top of her sheer, pale gray stockings. His jaw slackened momentarily before he tore his gaze away and abruptly shut the door. Julia couldn’t help but feel a small sense of satisfaction to know that he’d noticed her lingerie, and she hoped rather naughtily that he’d keep thinking about it all during their meeting.
Jake prattled on about some TV show he was watching during the short drive to the Gregson offices, but he was the only one talking, seemingly oblivious to the awkward silence that existed between Julia and Nathan. When they arrived at the parking garage, Nathan handed the keys over to the valet before hurrying over to open Julia’s door for her, somehow beating Jake to the punch.
“Here, watch your step,” he cautioned as he offered Julia his hand.
She took it lightly, grateful for his assistance as she stepped down from the SUV in her high heels. Before she could reach back in for her case, he was doing that for her.
“I’ll take it,” he assured her. “It’s a lot heavier than I thought, you should have had one of us carry it down for you.”
She shrugged. “It’s not so bad. But thank you.”
Julia noticed with satisfaction that Jake kept a careful distance from her as they exited the elevator from the parking garage to the main lobby of the building. Conversely, Nathan kept a light hand on her elbow, guiding her through the busy throng of people entering and exiting the main lobby until they were inside a crowded elevator car. It was the first time he’d made even the tiniest bit of physical contact with her since they’d met again, and she forced herself not to read too much into his almost impersonal gesture.
The Gregson Hotel Group’s American headquarters encompassed four full floors of this high-rise building, with the executive offices and meeting rooms on the twentieth floor. Julia found herself wedged into a corner of the packed elevator, with Nathan right beside her. When the woman in front of her turned slightly to rummage in her oversized handbag, she gave Julia an unintentional bump that pushed her back against Nathan.
His free hand instinctively grasped her forearm to steady her. “Easy,” he murmured in her ear.
Even though the wool of her coat she could feel the warmth of his hand, and she had to resist the urge to lean against him. The longing she felt to be in his arms again, to kiss him and be naked with him was almost overwhelming at times. She wondered how he could be so unaffected by her, how he could act like a completely different person than the man she’d had such mindblowing sex with in New York. But it was becoming more and more apparent that their time together hadn’t meant anything to him, and maybe even that it hadn’t been the first occasion he’d cheated on his fiancée. She forced that particular thought from her mind, for it only further ate away at the memories she had of that magical night, cheapening them to a greater degree.
The elevator doors opened into a spacious, elegant reception area with marble floors, a trio of pale mocha sofas arranged around a round glass-topped table, and a gleaming walnut reception desk. Nathan announced them to the receptionist – a cool, pretty blonde who smiled at the two men with an air that spoke of familiarity. She didn’t spare Julia a glance, something Julia had grown used to over the years. Most women found her threatening in some way or another, especially if there were men in the vicinity, and it was one reason she had only a few close female friends.
Within two minutes, a slim young man of medium height wearing a conservative dark brown suit and wire-rimmed glasses walked briskly into the reception area. He was unsmiling and looked all business. Julia couldn’t imagine ever trying to crack a joke around him.
He extended his hand first to Nathan, then to Jake, before turning to Julia. He did a bit of a double-take before introducing himself. “I’m Andrew Doherty, Mr. Gregson’s PA. You must be Ms McKinnon. We’ve all been looking forward to meeting the new designer for this project.”
She shook his hand, a little surprised at his firm, assured grip. He gave off something of a nerdish-vibe, but the brown eyes behind the glasses were sharp and intelligent, and she doubted he ever missed a detail.
“A pleasure to meet you. And please, call me Julia.”
Andrew gave a brief nod of acknowledgment. “Let’s head back, shall we? Everything is ready for you, and I’ll just let Mr. Gregson and the others know you’ve arrived.”
Andrew ushered them down a long, plushly carpeted hallway past half a dozen or more private offices to the left and cubicle workstations to the right. They turned right at the end of the hallway and were shown into a large, spacious conference room. One wall of the room was floor to ceiling windows that let in some much needed light on this rather gloomy, overcast day. The square conference table was huge and polished to a shiny rosewood patina. At least two dozen plushy upholstered chairs had been placed along the sides and at either end.
At one end of the room a wall to wall built-in credenza had been set with a complete coffee service, fresh fruit, and pastries, everything beautifully arranged. Closer to the other end of the room, several display easels had been set up.
“I assume this is where we should sit?”Julia asked Nathan, indicating the chairs closest to the easels.
He nodded. “Yes, Ian always sits at the head of the table here, and he prefers us close by. Do you need any help setting up your presentation boards?”
She shook her head as she began to shimmy out of her coat. “No, thanks. I’ve got it. I just need my case.”
“Here, let me,” he offered, as he helped her out of her coat. Julia’s breath hitched at the feel of his hands on her shoulders as they eased the gray coat off. “I think there’s a coat rack around here somewhere.”
“Oh, I’ll be happy to take that for you, Mr. Atwood,” said a soft, feminine voice.
Julia glanced up as a beautiful, shapely blonde girl walked into the room, her arms filled with a stack of folders. She set them on a corner of the table before taking Julia’s coat.
“Thank you, Tessa,” replied Nathan with a smile. “Julia, this is Tessa Lockwood, who works here for Ian and his staff. Tessa, I’d like you to meet our new interior designer, Julia McKinnon.”
Tessa, whom Julia guessed was a couple of years younger than herself, smiled sweetly, her big blue eyes kind. “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. McKinnon. What a lovely coat this is. Your dress, too.”
Julia’s discerning eye immediately pegged the black and white checkered wool skirt and black turtleneck sweater Tessa wore as inexpensive, most likely from a discount chain store. But when you had the sort of tall, curvy body the blonde girl did you looked good in most anything, expensive or otherwise. Julia smiled at her almost reassuringly. “Thank you so much. And please call me Julia.”
Tessa’s cheeks pinkened, and she swept an arm to the back of the room. “Please, help yourselves to coffee and such. I’ll be back in just a minute or two. The others are on their way.”
Jake make a smacking sound with his lips as Tessa hurried from the room. “I’d like to help myself to a nice big bite of her. Next to Julia, she’s the best looking thing I’ve seen in a long time.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. “Keep it under lock and key there, lover boy. And forget about Tessa – she’s a married woman.”
Julia’s eyes widened. “Really? She’s so young.”
Nathan shrugged. “Don’t know the story there. All I know is that Gigolo Jake here needs to back off.”
“That’s okay,” replied Jake with a grin. “I’d rather have Julia anyway.”
Nathan flashed him a warning glare, but Julia was more than capable of sticking up for herself. “Well, news flash. Julia would rather not have you, so give it a rest, okay? I may have to work with you but that doesn’t mean I have to put up with your constant flirting,” she retorted.
Jake smirked. “Probably all for the better, I couldn’t afford you, anyway.”
She gasped at the same time that Nathan angrily cautioned, “Watch it, Jake. I can pull you from this project in a flat second.”
“And what the hell did that last comment mean, anyway?” demanded Julia. “Are you trying to imply –“
Jake waved a hand in dismissal. “Of course not. All I meant was that you like a lot of expensive designer clothes. Those shoes you have on – six or seven hundred bucks, right? I know Travis isn’t paying you that well.”
Julia put her hands on her hips. “So – what? I must have a rich sugar daddy supporting me? Not that it’s any of your business, asshole, but I have an aunt in the fashion business who sends me stuff. Now – end of discussion. I’ve got a presentation to set up.”
She wasn’t sure who looked more shocked by her outburst – Jake or Nathan. But it didn’t matter because both of them shut up and swiftly finished helping her set up the display easels with the various designs they were presenting today to Ian Gregson and his team.
Within minutes, a dozen different people – men and women – began filtering into the room. Nathan did his best to introduce Julia to them – a Director of Marketing, a Facilities Manager, a Project Manager, and so forth – but she knew she’d never remember most of their names or titles at this first meeting. Until Ian Gregson entered the room, and she knew that no one could ever forget that name or face.
He was a tall, broad-shouldered man who instantly commanded attention and respect. Julia guessed him to be in his late thirties, possibly even early forties, and he was one of the most strikingly handsome men she’d ever met. Not in the same classically handsome, dreamy way that Nathan was, but in a more rugged manner that was at odds with his conservatively tailored black suit. Ian was also dark haired but the style was cut shorter and closer to the head than Nathan’s luxurious mane. Power rolled off this man in waves, and Julia felt more than a little intimidated by him.
But his hazel eyes twinkled at her, and his firm mouth curved up in a smile as Nathan introduced them. He clasped her hand in his for long seconds, gazing down at her from his vastly superior height.
“It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Julia,” he told her in a crisp British accent.
She smiled up at him with what she hoped was her best professional look. “The pleasure is mine, Mr. Gregson. It’s a privilege to work for the Gregson Group again.”
Still clasping her hand, Ian led her to the chair right beside his and held it out for her. “Ah, yes. I understand you’re responsible for the remodel of our hotel on the Upper East Side in Manhattan. I was given a brief tour the last time I was in New York, and as I recall it was quite impressive.” He slid her chair in once she was seated. “And you must call me Ian. Mr. Gregson always sounds like my father.”
Julia knew from having done her research that Ian’s father – Edward – was the CEO of the company, and that Ian’s two brothers – Hugh and Colin - were Managing Directors of the European and Asia Pacific regions respectively.
Nathan was seated to her immediate left, and as she caught his eye when he took his seat, she was puzzled at the frown he directed her way. She had no idea what he could possibly be displeased about already, given that the meeting had yet to begin. Julia gave him a little shrug and returned her attention to Ian.
To call the man dynamic was the understatement of the century. When Ian Gregson spoke, every person in the room seem mesmerized and paid him complete attention. Julia couldn’t properly explain what it was about him that commanded such attention, for he didn’t speak in a louder than normal voice, nor did he dominate the conversation, yell, demand, or intimidate. In fact, Julia thought him to be one of the best listeners she’d ever met.
No, Ian Gregson just had charisma, bucket loads of it, and both men and women were drawn to him. Even Nathan, who was himself an extremely dynamic and charismatic man, was giving Ian his rapt attention, and Julia sensed it had little to do with the fact that the Gregson Group was his biggest client.
When it came time for Julia to present her design boards, every eye in the room was fixated on her. She ought to have been nervous, for this was by far the most important project she’d ever worked on, but instead she was in her element as she went through each board and deftly answered each and every question that arose.
Julia had to contain a smug smile of satisfaction when Ian expressed some doubts about three of the four designs that Nathan had made her re-do. She was surprised when Nathan offered up, “I believe we have a second idea for each of these. Julia, did you bring the alternate designs with you?”
A raised brow was the only sign she gave him to acknowledge his quick-thinking cover-up. To the rest of the group, she merely smiled and replied, “Yes, I did happen to bring them along. Thank you for reminding me, Nathan.”
Julia forced herself not to gloat, or even to look in Nathan’s direction, when Ian and the others nodded their approval of her original designs. It made Julia wonder if Nathan had forced her to alter them just to be a hardass and exert his control over her.
One of Ian’s managers – a charming, older Frenchman who had recently transferred to San Francisco from the European headquarters – was trying to make a comment about one of the designs but was struggling a bit with the language barrier. Julia had noted from previous comments he’d made that his English wasn’t terribly good, leading her to guess he had likely worked in one of the firm’s French hotels or resorts before transferring to the London offices.
The man – Henri was his name – tapped his fingers on the table impatiently. “I cannot think of the English translation – it is a saying we have in French – ah, I am so stupid today.”
Taking pity on him, Julia told him in perfect French, “Dites-moi que vous voulez dire,” or in English “tell me what you want to say.”
Henri’s face lit up, and every pair of eyes at the table was focused on Julia. “Ah, la belle
femme parle le francais,” he said joyously. He then spoke to Julia in rapid French, happy to be able to convey his thoughts properly.
She easily translated to English the commentary he had made on the design for the hotel lobby before moving on to the next design board. Once she was finished, it was Nathan’s turn to update the group on some modifications for the original building design that they had apparently requested at a previous meeting.
Julia used the break to rearrange some of her notes, and to discreetly observe the faces and reactions of the group gathered around the conference table. Nathan was an engaging speaker, and kept everyone’s rapt attention, especially that of an older, well-dressed blonde woman who stared at him with ill-disguised interest. Julia knew from the frequent questions and interruptions the woman had made that her name was Morgan Cottrell, and that she was the Business Development Manager. She was quite attractive and well-kept, but Julia guessed her to be at least ten years older than Nathan.
She told herself angrily that she shouldn’t give a damn if some cougarish woman kept smiling invitingly at Nathan. It certainly wasn’t any of her business or concern – she ought to be leaving that up to Nathan’s fiancée. But she still couldn’t stop wishing she had the nerve to tell the overly eager Morgan to button up her blouse a bit higher, and to stop trying and interest Nathan in her impressive but undoubtedly fake cleavage. After all, hadn’t he told her back in New York that he hated fake boobs? It had been right before he’d licked her nipple, causing it to harden much as it was doing right now. Stifling a soft moan, Julia turned her attention back to Nathan’s presentation.
Forcing herself to look at anyone but Morgan and observe the older woman’s blatant interest in Nathan, she stole a quick glance to her right at Ian and was surprised to see his gaze directed not at Nathan – who was still speaking – but at the back of the room. Her interest piqued, Julia waited a few moments before discreetly following the line of Ian’s vision, and then she smiled knowingly to herself.
The beautiful blonde girl who’d been so sweet and helpful earlier – Tessa – was seated quietly in a back corner of the room, though not at the table itself. It seemed her purpose in being present was to not only take notes but also to make sure the coffee service and food stayed well stocked and tidy. Tessa’s head was bent as she wrote in her notebook, and thus she remained unaware of the look her boss was giving her. But Julia had seen that particular look many times on a man’s face, and wondered briefly how a commanding, powerful man like Ian dealt with the fact that the girl he was lusting after was a married woman and therefore unavailable to him.
The meeting wrapped up twenty minutes later and Julia spent a few extra minutes chatting with several of Ian’s team who approached her, including Henri who was delighted to converse in his native tongue. At some point, Ian joined in their conversation and he was nearly as fluent in French as Julia was.
From the corner of her eye, Julia spotted Nathan, who appeared to be trying to find a polite way to disengage himself from Morgan. The older woman was practically rubbing herself against him she was standing so close, and laughing flirtatiously. Torn between feeling that Nathan could take care of himself and didn’t deserve her sympathy, and a raging need to pull Morgan’s dyed blonde hair from her scalp, she settled for somewhere in between.
Excusing herself politely from Henri, she walked to where Morgan was nearly shoving her fake tits into Nathan’s chest and placed a feather-light touch on his arm.
“I’m so sorry to interrupt, “she said in her sweetest voice,” but we really do need to head back to the office. I have a client due to arrive within the hour, and I believe Jake does as well.”
Nathan looked at her with an expression of such gratitude that she couldn’t help but beam at him, while Morgan looked like she wanted to claw Julia’s eyes out.
“Yes, you’re quite right,” agreed Nathan eagerly. “You’ll have to excuse us, Morgan. I’m sure we can continue our conversation another time.”
Morgan pouted prettily, a ridiculous expression for a woman of her age. “Oh, damn, and I was going to offer to buy you lunch, Nathan. Do you have an appointment, too?”
He shook his head. “Not until later, but I’m the chauffeur today so I need to get my staff back to the office. Another time perhaps.”
“Of course.” She would have reached over to give Nathan a hug good-bye – which Julia thought quite unprofessional of her – but he was already grasping Julia’s elbow and moving away.
Julia gave her a dazzling smile. “It was lovely to meet you, Ms. Cottrell. I’m sure we’ll all see one another again soon.”
Morgan gave her a tiny smile in return, which made her overly-Botoxed face look tight and pinched. “Yes, I’m sure we will.”
Nathan whisked her away before Morgan could say another word, whispering in her ear, “Thank God. I owe you one for that.”
She arched a dainty brow at him. “I’ll keep that in mind when I need a favor.”
Ian clasped her hand tightly in both of his as they bid him farewell, a warm smile lighting up his otherwise austere features. “What a delight it’s going to be to work with you, Julia,” he said with enthusiasm, then gave Nathan a quick wink. “You’ve got a real treasure here, Nathan. I hope you and Travis treat her well. Not only beautiful but extremely talented as well.”
Nathan gave him an answering smile. “Yes, I think we’re well aware of Julia’s talents.”
A little shiver went up her spine at his softly spoken words, and she wondered briefly if he was referring to talents she possessed outside of the workplace. She remembered how he’d praised one particular talent of hers – one that involved her lips around his cock.
Her cheeks flushed at the naughty direction of her thoughts, and she barely heard Ian telling her half-jokingly, “Well, if they don’t treat you right, my dear, come and see me straightaway. I’d be honored to have you working for my company.”
“That’s very kind of you,” she replied,” but all is quite well at the moment.”
Ian’s expression sobered at that particular moment, his smile gone, and Julia instantly pegged the cause as the reappearance of sweet, shy Tessa.
“I’ve brought your coat, Ms. McKinnon,” she said demurely. “I didn’t want you to forget it.”
Julia reached for her coat but Nathan beat her to it, holding it as she slid her arms inside. “Thank you, Tessa,” she told her gently. “And thank you for helping us out today.”
The blonde girl’s cheeks pinkened adorably. “It was my pleasure,” she murmured, before hastily making her exit.
The drive back to the office was brief, and fortunately Jake was on his best behavior. Julia hoped fervently that her earlier chastisement would have some permanent affect on him, and that he’d stop his flirting and suggestive comments. She certainly didn’t want to cause trouble for him, but she also wouldn’t hesitate to complain to Travis if the innuendoes didn’t stop soon.
Jake did turn to face her during the drive but only to comment, “So you speak fluent French, huh? Where’d you pick that up from?”
She shrugged. “My mother’s parents were French Canadians from Montreal. They moved to New York City before my mother and aunt were born but always spoke French to them. I learned from my mother and also from my grandparents when I’d visit them.”
“Huh. So you’d already spent a lot of time in New York as a kid?” asked Jake.
“At least twice a year from the time my sister and I were little. It’s great to be a kid in Manhattan – the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, all the museums, tea at the Plaza Hotel.”
Julia added that last bit in deliberately, curious to gauge Nathan’s reaction at the mention of where they had spent such a memorable evening. But aside from gripping the steering wheel a bit tighter, it didn’t seem to faze him.
Jake had picked up on a different subject matter, though. “Sister? Is she older or younger?”
She rolled her eyes. “Older by five minutes. We’re twins.”
“Really?” Now Jake’s interest had really been piqued. “You mean there are two gorgeous babes that look like you walking the planet? Well, if you aren’t interested in me maybe twin sis would consider going out with me sometime.”
Julia hooted in a rather undignified manner. “That’s hilarious. Trust me when I say there’s no way you could handle my sister. She’s – um – a tough cookie.”
She was saved from further inquisition about Lauren when Nathan pulled into the garage of their building. But she was still smiling to herself at the mere thought of feisty, ballsy Lauren with smarmy Jake and his clichéd come-ons. Lauren didn’t even glance at men who wore suits and ties. Her type was either the outdoorsy sort in cargo pants and hiking boots, or tattooed rocker guys with piercings.
As they exited the elevator on their floor, Julia moved to take her case from Nathan but he waved her off. “I’ll take it to your office for you,” he offered. “There’s something I want to talk to you about anyway.”
Julia nodded in agreement but was more than a little nervous as they walked to her office side by side. Was he going to reprimand her for bringing her original designs, thinking that she’d meant to show him up? Was he displeased with her presentation today?
Nathan set the case down on her desk while she hung up her coat. He was studying the framed charcoal sketches on her wall when she turned to face him.
“These are fantastic,” he said sincerely. “Carmel, right?”
“Yes. My parents’ house has some incredible views from the deck. Endless hours of inspiration.”
“You did these?” he asked incredulously. He peered at them more closely, noticing the way she signed all of her artwork – JMcK – in the lower right corner.
She nodded. “Back in December when I was staying with them. Just to pass the time.”
Nathan ran his finger over the middle frame. “You’ve missed your calling, I think. You’re a very talented artist. Have you ever displayed your work?”
She shrugged. “Occasionally my mother will claim a piece for her gallery, but I hardly have time anymore to sketch or paint. Do you draw?”
He smiled faintly. “Not for years. I’ve got an easel and paints stashed away somewhere, but I’m like you – too busy with work these days to indulge. And I’m nowhere near as talented as you.”
Julia deposited her purse into a drawer of her credenza and tried to sound nonchalant. “What did you want to talk to me about? I really do have a client coming in soon.”
“This won’t take long,” he told her, not bothering to take a seat. “Bottom line is very simple – don’t flirt with Ian Gregson anymore.”
Of all the things he could have said, that was likely the most unexpected. She stared at him in bewilderment. “What? When was I flirting with him?”
He shook his head, clearly annoyed. “When weren’t you? Come on, all those little smiles and the way your voice got all soft and breathy? I know he’s a good looking guy and quite a catch, but he’s our best client and you aren’t going to mess up what’s been a very good working relationship.”
“You have got to be kidding,” she said in disbelief. “Let me assure you I’m very well aware of how important a client he is. Not only am I also unwilling to jeopardize that professional relationship, but I have a personal policy of never getting involved with clients. Even if they are six four with huge shoulders, Armani suits and British accents.”
Nathan did not look pleased at her succinct description of Ian. “Well, it sure as hell seemed like you were flirting with him to me. And he liked you plenty, given the way he kept looking at you.”
Julia smiled cattily. “You sound jealous. Need I remind you that’s not your prerogative?”
He made a low, harsh sound. “I realize that, yes. Were you trying to make me jealous, Julia?”
She scoffed. “Hardly. I don’t make it a habit to beat my head against a brick wall. And to stress the point – I was not flirting with him or him with me.”
“But you think he’s an attractive man apparently.”
She gave a roll of her eyes. “Are we really having this conversation? Yes, Ian Gregson is a hunk. He’s also rich, powerful and charming. A real catch, as you said. He also happens to be obsessed with that pretty blonde admin assistant.”
Nathan frowned. “You mean Tessa? Ian wouldn’t mess with her. Not only is she way too young for him but she’s married.”
Julia laughed. “I doubt Mr. Prim and Proper would hit on a married woman, either. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t think she’s hot or stares at her when he thinks no one’s looking. I assure you he certainly didn’t look at me that way. Now, are we through with the lecture? I’ve got to get ready for my meeting.”
He still didn’t look convinced but gave a small shrug. “Fine. Just keep it professional, okay? I’m not going to risk losing a client because you decide he’s new boyfriend material.”
His words hurt, that he could be so callous and uncaring, and she felt the overwhelming urge to lash out in return. “What makes you think I don’t already have a new boyfriend?” she challenged. “I believe I told you that wasn’t a problem for me.”
He was visibly taken aback by her retort, and Julia could swear he actually looked hurt. But then he simply shook his head and muttered, “Whatever. Have a good meeting.”
And then he was gone, leaving Julia to gaze after him, once again fighting back unshed tears.

Nathan was not in a good mood when he returned to his office, barely acknowledging Robyn as he passed her by. He spent a few minutes checking his email and voice mail before pushing himself away from his desk in irritation to go stare out the window.
Even though the meeting with the Gregson group had gone remarkably well, it had otherwise been a shitty day. It had started on his drive to work with a phone call from Cameron. He’d known immediately from her high-pitched, overly sweet voice that she wanted something.
“Hi, babe. Are you at the office yet?” she’d asked cheerily.
“Not yet. I’m surprised you’re awake this early.” It had been just before eight and Cameron was not known to be an early riser.
She’d yawned. “Just got up, still in my robe. But I had a text a few minutes ago from that wedding site I told you about up in St. Helena. They can see us this morning at eleven and I was really, really hoping you could get away with me. We could get lunch afterwards.”
Nathan had sighed. Cameron was full throttle into wedding planning now, and coming to a decision on the site was at a critical junction. She and her uber-controlling mother kept going back and forth between a big city wedding at one of the fancy hotels, or holding it at an estate or winery in the Napa Valley. Cameron was currently favoring the latter.
“Cam, I’m sorry but that isn’t going to work for me today,” he’d told her gently but firmly. “We have a meeting with the Gregson group mid-morning and it’s going to last a couple of hours or more. I can’t cancel or re-schedule with Ian, you know that.”
Cameron was well aware of how important a client Ian was, but even that didn’t stop her usual wheedling. “Well, of course you can’t do either of those things with him,” she agreed. “But is there a real reason you have to personally be there? Can’t the rest of your team handle it?”
He’d been as patient as possible while explaining that no, he really needed to be there. “Besides, it’s not a whole team of people today. Just myself, Jake, and Julia.”
“Who’s Julia? I’ve never heard that name mentioned before,” Cameron had inquired.
Nathan had hesitated, choosing his words carefully, not wanting to give her even the tiniest hint of his past with Julia. “She’s Travis’ newest designer. He hired her after the holidays.”
“And he gave a brand new employee the Gregson account?”
He’d forced himself to sound as nonchalant as possible. “She replaced the designer who’d worked on the project initially so it was a natural transition. Plus, apparently she’s done some work on one of the Gregson hotels in Manhattan. Anyway, this is her first meeting with Ian and he specifically requested that I be present. I’m sorry, but can we go to St. Helena another day?”
There had been more back and forth, and it had been frustrating because Cameron never seemed to get it that he couldn’t just drop or delegate something on a whim. It was different for her, since her role at the gallery was almost more of a figurehead. Her staff – well paid and well trained – did the vast majority of the work and she actually spent little time there. To Nathan, it seemed the major part of Cameron’s job was to host artist shows and receptions and socialize with the patrons.
He’d ended the conversation rather abruptly, knowing she was annoyed with him but unable to let it interfere with his day. But the phone call had irritated him and started his day off on the wrong foot.
His pissy mood had intensified when it was time to leave for the meeting with Ian. The first thing he’d seen upon walking towards the elevator was Jake helping Julia on with her coat, and quite obviously relishing the physical contact. Then Jake had made that comment about her shoes, and Nathan had had to stifle a groan.
He was very familiar with those goddamned Christian Louboutin black stilettos. Julia wore them often and every single time he saw her in them he had a hard-on that lasted for an eternity. He certainly didn’t need Jake calling his attention to them and making matters worse.
And then Jake had continued his almost nonstop flirting with Julia. It had angered Nathan to the point where he’d almost been ready to punch out his associate architect until Julia herself had quite capably put him in his place. He’d been both relieved and absurdly pleased with her at the same time.
But then the torture had continued when she’d stepped up into his SUV and bared enough leg in the process for him to catch a glimpse of her lacy garter. He’d felt like someone had kicked him in the chest, unable to look away from that delectable bit of lingerie until she’d discreetly tugged her dress back down. It hadn’t helped one bit, though, for all he’d been able to think about for the next half hour was the fact that she was wearing a garter belt and stockings and probably did most days That knowledge only added more unnecessary fuel to the ongoing fire that burned inside of him each time he imagined Julia without her clothes on.
Next he’d had to suffer through more than two hours seated right next to her at Ian’s conference table. Close enough to small her perfume, her shampoo, the scent of her soft skin. That gray dress had clung to her tits like a lover, defining their firm, round perfection. She’d thankfully worn a scarf to fill in the neckline but every so she’d moved the right way and he’d get a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage. And each time he did his cock would get a little bit harder.
It had only gotten worse when Julia stood to give her presentation. Then he’d had to observe how that damned dress hugged the sweet, high curves of her ass, and how hot her legs looked in those sheer stockings. And, of course, it was back again to those cockteasing shoes.
And it really, really hadn’t helped to notice that every man in the room was also enjoying the view. Even Ian, who was always a perfect gentleman, the model of proper British decorum, didn’t bother to disguise his appreciation for the very tempting picture Julia presented. Nathan didn’t care if Julia was right and that the woman Ian was really interested in was young, pretty Tessa. Ian might want the luscious admin assistant but he wouldn’t have refused Julia, either.
But the straw that had broken the camel’s back – what had put him over the top into this incredibly foul mood – was Julia’s mocking comment about already having a boyfriend. That had been his worst fear since seeing Julia again last month – that she’d followed his lead and forgotten about New York, had moved on and found someone else. God knew she was right in that it would be the easiest thing in the world for her to get a man. If she’d wanted Jake, for example, who happened to be a good looking guy, all she would have had to do was snap her fingers and he’d be on his knees like a well-trained lapdog.
Most of the time, Nathan congratulated himself on maintaining the very professional relationship he’d insisted on having with Julia. He’d been careful as hell not to be alone with her, had made sure all of their meetings and interactions had occurred with at least one other person present. He’d discussed nothing personal, hadn’t touched her in any way, and continued to do a very good job at repressing the memories of their night in Manhattan.
Today, however, he’d faltered a few times – touching her, albeit lightly, with a hand on her elbow or helping her with the coat; being alone with her in her office where he’d praised her artwork and then somehow eased into a discussion about her personal life. He couldn’t – wouldn’t – let any of those things happen again. God knew it was a daily struggle to keep things professional as it was – he didn’t need any added temptation.
And Julia was everything tempting, everything forbidden. Christ, the way she dressed every single, fucking day was enough to drive a man insane. She looked like a model, always perfectly put together and coordinated, only she was far more beautiful and sexy than any model he’d ever seen.
Her angry comment to Jake about an aunt in the fashion industry explained why she had such an extensive and obviously expensive wardrobe. It had been a relief to learn that some man at some point hadn’t been the one to gift her with the seemingly endless supply of figure hugging sheath dresses, pencil skirts, silk blouses, and high heels. Always, always, with the erotic high heels. He wondered if she even owned a pair of shoes with less than a four-inch heel. And now that he knew she wore stockings – fuck him blind – it was going to take even more of a superhuman effort not to shove her up against the nearest wall and grind himself against the cleft of her thighs.
He’d gone through the tortures of hell the past few weeks since Julia had begun working here. His willpower was being tested on a daily basis, and at times he thought he would go insane with the effort. Or come in his pants, as he’d feared he might one day last week when Julia had looked especially hot. If he closed his eyes he could still picture the sexy black lace sleeveless top, ass hugging gray wool skirt, and sky high gray pumps. He’d been positive he could see glimpses of a black lace bra through the top, even though it was fully lined. Her stockings that day had seams up the back, and he’d wanted to fall to his knees and lick her from ankle to thigh before lifting that skirt and burying his face in her sweet, juicy pussy.
“Shit,” he muttered, realizing he had a raging hard-on again.
Nathan honestly didn’t know if he could keep this up – working with Julia, seeing her every day, wanting to fuck her constantly. The worst part was that he couldn’t talk to anyone about it. No one but he and Julia knew what had happened in New York, and he had to make sure it stayed that way. He knew Travis probably still suspected something, but so far his partner hadn’t confronted him again.
Common sense would indicate that if he was this obsessed with a woman who wasn’t his fiancée that he ought to end the engagement to said fiancée. But Nathan simply couldn’t bring himself to hurt Cameron that way. He cared about her – correction, loved her – and was committed to marrying her. They had been together for two years now, and he couldn’t even think about how shitty it would be to just give up on all they had shared, the relationship they had worked on building, just because the hottest woman he’d ever seen was back in his life.
And Cameron was most assuredly a hot, beautiful woman herself. Granted, she was much different than Julia both in looks and personality, but certainly attractive in her own right. She was older than Julia, of course, approaching her thirty-fifth birthday in a few months. She was actually almost two years older than Nathan himself. And, while he knew she’d been completely faithful since they’d started dating, he also knew she’d been with a lot of men – a lot of them – before him. Even if she hadn’t already talked at length about some of her past relationships and sexual exploits, her experience had been readily apparent in her aggressiveness in bed, in the things she said and did, most of which were exciting but some that were actually a huge turnoff. She enjoyed not only initiating sex between them but controlling it, and often resisted his efforts to take the lead.
Unlike Julia, who had submitted so sweetly to the dominant behavior he liked to unleash at times. Oh, he definitely was not into any sort of BDSM – though the thought of blindfolding and binding Julia was certainly appealing – but he certainly preferred to be the controlling partner in bed.
“Dammit!” He was at it again, remembering the hot sex he’d had at the Plaza Hotel, how responsive Julia had been, how eager and easy to please, how tight her juicy cunt had been. Without being told, he sensed somehow that there hadn’t been very many men in her life. In spite of her gorgeous face and centerfold body, she seemed reserved, almost shy around men, though that could just be the defenses she’d built up out of necessity.
And she’d been a total pro about this whole messed up situation, certainly living up to her end of their bargain. She barely looked at him most of the time, and had never once tried to strike up a conversation that could be deemed the least bit personal. From what he had observed and also had reported to him from other employees, she worked her butt off, spending long hours in the office and turning out some admittedly stellar work, and got along famously with all the other employees. He had been ridiculously proud of her talent, and knew he’d acted like a total bastard by forcing her to re-do some quality work. He still didn’t know what had compelled him to be such a hard ass that day, especially when he knew Ian would prefer the original designs. Perhaps it had just been a way for him to exert his dominance over her when he couldn’t very well do the same in the bedroom with her again. And she’d proven her professionalism yet again by not giving him a gloating “I told you so” look when Ian hadn’t liked the sketches she had re-done. Instead, Julia hadn’t missed a beat and simply took out her original designs which she’d probably known all along were exactly what Ian had in mind.
He wished like hell he could talk to someone about this dilemma, but all of his friends and family knew Cameron and he wasn’t about to put one of them in the position of having to lie to her. It had been difficult enough for him to keep the truth from her – he wasn’t going to consciously force someone else to have to do the same.
No, he was just going to have to toughen up and stop thinking so much about Julia. Cameron was his fiancée, the woman who’d been in his life for two years, and he wasn’t enough of a bastard to just shove her aside for a younger model on a whim.
Fortunately, he was due to fly to Colorado on a business trip next week, and he hoped the time away would provide him with some much needed breathing room. And a reprieve from wondering what sort of sexy outfit Julia was going to wear each day to torment him.





Chapter Nine

March
Cameron Tolliver was feeling pretty much on top of the world on this sunny afternoon in early spring. This morning at the gallery she’d been able to finally get a long sought after artist to agree to a show next month. Then had come the phone call from the event planner at the hotel that she had finally decided on for her wedding reception telling her that yes, her first choice of dates was available after all. To celebrate, she had treated herself to a massage and facial at her favorite day spa, where as a steady client they’d served her a delicious salmon salad and crisp glass of Pinot Grigio. Now, feeling relaxed and mellow, she was on her way to Nate’s office to drop off his ticket to the ballet tonight. The only sour note in her day thus far was the fact that he couldn’t meet her for dinner first due to a late client meeting he’d had scheduled for weeks, and would have to meet her at the ballet instead.
Nathan, she though confidently, was going to have to start delegating more of his duties at work. It was beyond ridiculous that the partner of one of San Francisco’s most successful architectural design firms had to work so many hours and do as much traveling as he did. Cameron knew for a fact that Nathan had any number of other architects on staff that he could re-distribute work to, leaving him more time to relax and travel for leisure. She certainly didn’t want a husband who was going to have to work late on a regular basis or couldn’t go on vacation when it suited him. After all, she owned her own business and pretty much did what she pleased. There was really no good reason why Nathan couldn’t do the same.
Cameron smiled to herself as she thought again of what a catch Nathan was. He was by far the handsomest and most charming man she’d ever dated – and she’d dated a lot over the past twenty years. After two broken engagements, she had begun to despair that she’d ever fall in love and get married, and then she’d met Nathan and her hopes had been renewed.
Oh, it had taken a lot of time and work to get him to finally make a commitment to her, but it had all been worth it. As all of her girlfriends told her often, Nathan was a real prize. Cameron had absolutely no intention of letting him slip away, or allowing anything to ruin their weeding next February. She’d waited way too long for happiness, and it was well past time for her to finally get what she deserved.
She smiled back at the attractive older man who gave her an admiring glance as he passed her by. She walked with the confidence of a woman who knew she looked good. At five foot nine, she was taller than average but that only served to call more attention her way. With the help of a stylist, she knew the best way to dress her slim, almost angular figure. Unfortunately, no amount of weight training or exercise had been able to put much muscle or definition on her naturally thin arms and legs, so she seldom wore short skirts or sleeveless tops. And while she loved her slim hips and super flat stomach, her stylist tended to steer her away from anything too form fitting, wanting instead to give the illusion that she had more curves.
Therefore, most of her business outfits were similar to what she wore today – beautifully tailored black pleated trousers, a silky white blouse, and a short, fitted black jacket. The push-up bra helped give an impression of cleavage above the two buttons of her blouse she’d left undone. She gave off an air of both power and control, the modern businesswoman, while still looking sexy and feminine.
She’d just had her hair cut and colored about a week ago, and knew the shiny blonde chin-length bob looked amazing. It still bothered her that she had to keep her hair this short, knowing that Nathan really preferred long hair, but it had been on her hairdressers’ advice. A natural brunette, Cameron had been bleaching her hair to a pale Nordic blonde shade since she was sixteen years old, and all the years of harsh chemicals had begun to take their toll. Her hairdresser – one of the very best in the city – had cautioned that her hair was thinning dramatically and to keep it any longer than its current length would draw attention to that fact. She’d nixed the idea of extensions, knowing that Nathan disliked artifice and had made non-complimentary comments about a couple of her friends who’d had them done.
Cameron strode confidently into the reception area of Nathan’s office, not even bothering to glance over at the little receptionist. As the owner’s fiancée, she felt very at ease walking anywhere in the office, and certainly didn’t need support staff to announce her presence.
She went directly to Nathan’s office, pausing briefly to give Robyn a perfunctory smile. “Hi, Robyn. I assume he’s in? I’ve got something to drop off.”
The older woman gave her a polite smile in return. She was always professional, always pleasant, but Cameron sensed that Robyn didn’t really like her for some reason. A fact that didn’t bother Cameron in the least, because she also considered Robyn to be support staff and not worthy of her attention.
“Actually, he’s in the small conference room right now,” corrected Robyn. “You can leave whatever it is with me if you’d like.”
Cameron waved a hand in dismissal. “No need. I’ll just pop my head in. Is he with clients?”
Robyn shook her head. “No, he’s meeting with Jake and Julia about a project. I’m sure he won’t mind if you stop in for a minute.”
Cameron’s spine stiffened at Robyn’s implied suggestion to keep her visit brief. “Well, of course, he won’t mind. What man wouldn’t want to see his fiancée whenever possible?”
Nathan’s assistant gave her a tight little smile as she returned her attention to whatever mundane task she’d been working on. Cameron frowned as she walked down the hall to the conference room, not really liking the somewhat superior air Robyn tended to adopt at times. She really didn’t understand why Nathan thought Robyn was such a terrific PA, since the older woman seemed just a bit too confident and arrogant given her position in the firm.
The door to the small conference room was closed, but the blinds on the large window facing out to the office floor were raised so that Cameron had a clear view into the room. Nathan and Jake – who Cameron thought was terribly cute with his flirting and continual flow of compliments – were seated at the table with their backs to her and evidently studying some sketches that had been propped up on display stands around the room. Standing next to one of the stands was a young woman that Cameron assumed was the Julia that Robyn had mentioned. Then Julia turned to face the two men so Cameron could get a good look at her.
Cameron froze in her tracks, unease bubbling up inside of her at a rapid boil. The young woman inside the conference room was – unfortunately – undeniably beautiful. With an inexplicable anger that simmered beneath the surface, Cameron swiftly took in the girl’s long, nearly waist length hair of a light brown shade, the stunning perfection of her face, and her curvy body. She wore a fitted sheath dress of navy lace that had little flutter sleeves. There was no way – with her own slim, straight frame – that Cameron could ever wear something so form-fitting.
The younger woman was wearing killer shoes, too – nude peep-toe platform pumps – Louboutins by the signature red soles. Cameron’s stylist had advised her away from stilettos, cautioning that they drew attention to her thin legs and skinny calves. Plus, a four-inch heel would have made her slightly taller than Nathan, which didn’t bother him but bugged her.
It shouldn’t have bothered her that this young, very attractive woman was working in her fiancé’s office, for Cameron was extremely confident about her own good looks. But then she caught the way Nathan – her Nathan – was gazing discreetly at the other woman’s rounded ass and lush breasts and rage consumed her. Without further ado, she barged into the conference room without as much as a knock.
Three pair of eyes turned her way immediately, but Cameron was only focused on Nathan. He stood abruptly, a surprised look on his face. Quite intentionally, she walked over and placed a welcoming, open-mouthed kiss on his lips.
She smiled at him, her hand caressing his cheek. “Hey, babe. Why so surprised to see me? I told you I was going to drop that ticket off.”
Nathan was unsmiling as he gently removed her hand, giving it a little squeeze. “You did, but I thought you were going to call first. Or leave the ticket with Robyn when you knew I was in a meeting.”
“Oops, sorry!” she giggled. “You know how impulsive I am, babe, always spur of the moment with me. I was right in the area so I just popped in. Sooo sorry if I interrupted.” She gave Jake a little wave. “Hey, sweetie. Nice to see you again.”
Jake grinned and walked over to give her a quick peck on the cheek. “You, too, gorgeous. You’re looking spectacular as always.”
Even though she knew Jake was something of a manwhore, and flirted with almost every good looking woman he met, his compliment was still flattering and she smiled at him warmly. “You big flirt,” she scolded. “And in front of my fiancé, too.”
Jake winked at her. “Some men have all the luck, you know. Like the boss man here.”
Cameron finally, reluctantly, turned her attention to the woman – Julia – and offered up a faint smile. “Hello. I don’t believe we’ve met before.”
Julia returned the smile, gazing at her politely with big green eyes, and extending her hand. “No, we haven’t. I’m Julia McKinnon, one of the interior designers here. It’s a pleasure to meet you.
The younger woman’s voice was soft and melodious, and Cameron took an instant and fervent dislike to her. For some peculiar, unknown reason, she felt threatened by this woman, and her hackles rose up defensively. “Cameron Tolliver, Nate’s fiancée. But I’m sure you’ve already figured that out.” She gave Julia’s small hand the barest of shakes before abruptly turning her attention back to Nathan. “Are you finished here, babe? I was hoping to talk to you for a few minutes.”
Nathan hesitated, glancing uncertainly at his two employees. “I suppose we’re just about done. Jake – Julia – anything else to add?”
Jake shook his head. “I’m good. I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone. Good to see you, Cameron.”
Julia paused, watching Jake leave the room before turning to Nathan. “Um, we still had the design for the wine bar to review, but I can just leave that one here for you to look at. Just let me gather up my things and I’ll be on my way.”
Cameron tried to ignore how gracefully the other woman moved about the room picking up her sketches, especially in those towering heels. Even with the sky-high Louboutins, Julia was still a few inches shorter than she was, making her feel like a clumsy giant. It was not a pleasant feeling, and Cameron glowered at Julia as if to hurry her along.
Before Julia could exit – her arms filled with design boards – Nathan called her back. “Wait. Can you leave the one of the deluxe suite as well? I wanted to look at that one again.”
“Of course.” Julia quickly located it and placed it back on its stand. She gave Cameron a brief smile. “It was nice to meet you, Cameron. I’m sure we’ll see each other again soon.”
Cameron had never felt less like smiling but forced herself to reciprocate. “Yes, I’m sure we will.”
Nathan was frowning at her once Julia left. “Don’t you think you were a little bit rude just now?”
She shrugged. “Not particularly. What did you expect – that I was going to gush about her dress and invite her out for lunch?”
“No,” replied Nathan sternly, “but I think you could have been a bit more pleasant.”
Cameron made a gesture of dismissal. “Whatever. Look, both of us are busy so let me give you the ticket. I just remembered I’ve got a client due in within the hour.”
Nathan took the ticket she handed him. “How come you never remember appointments? You’ve got two assistants and a Blackberry.”
She laughed. “You know I’m a scatterbrain, babe. It’s one of the things you love about me. Just too many things going on between work and the wedding.” She reached up to press a brief kiss on his mouth. “I’ll see you at the ballet later. Don’t be late. And text me when you’re leaving the office, okay?”
“Sure, no problem. Didn’t you have something to talk to me about? That is why you interrupted my meeting, wasn’t it?” he asked pointedly.
“No, just dropping the ticket off,” she replied breezily. “Nothing else that can’t wait until tonight.”
Nathan sighed, “I really wish you had just left the ticket with Robyn, then. Jake and Julia and I actually did have more to discuss.”
Cameron huffed. “Well, excuse me. I thought you’d welcome the interruption to see your fiancée. But I guess you were too busy staring at Miss Tits and Ass, weren’t you?”
He gaped at her. “What are you talking about? I was not staring at Julia. You’re being ridiculous.”
“Am I?” she challenged. “You’re not going to try and bullshit me by denying that she’s pretty, are you?”
He shook his head, running a hand through his hair. “Jesus, Cameron. Let’s not do this now, okay?”
She gave a short, humorless laugh. “No, I think this is exactly when we should do this. Are you trying to say you haven’t noticed your little designer is attractive?”
“Of course I’ve noticed,” he replied impatiently. “Julia’s a very pretty girl. She’s also my employee. Only my employee. You’re my fiancée, Cameron. Now if you’ve finished with whatever you’re accusing me of, I do have other work to do, including looking at these designs.”
“Fine. We’ll pretend that you weren’t staring at her ass in that tight dress. Does she dress like that every day?” she asked cattily.
Nathan made an impatient sound. “Do I look like a fashion consultant? How am I supposed to know? I don’t even see her most days. So stop acting like a jealous shrew.”
“Jealous!” Cameron spat. “Of that? Why in the world would I be jealous?”
“Exactly,” he replied calmly. “Why would you? You have zero reason to be jealous of anyone. Now, come on, you don’t want to be late for your meeting.”
He gave her a brief kiss and began escorting her out of the room until she stopped to glance over the two design boards that Julia had left behind. Cameron wrinkled her nose in distaste.
“I don’t like these at all,” she declared. “And I’m sure Ian won’t, either. Your little designer’s going to be doing some major re-working here.”
Nathan looked annoyed at her admittedly petty comments. “For the record, she’s not my designer, she works for Travis. And second, Ian happens to love these designs. Julia only made some very minor modifications to them, this will likely be the final product.”
Cameron shrugged. “Well, I wouldn’t want her designing anything for me based on these. Just not my taste, I suppose.”
But the air of carelessness she assumed blew away like smoke in the wind as she left Nathan’s office. The feeling of being on top of the world that she’d had when entering the building a short time ago had faded rapidly, and she was now in a vile, vicious mood. She resisted the urge to kick something, to shove a passerby into the side of a building, to scream at the top of her lungs.
Cameron couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was something – some niggling little feeling that all was not as it should be – and it had to do with Julia McKinnon. Cameron considered herself a very confident, poised woman but five minutes in the presence of the younger woman had rattled her badly.
‘Just how young is she?’ thought Cameron wildly. Julia’s flawless complexion still bore that dewy youthfulness that Cameron could no longer achieve, even with frequent facials, microdermabrasions, Restalyne injections, and expensive skin care products. And Julia had those incredible cheekbones that no amount of cosmetics could fake. Cameron had resorted to having cheekbone implants done almost ten years ago, but she was reluctantly aware they didn’t look all that natural.
And of course the little bitch would just have to have all that long, thick hair when Cameron was having to contend with her own thinning locks. She did much prefer her own pale blonde shade to whatever color one could call Julia’s hair. It was a well known fact that men always preferred blondes.
Cameron continued to fume during the cab ride back to her gallery as she recalled – reluctantly – how the form fitting navy lace dress had clung to Julia’s shapely hips and ass. She thought snidely that the girl’s big tits had to be fake. There was no way they could be that perfect and still be natural. One of Cameron’s great disappointments was that own boobs were so small. She always wore padded push-up bras to give the illusion of cleavage but there was no way to disguise the fact that she was flat-chested when her clothes came off. She had first considered getting implants when she was barely in her twenties, but her mother had gotten wind of the idea and had been horrified that she would even consider doing something so crude and trashy. And when she’d mentioned the idea to Nathan in recent times he had made his distaste for anything fake well known. Conversely, Cameron was well aware that Nathan – like most men – loved big boobs, based on comments he’d made to his friends when he didn’t think she was listening.
It was little wonder, then, that all of her old insecurities came rushing to the surface at the thought of this young, beautiful and tempting girl working in such close proximity to Nathan. Cameron had worked very hard to look like she did, having procedures done that most people didn’t know about, especially not Nathan. Her appearance now was a source of pride for her, and she knew she’d never looked better. But it had only taken a very short while in the presence of that little bitch to feel like the awkward, unattractive girl she’d once been and had vowed never to be again. Cameron did not like revisiting those feelings and swore that little Julia would never be allowed to make her feel that way again.

Julia was struggling to hold it together as she walked back to her office after being hustled out of the conference room. It was very obvious that Nathan’s fiancée was a supremely confident woman used to getting her way in all things. Even if it meant putting a premature end to what had actually been a pretty important meeting. But what enraged Julia even more than Cameron’s lofty attitude was the fact that Nathan had allowed her to get away with it.
‘He was probably afraid I’d start tattling on him,’ she thought angrily. ‘and wanted to hustle me out of there before I could say anything.’ It hurt that he could think so little of her, especially when she’d vowed not to betray him.
Unless, of course, he was afraid that he’d be the one to give something away. But no, Julia dismissed that rather wild idea quickly. Nathan had given her zero indication over the past couple of months that he ever gave her a second thought, and treated her more distantly than ever.
As she put away the design boards in their designated files, she thought absently that Cameron Tolliver wasn’t what she’d expected. For one thing, Nathan’s fiancée was several years older than expected, mid-thirties instead of the late twenties Julia would have assumed. And she was much taller and slimmer than Julia would have guessed, her hair a lot shorter, too. But there was no denying that Cameron was a very lovely woman who certainly knew how to dress. Julia recognized the cut of her pants and jacket as Armani, had noticed her dramatic makeup, perfect manicure and expensive jewelry.
Of all days, thought Julia glumly, not to be wearing one of the many designer dresses or skirts in her wardrobe. Not all of her clothes were courtesy of Aunt Madelyn. Her aunt, in fact, had taught her years ago to mix high end pieces like the Louboutin pumps with less expensive items, such as the pretty navy lace dress she’d bought online from a women’s apparel website for less than seventy dollars.
“It’s all about accessorizing, darling,” was one of Aunt Maddy’s favorite sayings. “That and having the figure to look good in anything, which you and your sister were fortunately blessed with.”
Being both petite and busty, however, didn’t always make it easy for things to fit properly, and Julia was extremely grateful that she’d learned how to sew when she was still a girl. Her Grandmere Vivienne had been a seamstress, a very talented one at that, and she’d taught Julia and Lauren how to do hems and seams. Well, she’d at least taught Julia since Lauren had been more interested in her camera or sports or getting into trouble to bother learning the finer parts of operating a sewing machine.
Julia gave a little shrug, not really sure why she gave a damn about how she looked today. She certainly didn’t care about impressing Nathan’s fiancée, and Nathan himself seemed completely oblivious to whatever she wore. Julia wondered peevishly if he’d even notice if she strutted through the office wearing just her underwear and high heels. Not that it should matter any longer, she thought with a sigh. It was very obvious that he only thought of her as an employee, and that Cameron was the woman in his life. She needed to stop being such a silly, sentimental goose, forget all about that night in New York, and find someone new.
The thought of trolling singles bars or clubs made her feel queasy, though, so there was no way she was going to find a guy that way. Maybe she’d call Sam and ask if he had a friend he could fix her up with. Even though he lived in Arizona now, he was sure to know a lot of guys in the NFL. There were also a couple of guys in her yoga classes who seemed nice enough, though the one with the long hair and tattoos was more Lauren’s type than hers. Maybe all she really needed was a few dates with a hot guy to get Nathan out of her system and clear her head. She made a mental note to give Sam a call tonight. Even though he was currently dating some Australian supermodel, they were still friendly and kept in regular touch.
“Why so serious, hunny bunny?” teased a familiar voice.
Julia glanced up and smiled at her boss as he hovered in the doorway. “Just thinking about the best way to snag a new boyfriend.”
Travis looked very interested in this topic and took a seat in front of her desk. “Ooh, men, my favorite topic. And sweetie pie – I wouldn’t think you’d have to worry about that ever. It’s like buying shoes at DSW – just find something you like among thousands of pairs on the shelves and take them.”
She laughed, grateful for his perpetual cheeriness. “Not quite that simple. I’m picky, after all. I mean, I’m not desperate enough to go out with Jake, for example.”
He shuddered. “Thank God. You can do sooo much better than that idiot, sweetie. I’m sure we can find a nice guy for you. In fact, I might have someone in mind.”
Julia regarded him warily. “No offense, but I only date straight guys. Bi-sexuals are off the table, too.”
Travis looked offended. “Not all of my friends are gay, you know. I mean, Nate’s one of my closest friends and he’s the straightest guy I know.”
At the mention of Nathan’s name, Julia instantly tensed up. “That’s true. Look, let’s table this discussion for now, okay? I’m not sure I ought to be talking to my boss about looking for a new boyfriend.”
He grinned. “Oh, but it’s such a fun topic. However, I’ll put it on the back burner, sweetie. Speaking of Nate, did he like the re-designs?”
She nodded. “Just fine, I think. Except we got interrupted before he could look at a couple of them. His, um, fiancée showed up.”
Travis grimaced. “Ah, so you’ve met the she-devil, have you? I don’t see any claw marks on you so I trust everything went well?”
Julia gave a small shrug. “She wasn’t brimming over with friendliness, if that’s what you mean. She was rather distant actually.”
He hooted. “You’re being polite, hunny bunny. Cameron Tolliver is a raging bitch, and I’m guessing she wasn’t happy at all to meet you. Or realize how closely you work with Nate. When the she-devil feels threatened, her hackles really rise up.”
“Oh, please. I have no idea why she’d be threatened by me. She’s a beautiful woman. And she’s the one wearing his engagement ring, not me. I just work with him, that’s all.”
“Hmm, that doesn’t mean Nate isn’t checking out all of your – er – assets as often as possible. Being engaged doesn’t automatically turn off a guy’s radar, you know. And I’ve always said that he was making a huge mistake in marrying Cameron.”
Julia’s curiosity was not piqued. “Why do you say that?”
Travis grinned. “Interested, are we? Well, that’s a discussion that might take awhile. Maybe like this weekend. Anton and I should take you to dinner.”
Anton was Travis’ partner, whom Julia had met a couple of times already. He was a slight, dark-haired, half-Asian man who worked as a personal shopper at Neiman Marcus, and absolutely adored Julia. They had talked fashion for hours the last time they had met.
“Actually, I owe you guys a dinner,” admitted Julia. “Why don’t you come over Saturday night and I’ll cook for you? And by cook, I mean preparing the meal from scratch, not ordering takeout.”
“So you’re gorgeous, artistic, fashionable and you cook? Hmm, maybe being gay isn’t what it’s cracked up to me. I might give Anton the boot and date you myself,” he teased.
She giggled, her good mood restored with his rather outrageous humor. “Oh, but you’d break poor Anton’s heart. And lose that great discount he gets you at Neiman Marcus.”
Travis looked horrified.”Oh, God, I can’t lose that discount, can I? Guess I’ll have to hold onto the boy. But seriously, sweetie, dinner at your place sounds awesome. We’ll bring the wine. Around seven sound good?”
She nodded. “Perfect. And I’ll see if I can pry Angela out of her hidey-hole. I swear that girl is in training to become a nun. If I ever meet that guy who screwed her up this bad I’d – um – unleash Lauren on him!”
“Ah, Kung-Fu Twin. I still have to meet her, you know, see if all those stories can possibly be true.”
Julia smiled. “Oh, they’re all true. And I’ve only scratched the surface, told you some of the tamer stories. My sister has packed a lot of living into twenty-five years. Hopefully she’ll visit soon. I saw her last month when I went to Carmel for President’s Day weekend but she’s on the road again now. Somewhere in Central America, I think.”
“Well, got to get back to work, sweet pea. But dinner on Saturday sounds fabulous. We’ll have a loong talk about the she-devil.”
She shrugged. “That’s not necessary. I mean, I don’t really think we should be gossiping about her.”
Travis rolled his eyes. “Of course we should. I assure you I’ve never met anybody who deserves to be dissed more than that witch. And I have some real dirt on her, things that even Nate doesn’t know.”He grinned at the sudden interest on Julia’s face. “Ah, now I’ve got your attention. Trust me, its good stuff.”

As it turned out, Angela did not come for dinner on Saturday but it wasn’t because she chose to closet herself away again. It was one of her niece’s birthdays, and she felt obliged to drive down to Carmel for the weekend to attend the party. Julia knew that Angela disliked going home and only did so when absolutely necessary. Mrs. DelCarlo – Angela’s mother – was quite a piece of work, and if she were Julia’s mother she knew she’d spend as little time as possible with her.
Julia’s flat was small but charming, with its original hardwood floors, bay windows, and high ceilings. The main room was a shared living/dining space, with her antique oak dining table and matching chairs arranged on the end closer to the kitchen. She had set it with bright, beautiful Provence-style linens in yellows and blues. A vase of spring flowers sat in the middle of the table. She’d chosen the hand-painted ceramic dishes she’d bought a few years ago at a crafts fair in SoHo, and accented the setting with cobalt blue glasses from Cost Plus. The country French table décor would go nicely with the rustic French meal she’d prepared – ratatouille with eggplant she’d bought fresh at the Ferry Building Farmers Market just this morning; a divine smelling cassoulet with chunks of chicken and tiny white beans; a loaf of crusty artisan bread and a platter of assorted olives, peppers, and other antipasti. For dessert she’d baked one of her famed tortes – this one with beautifully fresh Anjou pears.
To Julia, cooking was yet another form of artistry, and she took as much pride in it as she did her design work or drawings. She loved to entertain, though she preferred small, intimate groups to a large crowd. It was a holdover from her childhood and youth, for her parents had frequently hosted the same sort of small, casual gatherings at their home. They had a lot of friends, most of whom were artists, musicians or writers, and a party at the McKInnon home had never been boring. In addition to being one of the greatest artists of her generation, Natalie Benoit was also an incredible cook and hostess and had instilled a love of cooking into at least one of her daughters, passing on many of the recipes she’d learned from her own mother.
Julia had dressed casually – for her, anyway – in a long-sleeved V-necked black top and a cute A-line skirt in a black and white stripe with a wide black belt to cinch in her waist. What passed for flats for her – little black sling backs with a kitten heel – completed the relatively inexpensive outfit she’d pieced together.
Travis and Anton arrived promptly at seven, with not one but two bottles of wine plus a box of decadent chocolate truffles. After exchanging hugs, Julia gave them the brief tour of her flat.
Travis nodded in appreciation of how she’d decorated the small living/dining space. “I knew there was a reason I hired you,” he teased. “You’ve made a small space look almost twice its size. And I love all the little touches of color here and there. I should have known your own personal space would be something special.”
Anton was admiring the exquisite seascape that graced the wall over the small brick fireplace. It was one of Julia’s mother’s finest pieces and one of Julia’s most cherished possessions, not just for its considerable monetary value but for the sentimental one as well.
But for both men the real attraction in the flat was Julia’s clothes closet. Though the bedroom itself was on the small side, it did boast a sizeable walk-in closet that she had taken great care to arrange her extensive wardrobe in.
Anton pressed a hand to his chest as he gazed at the contents of the closet, an enraptured look on his pale, bespectacled face. “Oh, honey, I think I’ve died and gone to fashion heaven! And I’m really, really thinking how unfair it was that I wasn’t born female.”
Travis gave him a mocking little frown. “Hey, watch it. I’m not into girls, or even cross-dressers.”
Anton patted his lover’s arm. “Never fear, dear. I was just having clothes envy here. Sweet pea,” he said to Julia, “you have an amazing set-up here. Color coordinated, all your shoes and bags in perfect little rows, so neat and organized. No wonder you always look so smokin’ hot.”
Julia and Travis shared a look, and he shook his head. “Oh, God, maybe we should have shown him this after dinner. Now you’ll never get him out of your closet.”
They laughed at his little joke, but Anton only groaned in mock horror. “Dear boy, you know I’ve been out of the closet since I was thirteen. Maybe even younger.”
Julia watched in amusement for a couple more minutes as Anton crooned over her racks of dresses, coats, shoes, and other apparel. He gasped over the Diane von Furstenberg boat necked navy dress, cooed when he pulled out the Gucci wrap-front dress in taupe, ran his finger lovingly over the Giuseppe Zanotti poppy red patent leather pumps, looked longingly at the Versace black leather tote.
Anton grinned at her. “This would be more fun than dressing a Barbie doll. But you don’t need my help, sweetie. You should have been a fashion consultant or designer instead of playing with furniture.”
She chuckled. “Yes, but this way I get to do both. Come on, let’s break open that bottle of French burgundy you brought. How did you guys know I was cooking French food?”
The three of them had nearly polished off a whole bottle of the fine French wine even before dinner was served. Fortunately, Julia had set out a plate of cheeses and pates along with a thinly sliced baguette so they weren’t drinking on an empty stomach. A very fleeting memory of sitting in the Champagne Bar at the Plaza Hotel with Nathan sipping champagne and nibbling on fruit and cheese came to her before she firmly willed it to the archives of her brain.
Travis and Anton were very amusing company, and they lavished praise on her dinner, eating heartily as the second bottle of wine began to disappear. They insisted on helping her clear up the dishes – fortunately her small, old fashioned kitchen did have a dishwasher – and begged her to hold off on dessert for awhile until they could make room in their very full stomachs.
The men sunk into her comfy sofa upholstered in a butter yellow fabric patterned with tiny blue flowers, while Julia curled up in her favorite chair – a big, overstuffed armchair that had been her grandmother’s. She’d begged for it when her grandparents had passed away, having many happy childhood memories of her and Lauren cuddling with either Grandpere or Grandmere and having stories read to them in French. She’d had the chair recovered in a vivid emerald green, which was one of the pops of color Travis had mentioned.
Travis’ eyes twinkled with mischief. “So now that we’re all comfy and pleasantly tipsy, I promised Julia that we’d share all the juicy gossip we know about the future Mrs. Nathan Atwood.”
Anton whooped. “Oh, me first, me first! After all, I was the one who kept pouring Cosmos down the throat of Cameron’s friend at the engagement party. What did it take for her to spill the beans – four or five drinks?”
“I think it was three and a half, actually, “said Travis dryly. “Girl could not hold her liquor too well. By Cosmo number five, she wasn’t holding anything back.”
Julia took a small sip of her wine, feeling oddly not in the mood for this discussion. “I didn’t realize they had an engagement party. Not many people have those nowadays, When was this?”
“Back in October sometime - mid-month, I think. And Cameron’s parents are very old-school, old money kind of people,” explained Travis. “Daddy is the CEO of some big company here, Mommy is from filthy rich money, so they only want the best for their little girls. So of course they threw Cameron and Nate this huge bash, held it at the Gregson Hotel on Nob Hill. Very lavish affair.”
Anton nodded in agreement. “You would have thought it was the actual wedding. No expense spared, and at least three hundred people. And I swear Travis and I were the only non-heteros in the place.”
“Well, that shouldn’t have been a surprise, considering Graham Tolliver has given hundreds of thousands of dollars to the campaigns to defeat gay marriage,” sniffed Travis. “He’s a homophobic, ultraconservative, NRA ass kissing prick. And his evil she-devil of a daughter is just like him. Cameron hates the two of us.”
Julia frowned. “Why does Nathan tolerate that? I mean, besides being business partners I was under the impression that the two of you were close friends.”
“We are, hunny bunny. But that doesn’t mean Cameron has to like me. Oh, she’s very polite in front of Nate, always careful not to make a scene or show her cards. But Anton and I aren’t blind. We see the way she looks at us, and we’ve both overheard her making homophobic slurs. It’s pretty obvious that she hates our guts, and she’s found every excuse in the book not to socialize with us. Every party or event we’ve invited her and Nate to they’ve either declined or he’s attended solo.”
“Hmm. So is this the so-called dirt you told me you had on her?” inquired Julia.
Both men laughed riotously. “Oh, God, not even close,” guffawed Anton. “That’s like the least of it, sweetie. Who cares if some stuck-up bitch doesn’t like us? We’ve got plenty of friends who do.”
Travis pulled his phone out and started scanning for something. “Here, I think the best way to tell you is just to show you.”
Anton peeked over at the phone. “Ooh, are you trying to find the Facebook photos? Awesome!”
“Found them. Here, let Julia have a look. Now, as you flip through them, let me narrate so you know what you’re looking at. And for a little background, Anton and I met one of Cameron’s oldest and surprisingly dearest friends at the engagement party. A dear if not drunk lady by the name of Stephanie – what’s her last name, Anton?”
“Norris,” supplied Anton helpfully. “They’ve been friends since the third grade, though if Cameron knew everything that Stephanie told us that would be the end of it.”
Julia reluctantly took Travis’s phone and gazed at the photo on the screen. It was a bit grainy, looking almost twenty years old, and was of a skinny, brown-haired girl who wasn’t especially attractive. She wore an ill-fitting dress of pale pink that did nothing to flatter either her nonexistent figure or her pale coloring. The girl had a rather large nose, sunken cheekbones, and a somewhat pointy chin.
She shook her head. “I don’t get it. Am I supposed to know who this is?”
Travis smiled triumphantly. “That, sweetie pie, is the she-devil herself – Miss Cameron Tolliver – at her sweet sixteen birthday party. What a doll, huh?”
Julia stared at the photo harder, trying to find any trace of the polished, attractive woman she’d met two days ago. “No way is this Cameron. She looks completely different.”
Travis perched on the arm of her chair and took the phone from her. “Ah, but this is just the start of our little photo tour. You’ll start to see the progression of the changes as we go along.”
She watched closely as Travis flipped from one photo to the next, explaining as he went along. “Okay, here’s a year later. Cam’s obviously had a hell of a nose job because it’s about half the size it was. “
He flipped to the next photo, where Cameron was now a blonde. Subsequent photos showed the changes after a chin job, cheekbone implants, collagen injections to her lips, and a much improved fashion sense and makeup application. If Julia hadn’t seen the transformation occur over the approximately seven year time frame in the photos she would never have believed it.
“Wow, she’s really a different person now, isn’t she?” she commented.
Anton smirked. “Except she should have kept going and bought herself some tits and ass. Hey, I know dudes with bigger boobs than hers. And my perky little butt fills out a pair of jeans better than her flat old booty.”
Julia almost choked on a sip of wine at Anton’s outrageous comments. Travis patted her on the back until she was able to grin at Anton with watery eyes.
“You are so bad,” she admonished. “Both of you. Now, how did you come to acquire these photos? I’m just assuming Cameron didn’t give them to you.”
“Well, of course not,” replied Travis. “I’m sure she’d be furious and mortified to realize anyone has seen them. Dear friend Stephanie was kind enough to share them with us at the boozy engagement party. She has them posted on her Facebook page with about five thousand others. And of course Anton and I are now good buddies with her on Facebook.”
She shook her head. “How is Cameron not aware these are posted on a social networking site? I can’t imagine she’d be very happy about them.”
“Well, duh, of course not. As for why she hasn’t noticed them – did I mention there were five thousand or so photos? One would need to know where to look. And Stephanie was only too happy to point us to the right folder. Apparently there’s some animosity there between the girlhood friends.”
“I told you what that was about,” scolded Anton. “You never listen. Stephanie is still pissed off at Cameron because she slept with some guy that Stephanie really liked. And apparently that wasn’t the first time that happened. All this before she met Nathan, of course. She isn’t stupid enough to risk losing him by cheating now.”
Travis grinned, thoroughly enjoying this gossipy hen fest. “And we’re not even telling her the really juicy parts. Nate is not Cameron’s first fiancé apparently. She’s been engaged two times before. Guess she’s really hoping that old three times a charm adage will come true for her.”
Julia couldn’t contain her surprise. “Two other times? What happened? Is she divorced or something?”
Anton shook his head. “Never made it to the altar. According to Stephanie, the first time Cameron was engaged she was about twenty-eight. All the wedding plans made, everything ready to go. Then – boom! Less than two months before the big day her fiancé gets arrested for big time embezzlement and hauled off to jail. Apparently he’s still serving time.”
“That’s terrible. She must have been wrecked over it,” sympathized Julia.
Travis chuckled. “Didn’t take her too long to get over it apparently. Within a year she had another guy on the hook. They got engaged around the time she turned thirty. But this one didn’t take, either. No particular reason that Stephanie was aware of, dude just got cold feet and broke things off.”
“So by the time she met Nathan a couple of years ago she must have been getting awfully desperate,” piped up Anton. “Over thirty years old, seeing all of her friends get married, including her younger sister who’s already got one kid and another on the way. Cameron’s biological clock must be ticking awfully loud.”
“Biological clock?” mocked Travis. “Sorry, but no way can I ever imagine that bitch being a mother. She might have Nate fooled but Anton and I see right through her.”
Anton grinned at his partner. “But you have a gift, sweetie. Have you told Julia about it?”
Travis grinned. “Anton thinks I’m sort of psychic. At first I thought he meant psycho, and of course I am a little bit crazy, most of us artistic types are. But, no, he’s positive that I can see things other people can’t, predict stuff even.”
Julia smiled. “And what do you think?”
He shrugged. “I must say I’m awfully good at Jeopardy and Wheel of Fortune. And I’ve been pretty lucky with predicting who’s going to win American Idol or which desperate chick the Bachelor is going to choose. But I think the only real gift I have is in reading people. I’ve just got this knack for seeing past the pretenses people put up to who they really are.”
“That’s a pretty cool gift,” she agreed. “You do seem very perceptive. And you think that Cameron isn’t who she really appears to be?”
Travis frowned. “I don’t think that. I know it for a fact. There’s other stuff – more personal stuff that Stephanie told us. If Nate knew -“
Julia blinked. “How drunk did you get this girl anyway?”
Anton gave a little giggle. “A couple more Cosmos and she would have either passed out or tried to give me a blow job.” He wrinkled his nose in distaste at the latter thought. “But she was pretty plastered and not holding anything back. For example, Cameron’s gotten knocked up twice and had two a-“
She held up a hand. “Okay, let’s stop here. Travis is right, this is starting to get into things we really shouldn’t be discussing. I’m guessing Nathan may or may not know this stuff, and either way he wouldn’t appreciate us talking about it. I’m going to make coffee now and set out dessert.”
They lingered over French-pressed coffee and the pear tart, which turned out better than ever, for another couple of hours. Not another mention was made of Cameron, Nathan, or even the office. Except towards the very end of the evening, when Travis and Anton were about to leave.
“Don’t forget that next Thursday we have the dinner to attend at Taverna Francesca,” reminded Travis.
The restaurant had recently been extensively remodeled, and Atwood Headley had done all of the structural and design changes. Next Thursday was a special re-opening dinner, and since the restaurant owners were well-known locals who had several establishments in the Bay Area, quite a few dignitaries and celebrities were expected to attend. Julia really hadn’t been involved with the design since it had all taken place prior to her arrival in San Francisco, but the owners had already expressed interest in having some of their other restaurants re-designed. Not to mention the handful of brand-new places they were considering opening. Travis wanted Julia to meet the owners and their development team.
She nodded. “I’m looking forward to it. The place looks pretty formal from the pictures I’ve seen, so I assume the dress code will be, too?”
“Oh sugar. I know exactly what you should wear,” exclaimed Anton. “The red Donna Karan. Exquisite. It will be perfect, trust me. And those sexy red Valentino shoes with the bow.”
Julia knew the dress he was talking about and smiled in agreement. She’d loved the dress since unpacking it from Aunt Maddy’s latest shipment, and had been looking for an occasion to wear it.
“Who else is supposed to attend from the office?” she asked, fearing she already knew the answer.
Travis grimaced. “Well, Nate will be there of course since he did the structural design. And unfortunately that means he’ll have to bring Cameron with him. The associate architect on the project will be there as well. I think it was Eric Chiang, so probably him and his wife. Along with the three of us here that should be everyone.”
Anton patted her on the shoulder. “Why don’t you bring a date? Just call one of the hundreds of names in your little black book.”
She laughed. “No little black book and definitely not hundreds of names. In fact, sad as it sounds, I can’t think of anyone to ask.”
“Girl, that’s just wrong,” clucked Anton. “You should be out with a different hot guy every night. Travis and I are going to get you out clubbing where you can meet some new blood.”
“Hmm. Would I be wrong to assume that those clubs you go to are gay bars?” she asked wryly.
“Oh. Right.” Anton looked chagrined. “Well, I’m sure I can find someone. Maybe one of my clients at Neiman Marcus. One of my straight clients.”
She chuckled. “It’s okay. I really don’t want to take someone I’ve just met to a business dinner. I doubt he’d have a very good time. And I’m fine going by myself. How about the two of you be my escorts for the evening?”
Travis gave her a good night hug. “That sounds wonderful. Anton and I will make sure to fend off any attacks from the she-devil. If you wear the Donna Karan she’s going to be so jealous she’ll start chewing her fake fingernails off.”
Anton, too, gave her a hug. “Dinner was spectacular, sweetie Thank you for such a great evening. And I’m looking forward to that yoga class tomorrow. I hope your teacher doesn’t kick my ass too badly. “
Julia gave him an answering grin. “She probably will. Sasha is an amazing teacher, easily the toughest I’ve ever had. You’re going to love her class even if you might be crying at the end of it.”
Though she was still devoted to her 6:00am weekday Ashtanga yoga class, she liked to sleep in on weekends, and had heard about a super tough Vinyasa class on Sundays that she had recently started attending. With the help of several glasses of wine, she’d managed to convince Anton to try the class out tomorrow morning. Travis, who claimed to be the least flexible person in San Francisco, had tactfully declined to join them.
During the short taxi ride from Julia’s flat to their home in Cole Valley, Travis and Anton were both gleeful as they plotted their strategy for the dinner on Thursday.
“We’re going to push so many of Cameron’s buttons that her elevator will have to stop at every floor,” joked Travis.
Anton rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “Payback’s a bitch, isn’t it? And it couldn’t happen to a bigger bitch, in my opinion.”
“And maybe if we push her hard enough – subtly, of course, can’t be too obvious – Nate will see what she’s really like underneath all that phony sweetness. Cameron’s not the right woman for him, and she’s nowhere near good enough for a guy like him.”
Anton sighed, resting his head on Travis’ shoulder. “He’d look awfully good with Julia, don’t you think? Both of them are so gorgeous. Can you even imagine the babies those two could have together?”
Travis looked at his partner oddly. “Strange that you should bring that up. From the first time those two met in my office, I could swear sparks flew. But it was more than that, almost as if they already knew each other. Oh, both of them denied it like crazy but I know chemistry when I see it.”
Anton patted him on the arm. “Well, you are the best at reading people, dear. I still swear you’re psychic. So if you think there’s something between those two then it’s probably true. Ooh, how romantic! Forbidden, tragic love. He really wants her but he’s promised to someone else, while she’s hopelessly in love knowing he can never be hers. My heart aches for both of them.”
Travis shook his head. “Stop reading those crappy romance novels, okay? I mean, it’s obvious you’re gay, you don’t have to turn into a pussy to boot. And I never said they were in love with each other, though it’s fairly obvious Nate thinks she’s hot.”
Anton rolled his eyes. “I think she’s hot. I’m guessing if you and I got drunk enough, we could probably even get it up for her. Nathan probably gets a hard-on for her when he’s stone cold sober. I can just imagine his reaction when he sees her in that red dress.”





Chapter Ten

Nathan knew the exact moment Julia walked into the restaurant. Not because he could actually see her right away, but because every male head in the placed turned to watch her entrance. And when she did come into his view, he thought he’d have a heart attack on the spot for she’d never looked more beautiful, more tempting, more forbidden.
The sexy red dress made her look like a siren, with its cap sleeves, draped neckline, and the way the fabric clung to her breasts and hips. The hemline had a tiny slit just above the knee, concealing more than revealing, but just that slight hint of leg was much more of a turn-on that if the dress had been slit to the thigh.
Stilettos, of course, these of red satin with a teasing little bow near the open toe. She wore more makeup than she normally did at the office, her kissable, plump lips glossed in a deep red. Her glorious hair tumbled down her back in thick, lustrous curls.
Once again, she looked like both the sophisticated lady and the sultry temptress at the same time, and Nathan imagined that every straight man in the place was dying to fuck her. And he was grateful for the fact that Cameron was running late as usual, because there was no way he could have hidden the fact that he was practically drooling at the sight of Julia right now.
He’d been dismayed and concerned when Travis had very casually mentioned a few days ago that Julia would be here tonight. At first he’d argued the idea, rationalizing that Julia hadn’t been involved with this particular project. But he’d had no comeback for Travis’ calm, reasonable response that Julia would certainly be working with the clients in the very near future and ought to have this opportunity to meet them. He couldn’t very well have continued to argue the matter without betraying his attraction to Julia, especially when he suspected that his business partner was already well aware he found her extremely alluring.
Julia stood poised at the entrance to the vast bar area where the pre-dinner cocktails were being served, looking around uncertainly. Nathan’s fists clenched tightly when he saw the way at least a dozen men were staring at her, and for once she seemed uncomfortable with all the attention she was getting. But then she looked up and saw him and the smile that lit her face went straight to his groin. He started walking towards her, quickening his pace as he went, determined to reach her before someone else could approach.
When he stood directly in front of her, she touched his arm lightly, still smiling. “Thank God for a familiar face. I never imagined there’d be so many people here.”
He took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “You don’t like big parties?” Large, splashy social events like this were what Cameron lived for. He’d grown used to them as a necessary evil to build his business.
Julia shook her head, drawing his attention to the ruby and diamond drop earrings she wore. “Not particularly. I like smaller groups much better. This is sort of intimidating.”
“You should have a drink to relax.” He beckoned a waiter over. He had yet to order a cocktail himself, figuring he should wait for Cameron, but he suddenly felt in dire need of some fortification.
“What would you like?” he asked her when the waiter arrived.
“Glenlivet on the rocks, please,” she told the waiter. “Preferably the 18-year if you have it.”
The waiter couldn’t take his eyes off of Julia and nodded automatically. “Of course, miss. We definitely have that.”
Nathan thought wryly that even if they didn’t the young, besotted waiter would gladly offer to run out to procure it for her. He cleared his throat until the waiter turned his way, a flustered look on his face.
“Oh, sorry, sir. I’m – I didn’t mean to ignore you. What can I get for you?”
Nathan grinned. “Actually, the same thing as the lady ordered. Excellent choice, Ms. McKinnon.”
As the waiter hurried off to fill their orders, Nathan regarded Julia curiously. “I wouldn’t have pegged you as the single malt Scotch type.”
She laughed softly. “My father is a Scotsman, after all, even though he’s lived in the States since childhood. And I don’t always drink Scotch. It just seemed like a good night for it, what with the fog and damp outside.”
“Ah, I see. So if you were in – say, Mexico - right now you’d be drinking margaritas? Or Mai Tais in Hawaii?”
Julia grinned. “Sure. And sangria in Spain, mojitos in Miami, wine in Napa.”
He chuckled, enjoying this little game. “Let’s see what else we can think of. Sake in Japan. Guinness in Ireland, vodka in Russia. And, of course, champagne in France.”
Julia froze, and he could have kicked himself for his thoughtless reminder of that night at the Plaza Hotel. But then she merely shook her head and murmured, “No. I only drink champagne when I want to be seduced.”
He made a low, feral sound in his throat and would have yanked her against him, kissing her senseless, if they hadn’t been surrounded by almost two hundred people. He was saved from having to think of a reply by the arrival of the waiter with their drinks.
Julia took a small, dainty sip from hers, while he bolted down half his drink in one rather ungainly gulp. There was now an awkward, uncomfortable silence between them, and he was trying desperately to get his emotions under control. Her comment about seduction had made his head spin, and all he could think about was sitting across from her at the Champagne Bar in the Plaza, holding her hand and imagining all of the naughty things he was going to do to her. Nathan closed his eyes for a brief moment, wishing with all his might that the two of them could be magically transported back to that exact same table.
He was saved from the awkward silence by the arrival of Travis and Anton, who both gushed over Julia and how gorgeous she looked. Anton in particular couldn’t stop fussing over her.
“Oh, my God, girl. I told you this was the dress, didn’t I? You look like sin. Travis, isn’t she just breathtaking?”
Travis, always the more subdued of the pair, merely smiled and gave Julia a peck on the cheek. “Always. I would say red is your color, sweetie, but I’ve yet to see a color that doesn’t look good on you.” He turned to Nathan. “What do you think of our gorgeous girl tonight?”
Nathan met Julia’s gaze head on. “That she always looks gorgeous, but especially tonight.”
Her cheeks pinkened. “Okay, that’s enough, all of you. You’re going to make my head swell if you keep this up.”
Anton giggled. “Honey, I’m guessing you’re making half the men in this room swell up right now. Different head, though.”
Travis and Nathan groaned at his innuendo, while Julia just laughed and gave him a playful swat. “You’re sooo bad! Do you always say such outrageous things?”
Travis smirked. “Can’t take him anywhere, no telling what he might say. Now behave yourself, Anton. There are a lot of important people here tonight and they aren’t going to appreciate your naughty mouth.”
“Speaking of important people, you should introduce Julia to Aaron and Lance before they get too busy,” suggested Nathan. “They’re right over there.” He pointed to the co-owners of the restaurant.
“Good idea, we’ll head right over.” Travis took Julia by the arm. “You coming with us, Nate?”
Nathan shook his head. “I’d better give Cameron a call and see where she’s at.”
“Running late again?” asked Anton, making a tsk-tsk sound. “I swear that girl is going to be late for her own wedding! Speaking of which, have you two set a date yet?”
Nathan caught Julia’s eye briefly, frowning when he saw the crestfallen look on her face before she turned away. “Valentine’s Day next year,” he told Anton, wishing like hell the subject hadn’t been brought up.
Travis seemed to sense his unease and tactfully pulled Anton away with him, giving Nathan a glance of part sympathy, part irritation. Nathan could only wonder what the hell that particular look was all about.
It was too loud in the bar to be able to make a phone call so he sent Cameron a quick text instead. While waiting for her to reply, he spied Eric Chiang and his cute wife Karen entering the bar and waved them over. As they chatted, Nathan couldn’t help but keep an eye on Julia as Travis introduced her to Aaron and Lance. Both of the restaurant owners were known players, though he was fairly sure Lance was married. It didn’t seem to matter, though, since both he and Aaron were almost shoving the other out of their way to get closer to Julia.
Jealousy and possessiveness raged through Nathan like a fast moving wildfire, and he wanted to hurry over to where she stood and claim her in front of all these people. But the fact that he couldn’t do exactly that gnawed at his guts and made him want to punch something. He knew he was being an unreasonable ass about the whole situation, but he wasn’t able or willing to let go completely. He was the one who’d turned Julia way, who’d made it very clear that Cameron was the only woman in his life. Julia was free to date or fuck whoever she wanted, and he had absolutely nothing to say about it. So he found himself caught in the intolerable situation of not being free to claim her for himself but not wanting anyone else to have her, either.
‘I’m so fucked,’ he muttered to himself in disgust, motioning the waiter over for another drink.

Cameron was well on her way to getting very, very drunk, but she figured she deserved it given the way her evening had gone so far.
Oh, it had started out quite well, no debate there. She’d spent several hours this afternoon getting ready for tonight’s dinner, knowing there would be a lot of local dignitaries and most likely media in attendance. She had left work early to allow plenty of time for all her primping – a mani-pedi, getting her pale blonde roots touched up and her hair blown out, and even having a professional makeup application done. Back at her condo, she’d tried on half a dozen outfits before deciding on the black Stella McCartney. The sequined fabric skimmed lightly over her slim frame, the elbow-length sleeves helping to hide her skinny arms. The shoes had taken longer to decide on, as she didn’t want to appear as tall as Nate but also didn’t want to wear anything too dowdy, either. She’d finally chosen the black Marc Jacobs pumps with the silver kitten heel and buckled strap. Dangling diamond chandelier earrings and a wide diamond cuff bracelet finished the outfit, and Cameron knew she looked damned good.
She had entered the crowded bar area of Taverna Francesca feeling like a million bucks, until she’d noticed that most of the attention in the room – the male attention, anyway – had seemed to be focused on the one person she really hadn’t wanted to be here tonight – Travis’ little bombshell designer Julia.
Cameron had seethed inwardly as she’d observed the little bitch, provocatively attired in a fitted red dress that she could never even consider wearing herself. Julia continued to attract attention as she was introduced to one group of attendees after another. Cameron had made a rather unpleasant face upon noticing how Travis and his little faggot lover Anton were fawning over Julia, laughing and conversing like they were all the best of friends. Travis had been making it a point, it seemed, to introduce Julia to every good looking man in the room, whether they already had a woman on their arm or not. Cameron had silently cursed the pair, whom she knew detested her as much as she despised them, and had grit her teeth to observe Julia holding court like she was a fucking queen or princess.
But what had really pissed her off was when she finally located Nathan in the crowd of people, only to observe how he was following Julia around the room, the lustful interest in his gaze unmistakable. Cameron’s cheeks had flamed with anger, and she had stalked across the crowded room towards her fiancé, determined to bring his attention to her instead of that little bitch.
Nathan had confirmed her suspicions by looking more than a little guilty when she’d appeared at his side. He’d given her a quick kiss and made sure she had a drink, but she could tell he was definitely distracted by something. In fact, it seemed to her that he’d been a little distracted for months now, almost as though he were going through the motions. Whenever she’d asked him about it, he had blamed it on work or being tired or dismissed her concerns altogether. But she knew something was off, especially with their physical relationship. Sex, which had always been a strong part of their relationship, had become more and more infrequent, and had seemed rushed and almost impersonal when it did occur. There had even been a few times when Nathan hadn’t been able to maintain an erection, or become aroused at all.
The natural assumption, of course, was that he’d been cheating on her, but she had refused to let herself believe that. However, after observing the way Nathan had been following Julia around the room with his eyes, she was beginning to have some real suspicions now. Could he possibly be banging that little bitch? It would explain his withdrawn behavior these past few months, their bland sex life, and other oddities she’d noticed. She made a mental note to herself to pay closer attention to Nathan’s habits and maybe even stop by the office more frequently to observe any interactions between him and Julia.
Cameron’s mood had not improved once they were seated for dinner, since their tablemates included Travis, Anton, and Julia, along with Eric and Karen Chiang, and a very attractive gray haired man in his fifties who introduced himself to everyone as Jackson West, the owner of the winery whose vintages were being served at tonight’s dinner.
From the very beginning of the meal, Travis and Anton had taken control of the conversation, and their very favorite topic of discussion had been Julia. During the first two courses, everyone at the table had been obliged to hear one or the other of them prattle on about what a great cook Julia was, how beautifully decorated her flat was, how kick-ass she was at yoga, no surprise considering that she had been a teacher of the practice during college. Cameron learned – reluctantly – that Julia had graduated from Cornell, had interned and then worked at one of the top design firms in Manhattan, and had lived in a tiny studio in the Upper East Side.
Cameron wasn’t sure which of these facts angered her more. She couldn’t cook at all, had always had hired staff to look after her while living with her parents, and nowadays she liked to joke that her favorite thing to make for dinner was reservations. She’d never really used the kitchen inside her professionally decorated apartment. She hated yoga, claiming that it wasn’t really a workout and that she needed something much tougher to challenge her, like kickboxing or spinning. The truth of the matter was that she wasn’t the least bit flexible and was also somewhat uncoordinated, but she’d never admit either of those facts to anyone.
The knowledge that Julia had attended an Ivy League school had really touched a nerve. For most of her life, Cameron’s parents had pushed her to excel at school and get good grades so that she could attend a school like Harvard or Yale or Stanford. But she had generally disliked school, and had goofed off and partied a lot in high school. No number of private tutors to bring her grades up or improve her SAT scores had helped. Neither had any of her parents multiple social and political connections, or their monetary donations. By pulling a lot of strings, Cameron had managed to get accepted to USC but she’d dropped out after her freshman year due to academic probation. She’d eventually obtained a degree in art history from a small liberal arts school in Manhattan, but her father had set his foot down about her living there after graduation. He’d been willing to set her up in the gallery, but only if it was in San Francisco. He had wanted both of his daughters close by and under his control as much as possible. No matter that Cameron had always dreamed about living in Manhattan, which she considered a far more vibrant and exciting city than San Francisco. When Graham Tolliver made up his mind about something there was no denying him, and Cameron had grudgingly returned to San Francisco after college.
At one point in her life Cameron had fancied herself an artist, but had been told by more than one of her teachers that she simply didn’t have that sort of talent. She had settled for learning enough about art and artists to carve out a career as a gallery owner, and the Union Street establishment was quite successful. Travis had even bought several pieces from her recently for design projects, and one of those pieces was currently gracing a wall in the restaurant this evening.
Travis made sure to call everyone’s attention to the piece, complementing Cameron on her choice. “I think that turned out to be an excellent selection,” he told her. “I’m glad we went with the still life instead of the abstract, much more fitting with the décor.”
She nodded warily, a bit unsettled with this rare compliment from him. “I agree.”
Travis gave her an odd little smile. “Tell me, Cameron. What was the name again of that artist who did those magnificent landscapes hanging in your gallery? The ones you told me weren’t for sale?”
“You mean the Benoits? Her full name is Natalie Benoit and you’re correct - those pieces aren’t for sale. They’re part of my personal collection, pretty much my most prized pieces” she replied firmly.
Julia started visibly and shot Travis a quizzical look, but he only continued to regard Cameron calmly. “Well, you won’t believe this amazing coincidence. The woman you told me was one of your favorite artists of all time happens to be Julia’s mother.”
Cameron felt like she’d taken a punch to the solar plexus, unable to catch her breath or think of anything to say in response. She had only to look at the expression on Julia’s face to know it was true. She quickly reached for her wine glass and bolted down the rest of its contents before refilling it to the brim.
Jackson turned to Julia with great interest. “I’m not much of an art expert, but even I’ve heard of Natalie Benoit,” he gushed. “And lucky enough to have attended one of her shows about a decade ago. Your mother has incredible talent.”
Julia smiled up at him. “Yes, she does. She doesn’t paint much anymore, since she’s already begun to develop some arthritis in her fingers. She devotes most of her time to her gallery nowadays.”
“Oh, that’s the Spindrift Gallery in downtown Carmel, isn’t it?” asked Karen. “Eric and I have been in there a couple of times. They always have such a magnificent display. I’ve read that it’s one of the top galleries in the country.”
Eric snapped his fingers. “It just occurred to me, Julia. If your mother is Natalie Benoit, isn’t she married to Robert McKinnon?”
Nathan looked startled. “The architect?” He gaped at Julia. “Your father is the Robert McKinnon?”
Julia nodded. “Yes, though he rarely does design anymore. He prefers to build things these days – decks, furniture, cabinets.”
Nathan seemed fascinated by this revelation, and Cameron was furious that all of his attention now seemed to be focused on Julia. He and Eric peppered her with questions about her father, who apparently was some highly regarded architect that both men had studied and tried to emulate while back in college.
“I would kill to meet him someday,” said Eric. “Any chance he might pay you a visit soon?”
Julia shrugged. “My parents aren’t big city people. They love living in Carmel and don’t venture away from there too often. But I might be able to persuade them to come up for a visit one day.”
Travis gave Cameron a huge, very satisfied grin.”Well, wouldn’t that be something? Eric and Nate could meet their idol, and perhaps Cameron hers.”
Cameron would have gladly spit in Travis’ twinkling, humor-filled eyes at that moment. She knew now that he had brought all of this up deliberately to rub her nose in the fact that the artist she had idolized for years was the mother of a woman she saw as a rival. The knowledge stuck like a thorn in her side, and she had to clench her fists to keep from tossing her wine at his smugly triumphant face.
She finished off her wine, and discreetly motioned a waiter over, asking him to bring her a dirty martini. She’d had two already before dinner, plus four glasses of wine since, but needed the alcohol badly to steady her nerves that were all but screaming at this point.
Karen unknowingly poured salt into Cameron’s already gaping wound by asking Julia, “Are you an artist like your mother, then?”
Julia laughed softly. “There is no one like my mother. Her talent is otherworldly. I draw and paint a little as a hobby, nothing more.”
“She’s being modest, Karen,” chimed in Nathan. “There’s a series of charcoal drawings in her office that she swears she did on a lark, and they’re incredible”
Cameron felt like kicking Nathan under the table, and pulling Julia’s hair. The fact that her own fiancé was now singing the little bitch’s praises made her stomach clench. And how the hell much time was he spending in her office anyway? Her palm began to twitch with the need to hit something, someone.
When the waiter arrived with her martini, she drank it down like it was lemonade, drawing a raised brown from Nathan.
“Easy, there,” he said in a hushed tone. “What the hell’s the matter with you, anyway? You haven’t said two words all evening and you’ve been belting drinks back like a sailor on shore leave.”
“What’s wrong?” she hissed. “What the hell do you think is wrong? I’m fucking sick of hearing about how fucking wonderful that little bitch is. All of you might as well be kissing her perky little ass.”
“Keep it down!” he urged in a low whisper. “And ease up on the booze, Cam. Maybe we should order you some coffee.”
Defiantly, she poured herself another glass of wine and swallowed half of it at once. “I’m fine,” she bit out. “Now can you act like my fiancé for the first time tonight and try to change the goddamned subject at this table?”

In actuality, it was Julia who tactfully changed the subject when she asked Jackson more about this winery, a topic he was only too happy to expand upon. That only worked for a little while, however, before he began to ask her and Travis questions about potential re-design ideas not just for the tasting rooms but for two of his personal residences.
Julia was well aware of the murderous glares she’d been receiving all evening from Cameron. The blonde hadn’t even said hello to her when they had all taken their seats earlier, nor had she said a single word to her since.
And she had absolutely no idea what sort of little scheme Travis and Anton had cooked up between them, but it was quite obvious to her that something was up. She’d given Travis a couple of little nudges under the table, and frowned at Anton more that once when they had persisted in making her the subject of conversation. It made her very uncomfortable to find herself the center of attention, for she was normally a rather private person. She’d spent almost half her life trying not to call attention to herself, and wasn’t very happy that the two men were now doing just the opposite.
The waiters had cleared away the main course and were starting to bring coffee around in preparation for dessert. Julia figured this would be a good time to visit the ladies room, and excused herself quietly. She happened to catch Nathan’s eye as she stood, and was conscious of him watching her as she walked away from the table.
She’d been more than a little on edge all evening with Nathan seated directly across the table from her. Very aware of the presence of his fiancée by his side, Julia had been extremely careful to keep any conversation with him brief and polite, and had avoided looking in his direction as much as possible. But despite her best efforts, there had been several times when their gazes had collided and held until one or the other had looked away abruptly.
It was killing her to see him with Cameron, to covertly watch the other woman touch him, whisper to him, to know that she would be the one sharing his bed tonight. Julia didn’t know if they lived together or not, but it was difficult to believe they didn’t have frequent and very physical sex. Nathan had been such a hungry and demanding lover during their one night together that she knew he’d need to fuck often and hard. She bit down on her bottom lip to stifle its trembling, and refused to let herself picture him screwing Cameron as well and as eagerly as he’d done her. It was obvious from his skill and his dominance in bed that he had a lot of experience, certainly far more than she did, and she realized that there had likely been quite a few women in his life. That realization made her doubt even more that the night they had spent together had really meant anything to him other than another notch on his belt.
The ladies room was mostly empty when she walked in, with one woman washing her hands and one of the stalls occupied. The woman at the sink looked up and smiled at Julia.
“I love your dress,” she gushed. “We’re sitting at the table next to yours, and I’ve been admiring it all evening. Lucky you to have the perfect figure for it.”
Julia smiled gratefully at the woman, who was in her early fifties and garbed in a stylish ivory wool pantsuit. “Thank you. You’re very kind.”
The woman, who had close-cropped auburn hair, finished drying her hands. “Oh, to be your age again and have every man in the room panting at your feet. Watch out for that one at your table in the black suit, dear. He looks like he wants you for dessert.”
With a wink, the older woman left and Julia locked herself inside an empty stall. Going around the table in her head, she flushed as she realized the only man in black was Nathan. The woman must have been mistaken, though, for surely Nathan wouldn’t have been looking at her in that way, especially with Cameron glued to his side and watching his every move.
She was alone in the bathroom while washing her hands until the door opened and Cameron strode purposefully into the room. The blonde’s gait looked a little unsteady, and as she drew closer Julia recoiled from the smell of alcohol on her breath. Cameron’s hazel eyes were furious, spitting fire, and her mouth was twisted into a tight, angry line.
Julia looked at her uncertainly. “Have they served dessert yet? I was hoping to get back in time. The desserts here are supposed to be fabulous.” She hoped wildly that she didn’t sound too forced in her effort to be pleasant to the other woman.
But Cameron was evidently in no mood to make polite small talk. “You fucking little bitch,” she snarled angrily. “I hope you and your fucking little queer friends are having a good old time making me look like an idiot tonight.”
Julia gasped, unprepared for the harshness of both Cameron’s words and tone. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she ventured. “No one is trying to do that to you.”
Cameron smacked her hand against the granite topped sink. “That’s exactly what’s happening. I’m well aware that Travis and his little pet hate my guts, and they know the feeling is mutual. This is their twisted little way of sticking it to me. They want to make me look bad in front of Nate. But it won’t work.”
“I’m sure that’s not -“
Cameron gave her a sudden, vicious shove, cutting her off. “Shut up! I’m sick of hearing you talk tonight, sick of seeing you looking at my fiancé like a lovesick calf. You’ve been sending him little suggestive glances all night, thinking I wouldn’t notice. He’s my fiancé, Julia. I’m the one he loves and is going to marry. Leave him the fuck alone!”
Julia gaped at her, one hand propped against the wall to steady herself. Cameron might be thin but she was also tall and strong, as evidenced by the push she’d just given her. “I’m well aware of that. Nathan is my boss, that’s all. And I don’t poach on other women’s territory.”
Cameron’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Oh, but I bet you’d like to, wouldn’t you? He’s awfully yummy to look at, and sooo good in bed. You can’t tell me you don’t want him to fuck you? Or has that already happened? Have you been fucking my fiancé, you little bitch? Have you?”
Julia flushed. “Stop this. I think you’ve had too much to drink and -“
Crack!
The sound of Cameron’s palm making contact with her mouth reverberated though the cavernous bathroom. Julia whimpered in pain and pressed a hand to the corner of her mouth, startled to see blood staining her fingers. She’d noticed the massive ring on Cameron’s engagement finger earlier, and realized it had just cut her lip.
Memories of the night when Philip had tried to rape her came rushing back, for he’d struck her across the mouth in much the same manner, also drawing blood. Julia was shaking, tears running silently down her cheeks as she turned away from Cameron, afraid another blow would fall.
But Cameron seemed content to lash out with words alone. “Stay the fuck away from Nate,” she threatened. “If I catch you looking at him again tonight, you’ll be sorry. He isn’t interested in you, bitch, so leave him alone.”
She stormed out of the bathroom then, slamming the door shut behind her. Julia clutched the granite countertop, her legs trembling like crazy. She forced herself to take several long, deep breaths, afraid she was going to throw up or pass out. Hoping desperately that no one else came into the bathroom, she grabbed a paper towel and wet it before pressing it to her mouth. The bleeding stopped fairly quickly but her lip was swollen and sore, and she winced when reapplying as much lip gloss as she could stand to camouflage the cut. She dabbed under her eyes with a tissue to dry her tears and hoped her eye makeup wasn’t destroyed. After brushing her hair, she forced herself to return to the table, though it was the very last thing she felt like doing. She wasn’t about to give Cameron the satisfaction of driving her away, or letting the evil witch think she was afraid of her.
But something in her face must have betrayed her, for Travis frowned instantly upon seeing her and whispered urgently in her ear, “What the hell happened to you? Have you been crying?”
Julia bit her lip and turned her face away from the others to whisper back. “Can’t talk now. I’ll tell you about it later.”
She was silent and subdued for the remainder of the evening, which fortunately ended sooner than later. She was more than happy for Cameron to take control of the conversation, especially since the nasty bitch was quite obviously well on her way to being sloppy drunk, and making an ass of herself in the process. Even Jackson murmured to Julia, “Looks like someone’s been enjoying my wine a little too much.”
Julia absolutely refused to glance across the table where Cameron and Nathan were seated, even though she felt the almost continual force of Nathan’s gaze upon her. As drunk and obnoxious as Cameron was quickly becoming, Julia wouldn’t put it past her to make a scene if she caught Julia looking at him again. She kept her gaze downcast and hoped no one tried to engage her in conversation.
Travis, with his famed sense of intuition, seemed to have put the puzzle pieces together fairly quickly, and fortunately wrapped things up and made their excuses to leave as soon as dessert was finished.
“I’m sorry to eat and run, everyone, but Julia and I are meeting a client at 8:00am in the office tomorrow,” he explained. “We all need our beauty sleep, especially me, so we’ll bid you good night.” He pulled Julia’s chair out and helped her to her feet. “And I promised Julia that we’d all share a cab home.”
Julia could have thrown her arms around her boss and kissed him, but settled for uttering a subdued “Good night” to everyone at the table, without singling anyone out.
Jackson set his napkin down on the table and stood. “Let me walk you out,” he offered. “We still need to exchange business cards.” He placed a hand on the small of Julia’s back and steered her out of the room, with Travis and Anton trailing just behind. Normally Julia would have shied away from such contact, but for some reason Jackson’s light touch was oddly comforting tonight.
She managed to hold it together until the three of them were safely ensconced in their cab, and then she lost it, sobbing onto Travis’ shoulder while Anton squeezed her hand comfortingly. She managed to choke out what had happened in the ladies room between sobs.
“I’m going to make sure Nate knows what just happened,” warned Travis. “In fact, he’s getting a text as we speak.”
“No!” Julia put a hand over his. “Please don’t. Let’s just leave him out of this.”
Travis’ mouth firmed. “No. His bitch of a fiancée assaulted my employee at a business function. She’s fucking lucky I’m not calling the police right now.”
“Travis, please. I don’t think Cameron would have acted that way if you and Anton hadn’t acted like the co-Presidents of my fan club. What were you two thinking anyway?”
Anton grinned. “That we’d piss her off real good. But I guess we pushed a few too many buttons.”
“Yeah, that elevator went all the way to the roof,” said Travis wryly. “I’m sorry, sweetie. We were just trying to rile her up a little, get back at her for all of her previous nastiness. And also trying to get her Dr. Jekyll side to surface so that Nate could see she wasn’t the sweet Miss Hyde she pretends to be.”
Julia sighed, gingerly probing at her split lip. “Well, I think that part at least was successful. Too bad I’m going to have a fat lip as a result.”

Nathan was furious when he arrived at the office early the next morning, his mood not helped by the fact that he’d had precious little sleep. By the time he’d dropped a falling down drunk Cameron at her condo and driven back to his place, it had already been close to midnight. And then sleep had not come easy to him after the tumultuous events of the evening.
He couldn’t say who he was more pissed off at right now. The candidates included Travis and Anton for whatever little scheme they’d cooked up to antagonize Cameron; at Cameron herself for drinking so much and very nearly making a scene; or at that sly old bastard Jackson West for daring to flirt with Julia all night and then having the nerve to actually touch her. West was more than twice Julia’s age, had been married and divorced three times, and was a notorious womanizer. The fact that he had engaged Julia in a discussion about doing some design work annoyed Nathan greatly, for the last thing he wanted was to give the horny old bastard multiple opportunities to associate with her.
But he was perhaps the angriest at himself for not having spoken up last night when Julia had returned to the dinner table clearly upset about something. He knew that Cameron was somehow involved, for his fiancée had arrived back at the table a few minutes earlier, looking very smug and satisfied. She had quite obviously said something to rattle Julia, but he had been too afraid of riling Cameron up in public to confront her about it.
It certainly wasn’t like Cameron to get so completely wasted. Oh, he’d seen her drink quite a bit before and even get plastered, but last night her drunkenness had turned ugly. She’d puked on the sidewalk just outside her building, staining her dress and shoes, and had immediately gotten sick again once inside her condo. He’d helped her get cleaned up, and made sure she took some Advil before leaving, rather appalled that she had wanted him to stay the night. The mere thought of sleeping in the same bed with her after her actions had made his skin crawl. She was sure to be pissed off at him this morning, especially when coupled with the vicious hangover she must have.
Recalling Travis’ comment about having an early client meeting, Nathan made sure he was waiting for Julia inside her office by 7:30am. He needed to talk to her privately for a few minutes and get her side of the story. Cameron had been in no shape last night to discuss what had happened, and Nathan hadn’t been in the mood for the argument that was sure to occur when they did eventually talk it out. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize that Cameron was extremely jealous of Julia, and he wasn’t the least bit anxious to discuss her with his fiancée. Cameron was a highly perceptive person, and if she prodded and pushed hard enough he was very much afraid that she’d uncover his attraction to Julia and what had happened between them in New York.
While waiting for Julia in her cozy, tidy office, he studied the grouping of framed photographs artistically arranged on her credenza. One was of an attractive older couple that he knew to be her parents. The woman bore a great resemblance to Julia, and he recognized the dark haired man as his idol, Robert McKinnon. He was still in disbelief that Julia was his daughter, and that he hadn’t associated the two before now.
There was a photo of Julia’s mother and another, more sophisticated woman who looked just like her, and Nathan assumed this was the aunt who supplied so much of Julia’s scintillating wardrobe. Twins evidently ran in the family.
And there were three different photos – the frames hinged together – of Julia and her own twin. One had been taken when they were both young girls – already beauties – with three Australian Shepherd dogs snuggled between them. He smiled at this one, for the girls obviously loved their dogs, judging by the way they cuddled them close. He’d grown up with dogs, too, mostly Labradors, and missed having a pet of his own. Then he grimaced as he thought of the tiny, yappy dog owned by Cameron’s mother. He was a nasty, temperamental little thing that Mrs. Tolliver insisted on dressing in ridiculous articles of dog clothing and bejeweled collars.
The second photo was of both girls in cap and gown at their high school graduation. The final photo looked more recent, and had been taken at Christmastime, evidenced by the decorated tree in the background. Two identical pair of green eyes gazed at the camera, though it was easy to tell the girls apart. Julia was dressed up in a silky blouse, wool skirt and high heeled boots, while her twin wore a bulky sweater, jeans and sneakers.
He checked his watch – now reading 7:40am – and frowned, wondering if he’d understood Travis correctly, or if their meeting was even here at the office. He had just decided to swing by his partner’s office when he heard the clicking of high heels in the hallway outside. Julia froze in the doorway of her office as she stared at him in surprise.
She was still wearing her coat, of black and white checkered wool with large black buttons, and those sexy black Louboutin stilettos. Her face was as flawlessly made up as usual but she looked pale and tired.
“What are you doing here so early?” she asked quietly as she hung up her coat and set her purse and laptop case down. Beneath the coat she was simply but elegantly attired in a white button-down blouse cuffed at the elbows, and a black pleated skirt, this one a little fuller than her typical pencil style.
“I wanted to talk to you before your client meeting,” he explained.
She looked puzzled for a moment, and then shook her head. “Actually, there’s no meeting. Travis must have made that one up on the spur of the moment so we could leave a little early.” She stood behind her desk, arms crossed over her middle as she looked at him. “What did you want to talk about?”
Nathan shut the office door and locked it. “I want you to tell me what the hell happened last night after you came back to the table. You looked like you’d just seen a ghost, while Cameron looked like the cat that swallowed the canary. Did she say something to you?”
Julia didn’t answer him for long seconds, and refused to meet his eyes, her head turned slightly away from him. “You haven’t already asked her these questions?”
He gave a short, mirthless laugh. “Kind of hard to carry on a conversation with someone when they’re upchucking in the gutter. Let’s just say she wasn’t in the mood for talking last night, and neither was I.”
She maintained her stubborn silence for a bit longer before stating quietly, “I think you should talk to her. I don’t imagine she’d appreciate knowing you were in my office right now.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he burst out. “Did she warn you away or something? Exactly what did she say to you last night?”
Julia looked up at him, and he was alarmed to see the shimmer of tears in her eyes. “Not a whole lot that made sense. But she did accuse me of sleeping with you, or at least wanting to sleep with you.”
He closed his eyes, fearing that something like this had been bound to happen sooner than later. “What did you tell her, Julia?” he asked harshly.
She stared at him angrily. “What do you think I told her? Not the truth, for God’s sake! I told you before, Nathan – I won’t betray you. She won’t hear about what happened in New York from me.” She turned away, as though she couldn’t bear to keep looking at him. “All I told her was that you were my boss and that I didn’t poach on men who were already taken.”
“What else did she say?” he persisted. “You seemed way too upset, and she looked far too pleased with herself from the little you’ve told me.”
Julia gave a careless little shrug. “Does it really matter, Nathan? I mean, all you care about is whether or not I’ve kept your secret and I did. I have. So let’s just forget about last night and get to work, okay?”
He placed his hands on her shoulders and turned her around firmly to face him. “No. Not until you tell me the rest, because I know there’s more. And believe it or not, I care about more than just keeping secrets. I care about your feelings too, Julia. So, please, tell me what really happened.”
She shut her eyes, stubbornly refusing to look at him, and took a deep breath before murmuring in a barely audible voice, “She warned me to stay away from you, that she was your fiancée, and that if she saw me looking at you again I’d be sorry.”
Nathan cursed softly when he noticed a single tear tracking slowly down her cheek, and he wiped it away with his thumb without giving it a thought. She tried turning her head away again, but he held her still, gripping her chin between thumb and forefinger. “What else? I can tell you’re leaving something out.”
She shook her head, but more tears fell from her eyes, and she brushed them away impatiently. “No, there’s nothing else.”
“Then why are you crying?” he pressed. “Tell me all of it, Julia.” He wiped away a tear that had trailed down to the corner of her mouth, only to recoil when she whimpered in pain.
“Ow,” she cried, trying to dislodge his hand on her chin, but he only gripped it tighter.
“What’s the matter?” he asked urgently. “Did I hurt you? Let me see.” Gently, he probed the side of her mouth, noticing for the first time how swollen it was beneath a thick coat of dark berry lip gloss. “Jesus, what happened here? It looks like someone hit you.”
And then, realization washed over him and he groaned, pulling her into his arms.
“It was Cameron, wasn’t it?”
Julia didn’t reply to the question that was really more a statement of fact, but did give a tiny nod against his chest. She rested her palms lightly on his shoulders as he held her gently, his hand stoking her hair.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I would never have let her touch you if I’d been there. She was drunk and pissed off and jealous. That’s no excuse for slapping you, but I’ve never known her to become violent before. Let me take a look at it.”
Julia reluctantly let him examine her swollen lip more closely, and he frowned when he noticed the still open cut. “Did she scratch you with her nails or something? I wouldn’t have thought her strong enough to draw blood.”
“No, it was her ring. Her, um, engagement ring. It’s so big that it split my lip when she slapped me.”
He felt anger surging through him. “You should have hit her back.”
She covered her face with her hands, and he felt her trembling in his arms. “I was scared,” she confessed faintly. “It brought back bad memories. From that time in my old office.”
She didn’t elaborate, but he knew exactly what she meant. She’d been flashing back to the night that fucker had tried to rape her, when he’d hit her and bruised her. Nathan was furious at himself that he hadn’t been there to protect her, either in New York or last night.
He caressed her cheek tenderly, pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. “It’s okay, baby. Everything’s okay. That bastard can’t hurt you anymore, and I’ll make sure Cameron leaves you alone from now on, too.”
She nodded, but kept her eyes downcast, the tears still streaming down her cheeks. Overwhelmed with the need to protect her, to comfort her, he threaded his hands into her thick, silky hair and tilted her head back. His lips touched her cheek, whisper soft, soothing her, trying to dry the tracks of her tears. As he continued to press soothing kisses along her cheeks and eyelids, she grew calmer and her sobs began to subside. She lifted huge eyes the color of wet moss to his, her lips parted as her breath started to slow down, and he groaned at the tempting, delectable picture she presented. Then, as though it were the most natural thing in the world, he bent his head, claiming her full, lush mouth in a searing kiss. She made a little “mmm” sound deep in her throat that went straight to his groin, and he yanked her against him, his arms wrapped around her back, practically lifting her off the floor.
Julia wound her arms about his neck, kissing him back with an almost desperate ardor, her hands in his hair. His tongue sought entrance to her mouth, and she welcomed it, meeting it with her own. His hands slid from her back to the sweet curves of her ass, holding her still as he rubbed the hard ridge of his erection against the cleft of her thighs. She moaned beneath his kisses, her hands sliding inside his suit jacket to clutch handfuls of his crisp pearl gray shirt.
Gasping for breath, he reluctantly broke the kiss, only to move his lips to the side of her neck. He shuddered with arousal as she licked his chin, the corner of his mouth, his lips. Christ, it had been so long since that night he’d fucked her into oblivion, since he’d held her and kissed her this way. She had haunted his dreams for months, aroused him just from being in the same room, and he’d wanted her more than he could even try to put into words. He was already so hard that his erection pressed painfully against his trousers, afraid that he would lose it at the slightest touch of her hand.
“You smell so good,” she whispered, nuzzling her nose against his cheek. “I want to lick you all over, eat you up.”
Nathan growled, spinning her around and shoving her up against the wall. Julia gasped as he simultaneously cupped her full, lush breast with one hand and lifted one of her legs to wrap around his hip with the other. He ran his hand up under her full skirt, hissing when he found the frilly garter attached to her silky stockings.
“Fuck, you’re wearing those goddamn stockings again,” he groaned. “Do you just wear all these cockteasing things to torture me? Let me see.”
He pulled her skirt higher until he could see the sexy black garter clipped to the sheer hosiery, then followed the length of her leg down to those shoes that had given him so many hard-ons.
“You’re so fucking sexy,” he hissed. “Every time I see you, every goddamn day, all I can think about is ripping whatever you’re teasing me with that day off this delicious body, touching these beautiful tits, these fabulous legs, your gorgeous little ass.”
Julia was panting as he ran his hands over her body, squeezing her breasts, pinching her nipples, cupping her ass cheeks, sliding up and down the length of her leg. “I want you, too,” she breathed. “So much. I want to throw myself in your arms every time I’m near you. I miss you so much, Nathan.”
“Sweet Julia,” he groaned. “I can’t get you out of my mind. And it drives me crazy to have to watch other men look at you, to listen when they talk about how hot you are. When that dirty old man touched you last night I wanted to punch him in the face. I can’t stand the thought of anyone else putting their hands on you. Especially here.”
She cried out as his hand slid all the way up her leg to the crotch of her lacy little panties. He cupped her through the silk, finding the fabric soaking wet. Pushing the crotch aside, he swiftly thrust two fingers up inside her wet, tight cunt.
“God, look at how juicy you are,” he whispered, his tongue tracing around her ear. “So tight and hot. Do you know what it does to me to know I can get you this wet so quickly?”
“Ohhh.” She released a long, low moan as he fucked her with his fingers, first with slow, deep thrusts, then with faster, shallower ones. When his thumb moved to circle her swollen clit, she shoved her fist into her mouth, stifling the erotic whimpers coming from the back of her throat.
He was so hard he feared he’d come in his pants just from watching the glorious spectacle that was Julia as she climaxed against his fingers, her head falling back against the wall, her mouth opened in a silent moan. He pulled her mouth to his, kissing her savagely as he continued to stimulate her ultra-sensitive cunt.
“This is mine,” he muttered hoarsely, cupping her vulva possessively. “I don’t want anyone else touching you here. Or anywhere else for that matter.”
Julia gasped and stiffened in his arms before unexpectedly gripping his rock hard erection through his pants. He was startled at her sudden move but couldn’t help the groan that escaped his lips at the feel of her small hand on his immensely swollen prick.
“Really, Nathan?” she asked angrily. “Does that go both ways?” She stroked along his length and he shuddered in reaction. “Does this only belong to me? You aren’t going to fuck your fiancée with it anymore?”
Stricken by the hurt and anger in her voice, he grasped her wrist and reluctantly pulled her hand from him, even though his body was screaming for release. Shamed, he turned from her and took several long, deep breaths.
“That’s what I thought,” replied Julia quietly. “You might want to fuck me but she’s still the one you’re with, the one you’re going to marry. Don’t touch me again, Nathan. You don’t have the right anymore.”
He nodded, willing his erection to subside enough for him to walk to his office. “I’m sorry, Julia. I was way out of line. It won’t happen again, okay?”
From somewhere behind him he could hear the sound of her weeping, and it broke his heart. It was an unpleasant reminder of how upset, almost incoherent she’d been that morning in New York when he’d told her he was engaged. He turned back, reaching for her as she sobbed into her hands.
“Don’t cry, baby. I’m such an asshole. I’m not worth your tears,” he pleaded.
Julia shoved him away, grabbing a wad of tissues from the decorative box on her credenza, and wiping her eyes and nose delicately. “Please just go, okay? I have work to do. And this is not going to happen again, understand? I’m tired of being used. You are an asshole – I should have remembered that before I let you touch me.”
Her words stung like little pieces of broken glass, but he couldn’t fault her for saying them. “I’ll leave you alone, Julia,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”
He walked out of her office without a backward glance and kept on going, like a robot, until he reached his own office. He slammed the door shut, not really caring if anyone else in earshot had arrived yet, and emitted several vicious curses. There was a neat stack of file folders on the corner of his desk and he knocked them all to the floor in one fell swoop. He took his suit jacket off with sharp, jerky motions and flung it onto the sofa, before pacing angrily around the room over and over again.
Finally he plopped down in his desk chair, banging his head against the surface of his desk several times. “Goddammit!” he swore in a low voice. “Fuck, fuck fuck! How the hell did I just manage to make an already shitty situation into a complete and total clusterfuck?”
He’d started out the conversation with Julia intending only to find out what had gone down last night between her and Cameron. He hadn’t expected anything more serious than some catty sniping on Cameron’s part, enough to upset Julia but nothing over the top. The last thing he’d anticipated was that Cameron had physically harmed Julia, and shook her up so badly.
And when he’d seen the tears trickling down her cheek, his only intent in embracing Julia had been to comfort and console her. He sure as hell hadn’t planned to kiss her as though he wanted to eat her alive, and most definitely hadn’t figured on touching her body, much less fingering her to an orgasm right there against her office wall. And then he’d had to go ahead and make that domineering, possessive statement about how she belonged to him and no one else. He didn’t blame her in the least for being pissed off, for he’d acted like a total dick to her once again.
Nathan gave himself a few minutes to calm down before picking up his discarded files and restoring order to them. He hung his suit jacket up in its usual place before opening his office door.
Robyn was just arriving, and took one look at his face before shaking her head. “So it’s going to be one of those mornings, is it? I should go get myself a double espresso right now. Or maybe a tequila shot.”
He smiled faintly, rarely able to resist her perennial good humor. “Sorry. I just had a rather upsetting conversation a little while ago. Give me some time to get over it, okay?”
She shrugged. “Sure, whatever. So how was the dinner last night?”
His smile faded abruptly. “Don’t ask.” He checked his watch. “Speaking of which, I’m going to see if my dear partner has dragged his ass in yet. He has a few things to answer for.”
Robyn called after him as he stalked away. “Should I call Courtney and warn her to duck for cover?”

Travis had been expecting Nathan to drop in sometime this morning, and to also be in a foul temper. So when his partner strode purposefully into his office unannounced, slamming the door behind him, he didn’t even glance up from the designs he was studying.
“What the hell kind of juvenile little game were you and Anton playing last night?”
Travis calmly set the design boards aside, and glanced up at a very pissed-off Nathan, smiling broadly. “Well, good morning to you, too, sunshine. A bit hungover, are we? No, wait, that would be your oh so charming fiancée who fits that bill.”
Nathan pounded a fist on Travis’ desk. “What were you two thinking anyway? Why did you deliberately antagonize Cameron that way?”
Travis raised a pale blond brow. “Who says we were trying to do that? All I intended was to have some pleasant dinner conversation, that’s all. It’s hardly my fault if your fiancée couldn’t handle not being the center of attention for once.”
Nathan plopped down in a guest chair, glaring at his partner. “It wasn’t bad enough to keep praising Julia all night – she went to Cornell, she speaks fluent French, she was a yoga teacher during college, she’s such a great cook. But the kicker was when you told Cam the artist that she’d admired and raved about for years was Julia’s mother – that kind of put her over the edge.”
Travis’ eyes blazed angrily, a rare emotion for him. “Yes, and I saw the aftermath of that edge Cameron fell over. You weren’t in that cab last night when poor Julia was shaking like a leaf. Your girl really walloped her, it wasn’t just some little smack on the cheek. And don’t blame me. Cameron’s a grown woman, after all, and ought to have better control over her emotions. And the fact that Natalie Benoit is Julia’s mother is public knowledge and would have come up eventually.”
Nathan sighed, rubbing a hand over his weary face. “I know it would, bizarre coincidence that it is. There’re an awful lot of coincidences involving Julia, matter of fact.”
“Like what?’ asked Travis curiously.
Nathan shrugged. “I don’t know. Like the fact she did design work for the Gregson Group in New York. Or that the two of you shared a mentor.”
“That’s not a coincidence That’s merely a situation that brought her out here in the first place. If I hadn’t already known her via Gerard it’s highly unlikely she’d be working here now. So what else is a coincidence?”
Nathan waved a hand in dismissal. “Nothing, I guess. Forget I said anything.”
“All right.” Travis returned his attention to the stack of design boards. “Well, if you’ve finished scolding me for being a naughty boy, I’d like to get back to work now.”
“Why did you do it?”
Travis frowned in annoyance. “Because I damned well felt like it, that’s why. Your charming fiancée hasn’t been quite so charming to Anton and me. You know darned well she can’t stand us, that she despises gays in general. Which considering she lives in one of the gayest cities in the world, and works in the art world, is sort of mind blowing. And I won’t even discuss her prick of a father.”
“Yes, please, let’s not. I have to see the old bastard at some fucking boring party tomorrow night, and that will be soon enough.”
“Well you might want to keep the Princess away from those dirty martinis,” drawled Travis. “Evidently someone can’t hold her liquor as well as she thinks she can.”
“She was just pissed off and jealous,” Nathan replied dismissively. “She hardly ever drinks like that, and especially not when her parents are around.”
“If you say so. I’m not really sure why she’d be jealous, though. Cameron seems like the most confident woman I’ve ever met.”
Nathan hesitated. “She is, but I think she feels threatened by Julia somehow.”
“Really? Can’t imagine why. Unless it’s because Julia is younger, hotter, and is actually nice to people. Or maybe it’s just because Cameron sees the way you stare at Julia’s tits, like you know what they look like naked.”
Nathan flushed a bright red and looked shocked, his mouth gaping open. “I don’t do any such thing.”
Travis laughed heartily. “Oh, you sure as hell do. I may be gay and don’t look at women the same way, but lust is lust, buddy. And you’ve got it in spades for my girl. You’ve got to do a much better job at hiding that from your fiancée, though. Discretion, Nathan, discretion.”
Nathan had the good grace to appear disgruntled. “Well, how the hell do you expect me – or any red-blooded hetero man – to keep from staring at her when she dresses that way?”
Travis frowned. “There’s nothing wrong with the way Julia dresses. She’s classy all the time, no cleavage or see-through fabrics, nothing too short or clingy.”
“None of that matters. She just wears all of these form fitting dresses and skirts, and those fucking high heels. I’m only human, you know. Can’t you get her to wear baggy clothes and flats?” he pleaded.
Travis looked alarmed. “Oh, hell no am I having that conversation with her! She may be a friend of a friend but that doesn’t mean she can’t claim sexual harassment . Besides, “ he added with a wicked grin, “her amazing good looks and that smokin’ little bod have helped us get an awful lot of business lately. Including a very promising lead with Jackson West just last night.”
“That fucker,” cursed Nathan, not looking at all pleased. “Rumor has it that he likes pretty girls less than half his age, and that he’s got the money to buy whatever sweet young ass he wants.” He pointed a warning finger at Travis. “You’d better keep him the hell away from Julia. Get his business but put another designer on the job. I don’t want her anywhere near that bastard.”
Travis guffawed. “You don’t want her near him? Last time I checked Ms. McKinnon worked for me. Why do you give a shit who she works with anyway?”
“I own half this business, remember?” challenged Nathan. “If one of our employees gets harassed by a client it affects me, too. Just do us all a favor and assign someone else to work with that douchebag West.”
“You’ve got the hots for her yourself, don’t you?” challenged Travis.
“No, that’s not it,” Nathan insisted. “Just because she’s attractive doesn’t mean I want to fuck her. And – hello – have you forgotten? Engaged man here.”
“Oh, right. I did forget, excuse me,” replied Travis sarcastically. “You’re so blissfully in love with Cameron that you couldn’t possibly be attracted to someone else? Sorry, my mistake. Now look, as fun as this conversation has been, I really do need to work. Close the door on your way out, will you?”
Nathan glared at him for long seconds, as though he wanted to say something else, but finally threw up his hands in frustration and stormed out just as he’d stormed in, slamming the door behind him.
Travis chuckled with unmitigated glee. ‘Engaged my ass. He could be engaged to a dozen different woman and he’d still want Julia,’ he thought to himself. ‘Well, he certainly has something to think about, doesn’t he?’
And with that very pleasant thought in mind, Travis got back to work.





Chapter Eleven

Late April
Julia ignored the good looking man who turned and gave her a wolf whistle as she passed him on the street. After the upsetting encounter with Nathan in her office several weeks ago, she’d sworn off men yet again, and just wasn’t in the mood to deal with what Travis jokingly referred to as her cheering section.
She had thrown herself into her work even more than usual this past month, spending insanely long hours at the office. When she wasn’t working she was at yoga, often taking two classes a day to work off the stress, and spent the remainder of her time cooking, shopping, or rearranging her closet – again. She’d made two trips to Carmel and Big Sur to see her parents and sister, desperate to keep busy and not allow herself even a moment to think about Nathan.
God knew he’d done a bang-up job of pretty much ignoring her these last few weeks. If he’d treated her professionally and somewhat coldly before the make-out session in her office, he was positively non-communicative and icy now. She hadn’t been assigned to any new projects that Nathan was also involved with. Instead, Travis and Olivia, one of the other designers, were working with Nathan on two new accounts, while Julia had been assigned to a project with Eric as well as working on several design-only accounts. That left only the Gregson hotel project, and Nathan had been leaving Jake to deal with most of the contact with Julia on that one.
She was certainly getting his message loud and clear. It was to be strictly business between them from now on, and as little business as possible. Julia was well aware that Nathan avoided her, even taking the long way around so he wouldn’t have to walk past her office. Last week she’d happened to be in the same elevator with him, and aside from a curtly nodded “Hello” he hadn’t looked at her or said another word.
And while she understood his need to keep contact with her to a bare minimum, it hurt like hell to have him treat her like a stranger. ‘For God’s sake,’ she thought ‘he had his tongue down my throat and his hand inside my panties and he acts like he can’t stand to be within ten feet of me.’ She couldn’t help but feel cheap and used, shuddering as she recalled how quickly she’d come against his talented fingers, how desperately she’d clung to him, and how eagerly she’d kissed him. Both times that she’d been with him – in New York and in her office – she’d been wrecked physically and emotionally after he’d left. And yet, stupidly, Julia feared that she would continue to be drawn to Nathan, to succumb to the pull she felt towards him, and to let him have his way with her whenever he chose.
No man had ever had this sort of affect on her. Certainly not Sam, her first love. He’d been kind and caring and sweet. They had grown up together, been each other’s first, and even when things had ended between them during college they’d been able to remain good friends.
Initially with Lucas she’d been dazzled by him. He had been older, of course, and his suave sophistication had swept her off her feet. But then she’d found out the truth about him, the secrets he’d been keeping, and she’d broken things off immediately. Lucas had kept pursuing her, but his lies had shattered her faith in him, and she’d steadfastly refused to see him again. He’d finally gotten the hint and left her alone.
In some ways, the situation with Nathan was all too similar to her failed relationship with Lucas, except that this time she was too weak and too attracted to forget about him. The fact that he belonged to another woman troubled her, of course. She didn’t condone cheating – had certainly learned a hard lesson about that with Lucas – but feared that she just couldn’t turn off her feelings for Nathan. When she’d been with him in New York, she hadn’t known about his fiancée until it was too late. She had already spent the most incredible night of her life with him and fallen hard. And try as she might, she was discovering that love wasn’t something you could just stop feeling, or that you could turn off such a strong physical attraction like a light switch.
The sensible solution, of course, would be to find another job so that she didn’t have to worry about seeing him every day. But it wasn’t easy to find a job in her field, and certainly not one with such a prestigious firm. There was always Ian Gregson’s standing offer to work for his company, and lately she’d begun to give it some serious consideration. Though the old “out of sight, out of mind” adage certainly hadn’t applied in the months between last September and meeting Nathan again in January. It didn’t give her great confidence that it would work this time, either.
She stopped at the corner, waiting for the traffic light to change, and looked straight ahead despite the very interested gaze of the tall, dark-haired man to her right. ‘Maybe I should have worn a coat after all” she thought tiredly. It was a very pleasant spring day, and since the client’s office she’d just walked from was only three blocks away, she had left her jacket back at her desk. Julia supposed it was her dress that was attracting what seemed like more attention than usual today. It was one of her favorites – something Aunt Maddy had received during last fall’s New York Fashion Week – but the weather hadn’t been right for it until today.
It was Narciso Rodriguez, who she thought knew how to dress curvy women better than almost anyone. This creation was of a deep coral shade, another pencil-skirted dress with a square neckline and cap sleeves. She’d teamed it with taupe peep-toe Louboutins and a Tory Burch clutch in the same shade. Julia knew the coral was a good color for her, setting off her golden brown hair and creamy skin, but was now a bit self-conscious of all the male stares she was getting as a result.
Her spine stiffened as she recalled Nathan’s comments about her outfits, how he’d sounded almost angry about the way she dressed. She’d even tried dressing more demurely for a few days, in lower heels and less form-fitting attire. But after a few sarcastic comments from Travis, like “Are you in mourning or something”, “Forget to pick up the dry cleaning?”, and “My grandmother has shoes like that”, Julia had defiantly decided to wear what she damned well pleased from now on. In fact, she’d even gone to extra lengths to wear the most figure flattering and alluring things in her vast wardrobe. Whether Nathan noticed or not, she’d at least had the satisfaction of knowing she looked awesome.
The light changed and she stumbled very slightly stepping off the curb. The dark haired stranger on her right immediately slid a hand to her elbow to steady her.
She glanced up at him with a brief smile. “Thank you. I’m fine now.”
But as they walked across the street, tall, dark and handsome kept his hand on her arm. The smile her gave her was purely carnal, and she couldn’t help the little frisson of awareness that shimmered up her spine. He was certainly one of the most attractive men she’d ever seen.
“My pleasure,” he said in a deep voice. “In fact, why don’t you let me buy you a drink? You know, to steady your nerves.”
Julia laughed, but gently disengaged her arm from his grasp. “My nerves are fine, thanks. As for the drink, it’s a bit early in the day for that, don’t you think?”
The stranger shrugged as they reached the other side of the street. “It’s lunchtime. Barely. Or we could get coffee. It doesn’t matter to me.”
She smiled, shaking her head. “I don’t think so, thanks. I need to get back to work, I’m afraid. Have a nice day.”
“Wait.” He grasped her elbow again as she began to walk away. “Can I give you my card at least? In case you want to take a rain check on that drink?”
Julia hesitated. She normally blew off overly aggressive men like him, but her battered ego did feel in need of some bolstering right now. She took the proffered card. “Thanks again. I really have to go now.”
She felt his dark eyes on her ass as she walked into the building, and suddenly felt in better spirits than she had for weeks. Maybe she was being an imbecile to keep pining after a man who was already taken but who kept sending her mixed signals in spite of that fact. There were a lot of attractive, eligible, available men out there for the taking, and maybe it was well past time for her to start trying some on for size. Like the hottie who’d just passed her the card still folded in her palm.
There was an older couple waiting for the elevator when she approached, and she returned the friendly smile both of them gave her. The man – who she surmised to be in his early sixties – looked strangely familiar but she didn’t think they had ever met before. The woman, who was probably a few years younger, looked incredibly well kept for a woman of her years. Both were well dressed and looked fit and trim.
As they stepped inside the elevator, the woman looked at her admiringly. “That is such a beautiful dress, dear. What a perfect color for you. But you’re such a pretty little thing I’m guessing you look good in anything.”
Julia warmed to the woman instantly. “Thank you so much. What a lovely thing to say.”
The man grinned. “You’ll have to forgive my wife. She’s nearly always talking to strangers but she doesn’t mean to be so forward.”
His wife gave him a playful swat on the arm. “Stop that, Michael,” she scolded. “This young lady is going to think I’m crazy or something.”
“Or something,” teased Michael, before clutching his arm as his wife socked him again, harder this time.
Julia smiled at their obvious affection for each other, finding it similar to the easy, close relationship her own parents shared.
“I see we’re headed to the same floor,” she commented politely. “Are you clients of the firm or just visiting someone?”
“Oh, we’re here to visit our son, dear,” replied the woman eagerly. “Do you work here, too?”
Julia nodded as the elevator stopped and the three of them exited. “Yes. I’ve been employed as an interior designer here since January.”
The woman looked delighted at the news. “So you work for Travis, then? I’ve always said that boy had excellent taste. What’s your name, dear?”
Julia extended her hand, heedless of the small card that fluttered to the floor. “I’m Julia McKinnon.”
“Alexis Atwood,” replied the woman with the short, stylish dark blonde bob. “And this is my husband Michael. I’m sure you must know our son – Nathan.”
Julia was startled at this revelation but managed to compose herself enough to shake hands with both of Nathan’s parents. No wonder Michael had looked familiar – he bore a striking resemblance to his son, though his thick hair was almost completely gray, and his eyes an even lighter shade of blue.
“It’s so nice to meet both of you,” she told them sincerely. “So you’re here for a visit?”
Alexis nodded. “Yes, we’re out from Michigan for a week to see Nathan. And our middle son is going to be in town for a few days as well. Did you know Nathan’s brother Jared was a professional baseball player?”
Julia shook her head, not even knowing until now that Nathan had siblings or that he was from Michigan. They hadn’t exactly spent a lot of time exchanging family histories. “I wasn’t aware, no. You must be very proud of him.”
“Yes, absolutely,” agreed Michael. “Jared is an outfielder for the Colorado Rockies. The team will be here to play the Giants starting tomorrow. This way we get to visit our two oldest sons at the same time.”
“Our youngest – Greg – is attending law school in Michigan. The only one to follow in his father’s footsteps,” lamented Alexis.
So Nathan’s father was a lawyer. Judging from the way both he and Alexis were dressed – not to mention his Omega watch and her stunning gold jewelry – he must be quite successful. Julia was pleasantly surprised at how friendly and down to earth they both seemed, not at all like some of the very wealthy clients she dealt with.
“Well, you have three very successful sons, then,” commented Julia.
Alexis beamed. “Yes, and a darling grandson, too. Jared and his wife Brooke have an eight month old. Alas, no girls yet. Hopefully one of my sons will present me with a granddaughter someday.”
“Well, with Nathan and Cameron getting married next year, hopefully more grandchildren will follow soon,” added Michael.
Julia’s smile froze on her face at the mention of Nathan’s wedding. And she wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or not, but the beaming smile on Alexis’ face seemed to fade rapidly.
“One can hope,” replied Alexis quietly. “But I’m not counting on my oldest son giving me grandchildren anytime soon.”
Julia regarded Nathan’s mother curiously, sensing – or perhaps hoping – that Alexis wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of having Cameron as her new daughter-in-law. But then Alexis quickly changed the subject and quizzed Julia about her own family and background. She was delighted to learn that Julia had a twin, and over the moon when she heard that Aunt Madelyn was the head buyer at Bergdorf Goodman.
“Well, I can see where you get your fashion sense from, dear,” she gushed. “I love clothes, too.”
Michael rolled his eyes. “Yes, I can certainly vouch for that. As each of my sons has moved out, Alexis has taken over their bedroom closets. She could open her own department store.”
Alexis gave him another playful swat. “I can’t help it,” she confessed. “My shopping addiction is a holdover from my modeling days. Oh, nothing major, mostly catalogues and local stuff. And it was a very long time ago, of course.”
Julia noted Alexis’s tall, slender figure, perfect makeup and hair, and smiled. “You still have the look, you know. I can totally imagine you strutting the catwalk.”
Alexis was absurdly thrilled at the compliment, giggling like a girl, and giving Julia an affectionate little hug. “You are the sweetest little thing besides being beautiful. How lucky your mother is to have not one but two girls like you.”
At the sound of heels clicking on the foyer’s tile floor, Julia glanced up to see Nathan heading straight towards them. After the initial look of surprise on his face at seeing her in his mother’s embrace, it was swiftly replaced by an expression Julia couldn’t quite place – annoyance, irritation, maybe even a bit of panic. Whatever it was, he wasn’t pleased.
Julia gently disengaged herself from Alexis’s arms as Nathan strode into the foyer. Alexis smiled at her son and gave him a hug.
“Hello, darling. Your father and I were just having the most delightful conversation with Julia. I suppose we lost track of time,” she apologized.
“I was wondering where you were,” Nathan told her. “I should have guessed you’d be busy making a new friend.” He turned and gave his father a quick hug. “Dad isn’t doing a very good job at keeping you under control.”
Michael chuckled. “Like I’ve ever been able to do that, son! You know how your mother gets at times.”
Nathan looked at Julia expectantly. “I hope my parents haven’t been making pests of themselves. They were supposed to have met me in my office ten minutes ago.”
Julia shook her head. “Not at all. And I’m sure they didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”
“It’s my fault,” exclaimed Alexis. “I was just so taken with this pretty little thing that I kept hounding her for more details about herself. I hope you don’t think me a nosy old lady, Julia.”
“Not at all,” reassured Julia. “I enjoyed meeting both of you. You should probably be off to lunch, though. Nathan seems a bit impatient.”
Alexis wrapped a hand around Nathan’s arms and leaned her head on his shoulder. “Oh, he’s no fun sometimes! Indulge your mother, Nathan, you don’t see me all that often.” Her eyes lit up all of a sudden as she beamed at Julia. “I know. Why don’t you join us for lunch, dear? I’m sure it’s too early for you to have already eaten, and I would love to continue chatting with you.”
Julia was startled at her impromptu invitation and stammered, “Um, I really don’t think –“
Before she could finish her sentence, Nathan interrupted. “She can’t join us for lunch, Mother, because she has a client meeting with Travis in half an hour. Isn’t that right, Julia?”
Julia almost recoiled from the terseness of his tone, not to mention the angry expression on his face. “Y-yes, I do. In fact, I need to get some things ready for it, so if you’ll please excuse me.”
She turned to walk away, but Alexis held her back. “Wait, dear. I just wanted to say how much I enjoyed meeting you. Will we see you again during our visit? Maybe we can have coffee together.”
Julia gave her a warm smile, wondering how Nathan could be such an asshole sometimes when his mother was such a sweetheart. “I’ve enjoyed meeting both of you, too. And I’m sure we’ll see each other again here at the office before you leave.” She tactfully didn’t mention having coffee together, knowing that Nathan wouldn’t like that idea. It hurt her to the quick to realize he didn’t want her anywhere near his parents, and was already pissed off that she’d spent time talking with them. The excuse about a nonexistent client meeting that he’d just invented was just a flimsy way of keeping her away from them.
Julia blinked back a tear or two as she started walking away, until Nathan called her name.
“Did you drop this?” he asked, holding out the business card she’d forgotten all about. He glanced at the name, which she hadn’t even bothered to do yet.
It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him to just throw the card away, but she was so hurt and angry at his abrupt dismissal that she reached out a hand for it.
“Yes, I did. Thank you.”
Nathan frowned as he looked at the card again before handing it to her. “A client?”
She shook her head. “No. It’s – personal. Someone I’m meeting for drinks later.”
She was oddly pleased to see the look of displeasure on his face.
“I see,” he replied tightly. “New boyfriend?”
She gave a careless little shrug. “Perhaps. It’s too soon to tell. Thanks for the card.” To Alexis and Michael she said, “Enjoy your lunch. It was lovely to meet you both.”
She walked directly to her office after that, and put her things away, still holding the stranger’s business card. She was almost ready to throw it away before deciding with a sigh that she ought to at least know his name, just in case Nathan asked her about him.
Tall, dark and handsome’s name was Todd Bryant, and he was the Chief Operating Officer of a hedge fund. Julia stared at the card for long seconds, debating whether to throw it out or throw caution to the wind and call him.
In the end, she merely tucked the card into her desk drawer, too timid to actually pick up the phone but oddly reluctant to completely ignore the stranger’s invitation, either.

Nathan glowered when he pulled up Todd Bryant’s detailed profile on Linkedin later than afternoon. He’d committed the fucker’s name to memory after glancing at his business card twice before handing it over reluctantly to Julia.
He had hoped that the guy Julia was meeting for a drink – and most likely a lot more – was a total loser, someone she’d quickly decide wasn’t worth her while. But it seemed that Mr. Bryant was the exact opposite – quite a catch.
At thirty-six years old, Bryant was more than ten years Julia’s senior, but judging from the guy’s admitted good looks Nathan guessed that the age difference wouldn’t bother her in the least. The guy was smart as hell, too – undergrad at Harvard, MBA in Finance from Wharton. He’d lived in San Francisco for about seven years, presumably moving out here from New York where he’d last worked to take the job at the hedge fund. The guy was single, and his hobbies included sailing, tennis and skiing.
‘Great, just fucking great’ thought Nathan sourly. Not only was Todd good looking, smart, and undoubtedly rich, he had the Ivy League education and years of living and working in Manhattan in common with Julia. There was no reason at all why the two of them wouldn’t hit if off big time. Nathan scowled as he pictured them together – Todd with his dark good looks and Julia with her golden brown hair and creamy skin. Todd’s mouth was probably watering right now at the thought of running his hands over all of Julia’s luscious curves – her hips, ass, thighs, those round, perfect breasts.
Nathan groaned when he realized he was getting hard again just thinking about her. She’d looked delicious today in that figure-hugging coral dress. He’d longed to cup that sweet butt in his hands, to bend and press a kiss to the glimpse of cleavage bared by the neckline of the dress. Instead, once again, he’d been a total asshole to her, treating her with the cool standoffishness that he’d had to work so hard on sustaining these past months.
He hadn’t meant to be such a prick to her, but he’d panicked when his well-meaning but interfering mother had invited her to lunch. It just figured, he thought tiredly, that his mother would meet Julia and be so completely enchanted by her. Alexis had continued to ask question after question about Julia during lunch, until Nathan had told her in exasperation that she knew more about the woman than he did. That had finally silenced Alexis, but he knew it hadn’t stopped her fascination with the girl Nathan himself was enthralled with. If he’d allowed Julia to come to lunch with them, he wasn’t at all sure that his wily mother wouldn’t have suspected there was something between them. And that had been his main motivation in ensuring she didn’t join them.
Conversely, Alexis had never seemed to warm up much to Cameron, at least not like she’d appeared to do so quickly with Julia. His mother was always charming and kind to Cameron, but he’d never sensed even the slightest sort of bonding or friendship between the two women. Of course, a lot of that was Cameron’s fault, for she saw any woman as a threat to her relationship with him – even his own mother. And Cameron was very close to her own mother, and didn’t seem at all inclined to forge a similar sort of bond with Alexis. Cameron always hedged about going back to Michigan to see his family, or to Colorado to see Jared and Brooke. She’d reluctantly conceded to paying a visit with him for a week last summer, but had refused to do the same at Christmas, preferring to remain in San Francisco with her family. It had given him cause for concern for the future, hoping that Cameron would be agreeable to splitting the holidays between their respective families. They definitely needed to get those sort of details ironed out, and sooner than later, before they became an issue in their marriage.
Nathan and his parents were having dinner this evening with Cameron and her mother and father. Cameron’s father had insisted on dining at the private yacht club he belonged to, and of course Graham Tolliver always got his way. Nathan didn’t have a problem per se with the club, though he didn’t think the food was particularly good and the atmosphere was a little too stuffy for his taste. He couldn’t imagine, for example, his rowdy group of former water polo teammates in such a formal setting. The guys tended to get a bit raucous when they had a few, behavior that would surely be frowned upon here.
As he pulled the Lexus SUV into the parking lot, he remembered to caution his parents. “By the way, don’t say a word to Cameron about meeting Julia today. She, er, doesn’t care for her.”
Alexis gave a little gasp. “Now how can that be? Julia is the sweetest girl. Why doesn’t Cameron like her?”
“I’d be willing to bet she’s jealous of her,” observed Michael. “But we’ll do as you ask, son. Alexis, keep that mouth of yours closed, understand? We don’t want to cause any trouble for Nathan.”
“Fine.” She sighed in resignation. “And I still don’t understand why you rushed her off today, Nathan. I don’t believe that nonsense about a meeting. You just didn’t want her to go with us.”
“Mom, it’s not that simple, okay? She’s an employee and it’s really not a good idea for her to be socializing with her boss and his parents.”
Alexis frowned. “I thought Travis was her boss. And it was just a casual lunch, Nathan. I think you’re overreacting, dear.”
“And I think you’re butting into things that don’t concern you,” retorted Nathan. “Now, come on. Let’s go inside, shall we?”
It wasn’t the first time that Michael and Alexis had met Cameron’s parents so everyone was relatively at ease during dinner. As usual, Graham dominated the conversation with his deep, booming voice and know-it-all attitude. Nathan didn’t like his future father-in-law very much, especially the way he needed control over everything and everyone in his life. He’d ordered the wine tonight, for example, without asking anyone else’s opinion, and had proceeded to tell everyone at the table what the best entrees to order were. When Alexis had tentatively mentioned ordering the shrimp scampi, Graham had made a loud noise of disapproval, telling her the cook did a terrible job with them here. Intimidated, Alexis had rather meekly relented and ordered the salmon instead.
Nathan was largely silent throughout the meal, for when Graham didn’t have the floor it belonged to Cameron or her mother Elaine, who talked incessantly about wedding plans. Nathan watched his mother struggle to maintain a polite expression on her face throughout the evening, knowing how much she loved to talk herself. His father, on the other hand, wasn’t doing such a good job of hiding the irritation he felt as the Tollivers controlled the conversation. Nathan felt badly for his parents, knowing they were both too well mannered to interrupt, and wished the rather uncomfortable evening would come to a blissfully quick end.
As dessert and coffee were eventually brought out, he couldn’t help but wonder if Julia’s parents were much different than Cameron’s. He remembered Julia’s comment that they disliked going to the city and preferred to remain close to their home in Carmel. And then he wondered why in hell he was even giving a second thought to two people he’d never met, and likely never would.
His mother didn’t hold anything back during the drive back to his condo, going on and on about what a pompous ass Graham was, and how rude Elaine was and how Cameron hadn’t even asked her opinion about any of the wedding plans. His father, well used to Alexis’ little emotional outbursts, kept mostly quiet except to tell Nathan, “You need to be careful of that man, son. He’s the sort that likes to walk all over people and always get his own way. And I’m sorry to say this but I think Cameron takes after him in certain ways. Don’t let yourself be controlled that way, Nathan. I didn’t raise my boys to take orders from other men, or women for that matter.”
Nathan sighed. “I know, Dad. It’s a tricky situation is all. Cam and I need to hash a few things out sooner than later. Her overbearing father is only one of them.”
In the backseat, his mother was muttering under her breath, but Nathan didn’t miss part of what she was saying. “Don’t know what he sees in that girl. He’s too good for her in my opinion.”
He knew better than to argue with his mother when she started talking to herself so he tactfully said nothing.

His brother Jared had flown into town with the rest of his team the night before, and they had a full day off before starting a four-game series with the Giants. It was a welcome opportunity for the two of them to enjoy a leisurely lunch with their parents at a tapas restaurant near Nathan’s office.
The balmy late April weather was continuing so Alexis had begged to sit at an outdoor table on the expansive front patio. Back home in Michigan the weather was still too chilly to even think of eating outdoors, so she was enjoying this rare opportunity while in San Francisco. Over a multitude of shared small plates and a pitcher of Sangria, the pleasant conversation and relaxed atmosphere was a welcome relief from the stilted, uncomfortable dinner with Cameron and her parents last night.
Nathan knew he’d been lucky to have such terrific parents and the most amazing childhood a boy could want. He’d grown up in the affluent community of Bloomfield Hills, and even though Michael could have easily afforded to send his sons to expensive private schools, he and Alexis had been firm supporters of the local public school system. Alexis had been the perfect mother, volunteering at school events, chauffeuring her boys to and from athletic practices and games and play dates, and encouraging the boys to invite their friends over to their home. Their house – a big, sprawling place that his parents still lived in – had been filled with laughter and good times. He couldn’t ever remember his parents having a really serious argument, and though he, Jared, and Greg had certainly had their fights and disagreements, overall the three boys had been very close all their lives.
Athletics had been encouraged during their childhood and teens, and each boy had chosen a different pursuit. Nathan’s had been swimming and later on water polo, and he’d been good enough to get an athletic scholarship to Berkeley. Jared, of course, had always been crazy about baseball, and had played college ball at Arizona State. Greg’s passion had been cross country and track, and he’d run both at the University of Michigan.
Nathan missed his family – which included grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins – but kept in close touch with them as often as possible. He paid at least two visits a year back home, once during the summer and again at the holidays. In turn, his parents came out to California once or twice a year.
“I do wish Greg had been able to make the trip,” Alexis said wistfully. “Maybe we should have waited until June to visit.”
Jared shook his head. “I told you, Mom. The team won’t be back in San Francisco until August. Besides, you’re bringing the Gregster along when you come out to Colorado in July. I’m not sure I can stomach too much brotherly love.”
Alexis gave him a playful swat. “Oh, stop that. You know you love seeing your brothers. And I know we’ll be visiting you and Brooke and my darling little Damien soon. But Nathan isn’t certain he can fly out, so all of us might not be together.”
“I’ll try, Mom,” he assured her. “No guarantees, though, okay? I’ve got a bunch of projects going on right now, and I’ve already promised Cameron to spend the Fourth of July up at her parents place in Tahoe. I don’t know if I can take any more time off in July.”
She patted him fondly on the cheek. “I understand, darling. I just miss my boys, that’s all. And I’m so afraid when you get married next year that we won’t be seeing you as often.”
Nathan frowned. “Why do you think that?”
Alexis gave a little shrug. “Well, Cameron is obviously very close to her own family, so there are bound to be times when there are conflicting events. That’s all.”
He was saved from having to think of a suitable reply by the arrival of their waiter with several more plates of food. He was absorbed in making a selection from the various dishes spread out on the table, not paying the slightest attention to any of the people walking by on the sidewalk just on the other side of the patio. So he started in surprise when his mother exclaimed happily, “Oh, look, dear. Isn’t that Julia walking this way?”
Nathan glanced up automatically at the mention of that name, and gulped when he realized his mother was absolutely correct. Julia was walking down the street in her usual steady but measured pace, and once again every man in radius was staring at her in stunned admiration. She looked as breathtaking as ever, in yet another of her classy but sexy as hell outfits. Today’s ensemble was a sleeveless white silk dress with black polka dots and a black patent leather belt. Black buckled heels and a matching tote coordinated with the dress. Oversized black sunglasses obscured the upper part of her face.
As she walked closer towards the restaurant, Alexis called out to her and waved. Julia seemed as startled to see them as he had been to spot her, but she approached their table with a tentative smile.
Alexis reached over the low concrete wall that separated the dining area from the sidewalk and clasped Julia’s hand. “I knew that was you the second I spotted you,” she told her, smiling brightly. “All that beautiful hair, and the way you walk. I’m so happy to see you again, dear.”
Julia pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head, revealing the rest of her face, and Nathan heard Jared mutter under his breath, “Holy crap!”
“It’s nice to see you again, too,” replied Julia politely. “Hello, Mr. Atwood,” she nodded to Michael. “Nathan.” Her gaze rested uncertainly on Jared, who immediately surged to his feet and proffered his hand.
“Jared Atwood,” he introduced himself. “The middle and best looking of the brothers.”
Julia laughed and shook his hand. “A pleasure.” She glanced at their table. “Well, I’ll let you all get back to your lunch. Enjoy the beautiful weather.”
But Alexis wasn’t so easily deterred. “Why don’t you join us, dear? We’re just having tapas so there’s more than enough to go around.”
“Yes, please, have lunch with us,” urged Michael. “We’d love to have you sit with us.”
Nathan kept his face deliberately impassive, not wanting to give Julia any encouragement to join them but also not willing to be scolded by his mother again for being rude. Fortunately, Julia must have sensed his reluctance and shook her head.
“Once again, I’m afraid I have to decline,” she said gently. “I’m meeting someone for lunch about a block from here.”
“Todd?” asked Nathan tersely.
She stared at him in bemusement, her green eyes wide. “Who?” Then she flushed. “No, not him. I’m meeting Angela, who I went to high school with. She lives in the flat above me.”
“That’s so nice that you’ve kept in touch and stayed friends all these years,” gushed Alexis. “Is Angela an interior designer, too?”
Julia smiled. “Actually, she’s a stockbroker. And I’m sorry to dash off, but I’ll be late to meet her if I don’t leave now. Enjoy your lunch. Nice to meet you, Jared.”
Jared stared after her, his jaw hanging open. “Holy crap,” was all he could repeat.
Nathan shook his head, putting a finger under his brother’s chin. “You’re drooling, little bro. Not to mention a married man. With a child.”
Jared pushed his hand away. “Don’t care. No law against looking. And, uh, wow. Who was that?”
“She works in Nathan’s office, dear, “volunteered Alexis helpfully. “Well, technically, I suppose she works for Travis. Isn’t she lovely?”
Jared coughed. “Uh, yeah. Lovely, very lovely.” To Nathan he whispered, “More like fucking hot. How do you keep your hands off all that lusciousness?”
Nathan gave a short, impatient shake of his head, silently imploring his brother to shut up. Jared got the hint quickly enough, but unfortunately Julia’s unexpected appearance had started Alexis off again on singing the girl’s praises.
“She’s the sweetest little thing, too,” cooed Alexis. “Nathan, dear, does she have a boyfriend? She’s so beautiful I can’t imagine that she doesn’t.”
“I’m sure she does, Mom, but I really don’t know any details,” he replied shortly.
Alexis laid a hand over Jared’s. “Maybe you should introduce her to one of your teammates, darling. Do you know any nice men who’d like to meet her?
Nathan spewed out the mouthful of Sangria he’d just swallowed, his eyes watering. Jared grinned, patting his brother on the back.
“Easy there, big bro. Nothing to get choked up over. As far as any nice men who’d like to meet Julia, I can probably think of at least twenty off the top of my head who’d love to do just that. Nathan, what do you think about Mitch Rivington?
Nathan was sorely tempted to give his brother the finger. “I think he’s a freaking manwhore who’s had more women than he can remember,” he retorted. “Not a good choice.”
“You’re right. Brandon Solomon is a much better choice. Think I could get a photo of Julia so I can text it to him?”
Nathan bared his teeth at Jared, knowing instinctively that his brother sensed his attraction to Julia and was jerking him around big time. “Drop it, okay? I’m sure she can get a guy whenever she wants without our interference.”
Thankfully the subject of Julia was dropped for the duration of their lunch. Jared had to attend some team press conference afterwards while his parents were going shopping at Union Square, allowing Nathan several hours to get caught up at work. With his family in town, he’d been away from the office more than usual this week and was behind on several projects.
As timing would have it, Julia arrived back at the office at precisely the same time he did, resulting in an awkward elevator ride. In a casual attempt to lessen the tension, he asked “Enjoy your lunch?”
She seemed surprised that he was even speaking to her, but nodded. “It was good, thanks. And yours?”
“Awesome. It’s always good when my family visits.” He hesitated before inquiring casually, “How was your date yesterday?”
She blinked. “My date?”
“With Todd.”
She frowned. “You seem awfully obsessed with him. Why do you even remember his name?”
Nathan shrugged. “I don’t know. I glanced at his business card and the name just stuck with me. So how was it?”
“Why do you want to know?” She sounded annoyed. “Frankly, I’m not comfortable discussing it with you.”
“Fine,” he said brusquely. “Date whoever the hell you want.”
Julia glared at him. “Now, that sounds like a great idea. I think I will. Not that I need your permission, of course.”
The elevator stopped on their floor, and she flounced off without a backwards glance. Nathan watched as she walked away, mentally calling himself ten kinds of an idiot for putting the idea in her head.

The balmy day had given way to a much cooler evening, but Nathan and Jared didn’t seem to mind as they sat outside on the balcony of the condo. Their parents had already turned in for the night, and Jared was getting ready to head back to the team hotel once he finished his beer.
“So, you seemed awfully touchy today when I was mentioning guys to introduce to that girl,” drawled Jared. “Any particular reason?”
Nathan tried to seem as nonchalant as possible. “Mom seems obsessed with her for some reason. I was just trying to steer the conversation away from her.”
Jared took a swig of his beer. “Bullshit. I can read you like a book. You didn’t like the idea of me introducing her to my whoring buddies because you want her for yourself.”
“Now you’re the one spouting bullshit. Don’t forget I’m engaged.”
Jared gave a hoot. “Hell, I’m happily married and have a baby at home. Doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate the finest piece of booty I’ve ever seen. You’re only engaged, bro, plus you get to check out that smokin’ hot chick every day. Don’t know how you’ve managed to hold out this long.”
Nathan hesitated. What had happened between him and Julia in New York had remained a deep, dark secret between the two of them so far. But he’d longed to unload the guilt he’d felt for long months now, and he trusted Jared more than anyone else.
“Can I tell you something?” he began. “Something you have to abso-fucking-lutely swear is only and always just between us?”
Jared grinned. “Oh, this sounds like it’s gonna be juicy.”
“I’m serious, Jare. This is something big. It’s been bothering me for months now, and I haven’t had anybody I could talk to about it. Please.”
Jared instantly sobered. “Okay, sorry. Yes, you know I won’t tell anyone. Even Brooke. You can trust me, bro. Always.”
“All right, then.” He took a deep breath. “I first met Julia back in September. In New York. I was attending a conference and she was living there at the time.” He ran a hand over his face. “And so help me God, I’m pretty sure I fell in love with her the minute I saw her face.”
Jared’s light blue eyes, so similar to his own, widened.”Shit, not the L word. That’s pretty deep, Nate. So what happened exactly?”
Nathan related the series of events – seeing Julia twice before finally asking her out for a drink. He skimmed over the more intimate details of their night together, but Jared certainly got the picture.
“So let’s see if I’ve got all this. You see this woman a couple of times, develop some sort of fixation with her, finally ask her to have a drink with you, fuck her like an animal, and then say the next morning, ‘Sorry, babe, gotta run back to my fiancée now?’ That’s kinda harsh, Nate, especially for a nice guy like you. Now, my buddy Mitch I can totally see doing some douchebag thing like that, but you – what the fuck, bro?” asked Jared in disbelief.
Nathan hunched forward, his elbows on his knees, hands messing his hair. “I know, I know. I should have got the award for Asshole of the Year for what I did. Hey, I’ve had plenty of one-night stands before, but I never felt guilty about any of them. Not like this. And on both sides of the coin, too. I mean, of course I feel like a total shit for cheating on Cameron, but I really, really feel like a prick for what I did to Julia.”
“So why the hell after what you did to her would she willingly move out here to work in your office? Oh, shit, she isn’t like one of those crazy ass stalker chicks, is she? I mean, she seemed perfectly normal.”
“She isn’t a stalker. And she didn’t follow me out here. This is how fucked up the whole thing is – can you believe it was a complete one hundred percent bad, bad coincidence? First that she’s an interior designer, second that she already knew Travis? Both of us almost passed out when we saw each other again in January.”
“Maybe it’s like – what do they call it – serendipity?”
Nathan frowned. “Like I know what the hell that means. I call it a little black storm cloud following me around.”
Jared shook his head. “No, no. Didn’t you ever see that movie with John Cusack? I’m pretty sure it was even set in New York. He meets this hot chick but they’re both involved with other people and go their separate ways only to meet up again by accident. In fact,” he typed something into his phone and waited for the screen to load, “according to good old Wikipedia, serendipity means a happy accident. That’s what it was when the two of you met again like that.”
“Yeah, well, the accident part I’ll buy. Not so sure about the happy part,” Nathan grimaced. “My life has been a daily hell since she’s been in San Francisco.”
Jared frowned. “Thought you said she wasn’t in stalker mode. Or is she just pissed off and making your life miserable? She seemed so sweet, though.”
Nathan groaned. “She is. And no, it isn’t anything she’s said or done. In fact, she’s been a total pro about this whole fuckfest. What I meant was that it’s been hell for me to see her every day because she’s so fucking gorgeous all I can think about is jumping her bones.”
“Oh.” Jared waved a hand in the air. “Well, that’s totally understandable. Hell, I have a hot wife at home who’d castrate me if I even thought of cheating. That doesn’t mean she can stop what goes through my brain, and if someone as fine as Julia worked with me, I’d spend half of each day fantasizing about different ways to bang her.”
“Yeah, but you don’t have the extra baggage of knowing exactly what it’s like to bang her. Every time I see her all I can think about is that night in New York. And then I have to feel guilty all over again. Thus the daily hell.”
Jared finished his beer and set the bottle on the ground. “Stupid question here but – you haven’t told Cameron about this, I assume?”
Nathan’s jaw dropped. “Do I look like a guy who wants to walk around without testicles? Of course not. Jesus, the first time she met Julia I thought I was going to puke or faint. Both. Fortunately, Julia’s been cool about it, not giving anything away. Even when Cam bitch slapped her.”
Jared stared. “Wait a sec. I think I need another beer for this one. I’ll sleep it off in time for the game tomorrow.” He reached into the cardboard six- pack they’d brought outside with them and popped the top on another bottle, taking a long swig. “Okay, now tell me about the cat fight. Damn, I can’t believe all of this has been going on and you never said a word. And here I thought your life was boring as hell.”
“I wish. And there wasn’t a cat fight. It was pretty much one-sided. We were all at a client dinner. Cam was having a hissy fit because Julia looked super hot, confronted her in the ladies room, accused her of sleeping with me, and walloped her. She’s lucky Julia didn’t press charges.”
“Holy fuck.” Jared took another drink. “Not that I don’t understand why Cameron might be jealous of your hot little lover, but to actually hit her?”
Nathan shrugged. “Cam was pretty tanked, not that getting drunk is an excuse. And Julia isn’t my lover, okay? It was that one night only.”
“Why’d you do it, Nate? I mean, weren’t you already engaged back in September, even unofficially?”
“I was. As for why – I ask myself that a lot. Part of it was I’d just had a fight with Cam on the phone and I was royally pissed off. And I’d probably put away about four glasses of Macallan by then so I wasn’t thinking with a totally clear head. But mostly,” he sighed, “I just fucking wanted her. Call me a selfish SOB – I have plenty of times – but I couldn’t stop thinking about her. It wasn’t just the pretty face and the wet dream body. When I looked at her there was just – something.”
Jared studied the label on his beer bottle. “So what happens now?”
“What do you mean?” asked Nathan warily. “Nothing. We go on like it never happened. Cameron and I are getting married next February. That part has never been in question.”
“What about Julia?”
“What about her? For all I know, she’s out fucking some new boyfriend right about now. She told me once when I was being a real prick to her that she could walk into any bar or restaurant and have a new guy in a matter of minutes. And she’s right. I’ve seen the way total strangers check her out just walking down the street. Most guys would kneel in front of her and kiss her feet in order to have coffee with her.”
“And you’re okay with that?”
Nathan grabbed another beer. “Fuck no. But I don’t really have a choice in the matter, do I? She isn’t mine, never was, and I don’t have any rights at all to her. Seeing her every day, feeling the urge to back her up against the wall and drill her till she can’t walk, but knowing I can’t even hold her hand – that’s my hell, Jare, my punishment for being a lying, cheating bastard.”
“You should tell Cameron it’s over. Obviously, it wasn’t meant to be with you two, not if you’ve fallen so hard for someone else.”
“No.” Nathan was adamant. “I am not going to be that guy, okay? It’s not Cam’s fault that I was weak, that I was a selfish prick. She and I have a good thing going, and will have a good marriage. So what if it isn’t fantasy stuff? I mean, once you get married all the romance fades away anyway, doesn’t it?”
“Not necessarily. It sure hasn’t for me and Brooke. And that’s a really shitty attitude, Nate. To enter into something like marriage with the thought that you’re just going to be good buddies with your wife? If you’re already feeling that way, you should just do both of you a favor and end it. How are you going to be happy – and make her happy – when you’re in love with someone else?”
“I’ll make it work,” Nathan insisted stubbornly. “Mind over matter, that sort of crap. That’s just the way it has to be. I’m not going to be the dickwad who breaks his engagement to the woman who’s done nothing to deserve that sort of treatment just because his cock twitches every time he sees some other woman. I really don’t think I could live with myself, provided I could ever have big enough balls to actually do it.”
Jared smirked. “Yeah, if Cameron slapped Julia just for looking too pretty, I can’t even imagine what she’d do to you for breaking the engagement. Didn’t you tell me once that her father insists she keep a loaded gun in her condo?” He glanced at his phone, noting the time. “Hell, I really do have to go now. Thanks for dinner and the brews. You’ve got the tickets for the game tomorrow night?”
Nathan nodded. “Club level passes, parking permits, the works. You know how to take care of your loved ones, bro.”
The brothers stood and exchanged a hug before walking through the living room to the front door.
“Hey, thanks for listening to me, Jare. You don’t know how hard it’s been to keep all that bottled up for so many months. I appreciate having you to lean on.”
Jared patted his older brother on the shoulder. “No problem, Nate. Call me anytime you need to talk. My lips are sealed. But you gotta answer one question I’ve been dying to ask since meeting Julia yesterday.”
Nathan eyed him warily. “What’s that?”
Jared grinned wickedly. “Her tits. Are they real?”
Nathan couldn’t help returning the grin. “Well, to quote one of our favorite Seinfeld lines of all time – ‘they’re real and they’re spectacular’.”
“That’s what I thought. Then you’re more of an idiot than I imagined to walk away from a rack like that. Maybe I should set her up with Brandon after all. He loves big tits.”
Nathan wrenched the door open and shoved Jared out. “Get lost. And forget about it. She doesn’t need to be fixed up, especially not with your slutty guy friends.”
“Sounds like sour grapes to me, Nate.”





Chapter Twelve

May
Angela perused the half dozen dresses carefully arranged on Julia’s bed, tapping one finger against her mouth. “You know what the problem is, Jules? You don’t have enough clothes. I think we should take a shopping trip to Neiman Marcus.”
Julia tossed a throw pillow at her friend. “You aren’t helping. I invited you over to help me pick out a dress. Well, and to try and feed you as well. But mostly for the dress.”
“I’m not hungry.” Angela took a sip of her red wine. “And don’t give me that look. It reminds me – not in a good way – of my mother. Not that any reminders of my mom are good ones.”
Julia pointed a finger at Angela. “One way or the other you are going to eat something before you leave here tonight. What have you eaten today – like, a Power Bar and a banana or something? After running, oh, fifteen miles or so?”
Angela shrugged. “Yes to the bar, no to the banana. And it was a twenty mile run, thank you very much. Stop trying to force me to eat, Jules. I’ll eat when I’m hungry, okay?”
Julia frowned as she studied the tall, graceful form of the woman she’d known since fourth grade. Angela DelCarlo had actually been more Lauren’s friend, but she’d been close to Julia as well. Angela had always been slender and willowy, but ever since a disastrous break-up two years ago, she’d lost so much weight that she looked waifish. She was at least twenty pounds lighter then she’d been in college, where she had played volleyball while at Stanford. Lauren thought Angela was scary-skinny, worried that she had an eating disorder, and vowed to do some real damage to the controlling prick who’d destroyed her during their tumultuous year together. Julia just wanted her to eat a sandwich once a day. Oh, and help her pick out a smashing dress for the Design Awards dinner next weekend.
“Okay, here’s what I’m narrowing it down to – these three. The Alexander McQueen blush corset dress, the Dolce and Gabbana black lace, and the Dina bar El blue satin halter. What do you think?” prodded Julia.
“Hmm.” Angela studied the three dresses carefully. It was hard to believe, given that Angela’s normal attire outside of the office these days consisted of workout gear or sweats, but the girl did have a good eye for fashion. Once upon a time she had been a stunning beauty with a figure most models would envy. Now she looked like a strong wind would blow her away, and hadn’t smiled for what seemed like forever.
“Not the McQueen. The color is too pale for you, and the style is a bit girlish in spite of the corset top.” Angela set that dress aside. “The bar El is gorgeous, amazing color on you, Jules. But the Dolce screams sex. If you curl your hair, do a smoky eye and red – no, burgundy lips – every guy in the room will want to fuck you if you wear that dress.”
Julia flushed. “I’m really not sure that’s my intent, honey. I just want to make sure I upstage that bitch Cameron.”
Angela smirked. “Well, you could wear your rattiest yoga pants and a baggy T-shirt and do that from what you’ve told me.”
“Impossible. I don’t have anything in my entire wardrobe you could call ratty. And I never wear baggy clothes. Now that we’ve got the dress, let’s pick the shoes.”
They studied the neatly arranged shelves of shoes, sorted by color, until Angela pointed to a particular pair. “These. Absolutely this pair.”
Julia grinned. “Also D & G. Good eye, Angie.” The sky-high black pumps were made of tulle and suede, with a peep toe, a sultry ankle strap, and a tantalizing little rosette detail on the forefoot.
Angela sighed. “I wish I wore a size six shoe. It’s hard to find cute ones in ten and a half. I have to special order my running shoes.”
“Yes, but I have to hem almost every single dress and skirt because I’m too short. So we all have our little fashion dilemmas. Now, since you’ve been so awesome in helping me pick out a killer outfit, let me feed you, okay?”
Angela rolled her eyes. “Are we still on that? Fine, tempt me with something really yummy and I might eat a few bites.”
Julia pumped her fist in triumph. “Honey, everything that comes out of my kitchen is yummy. Come on, let’s tempt those dormant taste buds of yours.”
Angela drank another glass of wine while Julia whipped up a tomato and cheese tart, salad nicoise, and crème Brule.
“So how did cocktails with that guy turn out the other night?”
Julia shrugged as she mixed up the salad dressing. ”About how I figured they would. Todd’s a nice enough guy – and very good looking – but he’s got player written all over him. Plus, his very favorite topic of conversation is Todd, more Todd, and, oh yes, still more Todd.”
“So he struck out then, huh?”
“I didn’t say that.” Julia smiled mischievously. “He’s taking me to the Design Awards dinner on Saturday.” At Angela’s look of disapproval, she defended herself by saying, “Hey, I needed a date. And he needed to be some real serious man candy.”
“Let me guess. So you can piss off Cameron.”
“No.” Julia shook her head. “She’ll probably be all too happy to see me with a good-looking guy, figuring I wouldn’t be interested in Nathan anymore. He’s the one I want to piss off.”
“Good for you, sweetie.” Angela toasted her. “Show that bastard you don’t give a crap about him any longer, that you’ve moved on.”
“That’s the general idea.”
During a drunken girls night-in about a month ago, Julia had tearfully confessed everything to Angela about what had happened in New York. It had been a comfort to finally have it all out in the open and be able to discuss the whole episode with someone. She had only told Lauren some sketchy details, and had sworn Angela up and down not to breathe another word to her sister, for Julia wouldn’t put it past her twin to actually confront Nathan and give him hell – or even a few bruises. Julia was quite certain that was why Angela had never told them the name of the guy who had wrecked her so badly.
During dinner, which Angela actually ate more than a few bites of, they talked mostly about work, Angela’s marathon training, and Julia’s yoga classes. The one thing they didn’t discuss – by silent mutual agreement – was their equally fucked up love lives. Angela hadn’t dated – hell, had barely left her flat, in fact, except for work and running – since her soul-wrenching breakup, and showed absolutely no interest in men at all, unless they were wealthy clients who wanted to buy a mutual fund or annuity. Julia was interested in men but didn’t trust her judgment these days, since her last two relationships had pretty much imploded.
“How do you shut it off?”
Angela glanced up in surprise from her crème Brule, which she had actually finished, at Julia’s sad, slightly drunk question. She knew exactly what her friend meant.
“The hurt? The betrayal? The heartache?” At Julia’s nod, she licked her spoon. “By shutting down everything. I just don’t feel anything anymore. It’s the only way I’ve been able to deal. It was either that or just be drunk all the time.”
While Julia was getting ready for bed later that evening, Angela’s pragmatic words came back to her, and she knew she didn’t want to live that way. Unlike her friend, Julia wanted to feel, to enjoy life, and to be in a happy relationship. That Angela had been severely damaged was both obvious and tragic, and Julia vowed she’d never let a man have that much power over her.
It was good, therefore, she told herself firmly as she tried to fall asleep, that she was bringing Todd as her date next weekend. The time had come for her to move on and forget about Nathan. Oh, he might desire her but he wasn’t going to act upon that fact. And he certainly wasn’t going to end his engagement for – what for him, at least – was obviously just a bad case of lust. It was well past the time that she wrote Nathan Atwood off as a closed chapter in her life and started living again. And next Saturday night was going to be the perfect launching off point.

Nathan let himself into Cameron’s condo while the driver waited outside. He’d warned the driver that they might be a few minutes, and had received a knowing chuckle in response, with the driver lamenting the fact that his wife was always at least half an hour late for everything.
It had been Cameron’s idea almost a year ago to exchange keys to each other’s place. He’d been a little reluctant at first to hand over a key to his condo, but had relented after she’d persisted. It wasn’t that he didn’t like her having the key, or minded her being in his condo if he wasn’t there. But he had always been something of a private person, liking his own space, and his two-bedroom condo wasn’t exactly spacious. For whatever reason, he always felt a little hemmed in when Cam stayed over, though that likely was due to the fact that she was a huge slob. Evidence of her untidiness was apparent around her condo as he walked into the expansive living/dining area.
There were newspapers, books and files piled haphazardly on the coffee, entry and dining tables. Shoes, handbags, and coats were strewn around without a care. He knew if he walked into the kitchen there would be dirty dishes piled in the sink, and half-empty coffee mugs and takeout containers littering the counters.
Nathan shuddered as he imagined the utter chaos of her bedroom and bathroom, with clothing, shoes and accessories flung every which way in the bedroom, and cosmetics, hair products, wet towels and dirty laundry in complete disarray in the bath.
Fortunately for Cameron, she had a cleaning lady who came in once a week, and Nathan only hoped the poor woman was paid a handsome salary because she would sure as hell earn it cleaning this place. He couldn’t stand living or working in such a mess, one of the reasons he didn’t especially enjoy having Cameron stay over at his place very often. She had long ago started keeping some clothing and toiletries at his condo, a few too many for his preference, while he kept a bare minimum of stuff here at her place. Every time she stayed over at his home, there would be a huge mess to tidy up the next day, despite his frequent pleas to her to pick up. Cameron usually laughed it off, making fun of herself as a hopeless slob, and claiming that she was far too busy to pick up after herself on a regular basis.
It was yet another serious issue they were going to have to resolve very soon, and certainly before they began looking for somewhere else to live. Neither of their current places was large enough for both of them, especially given the complete and utter disaster that was Cameron’s closets. Both bedrooms at her place were spilling over with all of her shit, and there was no organization to either closet whatsoever. Nathan wouldn’t even be able to store a single pair of shoes in either one. That they needed a larger place was obvious, but the real dilemma was exactly where that place should be.
His own place in the south of Market area was three blocks from his office, and as a result he walked there most days. Cameron, on the other hand, lived high atop Nob Hill in the multi-million dollar unit her parents had purchased for her ten years ago, while her gallery was on Union Street. She either drove or took taxis to and from work every day. Understandably, both of them wanted to live as close as possible to their jobs, though Nathan at least was willing to compromise and find someplace halfway between. Cameron, however, was being stubborn and so far had only been willing to consider properties within a couple of miles of her gallery.
And Nathan hadn’t even begun to broach the topic of his Tiburon property with her, knowing the timing really wasn’t good right now. Three years ago, during a downturn in the real estate market, he’d bought a vacant lot with amazing waterfront views in the affluent Marin County community. He planned one day – hopefully soon – to finish designing and then building his dream home and living there full time. The weather was great, the community about as safe as possible, the schools highly rated for their future children. But he wasn’t convinced that he’d ever be able to persuade Cameron to live there, devoted city girl that she was.
‘One thing at a time,’ he told himself. ‘Let’s find a place to live in the city first.”
When Cameron didn’t emerge from her bedroom a couple of minutes after he arrived, he called out to her, “Hey, are you almost ready? The driver is waiting downstairs for us”.
He heard doors being slammed, and other commotion coming from the direction of her bedroom. “Oh, hey, babe. Didn’t hear you come in,” called Cameron. “Yeah, I’ll be out in a few. Sorry, running a little behind schedule.”
“As usual,” he muttered under his breath. Cam’s perpetual tardiness drove him nuts, and it went hand in hand with her sloppiness and general lack of organizational skills.
“Try to hurry, okay?” he admonished. “I’d like to get there before the cocktail hour is over this time.”
“Hah, ha, very funny!” she retorted. “I’m working on it, babe! Be patient.”
His comment hadn’t been an exaggeration, since they had arrived at last year’s Design Awards banquet just as people were sitting down to dinner. He had vowed that wouldn’t happen this year, and had even hired the town car to pick them up and drop them off so he wouldn’t have to hassle with parking and the extra time that would take. The hired car would also allow him to relax and have a few drinks without having to worry about driving home safely.
After nearly a fifteen minute wait, Cameron finally emerged from the bedroom, and he could only stare at her in mingled surprise and a feeling close to horror.
‘Holy shit,” he mumbled under his breath.
For the Cameron standing proudly before him, hand on one cocked hip, bore little resemblance to the classy, somewhat conservatively dressed woman he’d dated for over two years. She’d obviously been aiming for the total bombshell effect tonight, but somehow something had gone horribly wrong.
The most glaring change to her appearance was the long hair extensions that fell halfway down her back. They were stick straight, very blonde, and so obviously fake that she looked like she was wearing a bad wig.
The second, and almost equally glaring change, was the deep gold spray tan. Even her heavily made-up face – with the longest, thickest false eyelashes he’d ever seen up close – was darkly bronzed. Her lips looked fuller and poutier, her lipstick a screaming shade of crimson that matched the color on her long fingernails and the toenails that peeked out of sky high strappy gold shoes.
And a great deal of that fake-tanned skin was exposed by the short, tight, strapless red sequined dress she wore. Nathan’s eyes widened at the display of her cleavage over the low-cut top, and he wondered what sort of miracle bra she’d found to give her small A cup boobs the illusion of being C’s. The hem of the dress ended well up on the thigh, baring most of her long, skinny legs. Cameron typically never wore anything that bared so much of her legs and arms because of their extreme slenderness, but for some reason it was all on full display tonight.
She grinned as he continued to stare at her. “Surprised? I’ve spent something like four days getting ready for this dinner tonight, but I’d say it was well worth it, wouldn’t you?”
Nathan gave himself a mental shake, choosing his words carefully. “I barely recognized you. You look, um, so different.”
Cameron laughed and strode over to him, looping her arms around his neck and giving him a long, deep kiss that he accepted more than returned. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to notice his lack of response. “But don’t worry,” she murmured in his ear. “I waxed two days ago so it won’t interfere with our fun tonight.” She tugged at his earlobe with her teeth while sliding her palm to his crotch, stroking his non-existent erection. “Just so you know, I’m very, very horny. Hope you’re in the mood for some loud, raunchy fucking.”
Nathan was somewhat guiltily aware that he’d never felt less like having sex than he did right now. Not only did Cameron’s startling appearance repulse him, but there were a variety of scents clinging to her that were all co-mingling and producing a rather nauseating result – her heavy, musky perfume, the spray-on tan solution, some sort of hair gunk – perhaps whatever had been used to attach those ridiculous extensions.
When she realized after long seconds of rubbing his crotch that he didn’t have an erection, she frowned slightly and stepped back. “Everything okay?”
“Yes, just fine. But we should really get going. Do you have a coat?”
She giggled and ran her hands down the miniscule expanse of her dress. “Nope, what you see is what you get. It’s a nice night, and we have the car to take us both ways. I wouldn’t think you’d want me to cover all this up, babe.”
He gave her a forced smile. “You’re right. Come on, then. Careful in those shoes, you don’t usually wear such high heels.”
He didn’t mention that with the towering stilettos Cameron was now a bit taller than he was. He also didn’t dare mention that instead of looking like the sexy siren she undoubtedly believed herself to be that she more closely resembled a high class hooker. It was all just a little too much, especially the short, tight dress that was rather inappropriate for the awards dinner venue. But he knew if he even hinted at any of this that Cameron would be hurt or angry or both, and that his evening would be ruined before it even began.
So he kept his opinions to himself as he helped her inside the back seat of the town car. Her dress rode even further up her thighs, exposing her all the way to the crotch where he could see her red lace thong peeking out. He’d never really had the guts to tell her that he actually didn’t like it when she got one of her Brazilian waxes. He knew a lot of guys preferred it when their women waxed off all their pubic hair, but he was just the opposite. He was fairly certain the main reason Cameron waxed regularly was so he wouldn’t suspect she wasn’t a natural blonde, something he had been well aware of since meeting her.
She seemed especially amorous tonight, sitting so close beside him she was practically in his lap. She continued to run her hand up and down the length of his thigh, her fingers teasingly brushing against his crotch. With the other hand she pressed his arm against her small breast. Nathan felt guilty again, knowing that between their hectic work schedules and his own odd ennui lately, that it had been more than two weeks since they’d slept together. And that had been a quick, hurried encounter that he’d been half afraid he wouldn’t even be able to finish given his lack of arousal.
“I am sooo looking forward to tonight,” she whispered sensuously in his ear. “Maybe we can cut out of the dinner a little early to get started on the night’s real festivities.” She cupped his crotch, fondling him through his trousers. “Unless you want to have a quickie right now,” she suggested naughtily.
Nathan was uncomfortably aware that he wasn’t even the least bit hard, and was desperately trying to think up a reason why when he was saved by the trilling of Cameron’s cell phone. She grabbed it out of her bag somewhat impatiently, but her eyes lit up when she saw who the caller was.
“Damn. Sorry, babe, this is an artist I’ve been trying to get a hold of for a week now. I need to take this.”
He was relieved when she moved slightly away from him to take the call, and even more so when the call didn’t end until the driver pulled up outside of the hotel. The pre-dinner cocktail party was in full swing when they arrived, though Nathan was relieved to see they still had a half hour or so until dinner. In addition to his co-workers and staff present tonight, there were bound to be several friends and acquaintances he knew. After ordering his usual scotch on the rocks and a dirty martini for Cameron, he was tapped on the shoulder. Spinning around, he grinned to see Ryan Latimer standing there, accompanied by his very pregnant wife Sophie.
The two men exchanged a quick hug, and Nathan bent to kiss Sophie’s cheek while Ryan did the same to Cameron. He and Ryan had been classmates at Berkeley, and kept in frequent touch despite the fact that Ryan worked for one of Atwood Headley’s chief competitors.
“Awesome to see you, buddy,” greeted Ryan. “I figured you’d be here seeing as you and your group are up for three awards tonight. Again.”
Nathan smirked. “What can I say? It’s been another good year. But great to see both of you, too. Baby’s due when – two months?”
Sophie, a pretty brunette of medium height, nodded. “Ten weeks, to be exact. If I last that long. It’s getting a little uncomfortable to waddle around these days.”
Ryan grinned and pressed a kiss to his wife’s head. “Don’t listen to her. She’s doing great. But let’s have a look at this gorgeous thing next to you.” He let out a low wolf whistle as he regarded Cameron. “Almost didn’t recognize you, Cam. You’re looking hot, girl.”
Cameron visibly preened at the compliment, the kind that Nathan hadn’t been able to bring himself to give her. “Thanks, hon. Thought I’d try a new look. Spice things up a bit, you know?”
As the Latimers continued to compliment Cameron on her new look, Nathan wondered if they were being sincere or just polite. He’d seen the startled look on both of their faces when they’d first seen Cameron, especially Sophie’s. In fact, Cameron seemed to be getting quite a few looks, from both men and women, and Nathan was starting to feel a little self-conscious with her hanging all over him. She was by far the most scantily clad woman here so far, her attire much more suited for a dance club than a semi-formal dinner.
They walked around the room, greeting several of his co-workers including Eric, Jake, and Brent, all of whom exhibited equal surprise at the sight of the new Cameron. From across the room he caught Travis’ eye, and his partner was staring at Cameron in frank disbelief. Travis bent to whisper something in Anton’s ear, and the shorter man looked over at Nathan and Cameron, only to gape at them slack jawed. Nathan quickly hustled Cameron out of their range of vision, not wanting any sort of confrontation tonight.
With that goal in mind, he’d given Travis very strict instructions not to sit at the same table with him and Cameron. Travis had assured him that he had requested a separate table just for his staff, which had silently answered another of Nathan’s requests – to keep Cameron and Julia far apart.
He assumed she was here tonight, though in this crowded, tightly packed room it was difficult to find anyone, and he certainly wasn’t going out of his way to locate her. The further apart he could keep the two women the better. So far Cameron seemed to be having a great time tonight, chatting and laughing with everyone they came in contact with. It was a major change from the tense, uncomfortable atmosphere at the Taverna Francesca fiasco a couple of months ago.
He’d just handed Cameron a second martini and was about to take a sip from his re-filled glass of scotch when yet another old friend approached to shake his hand. He and Travis had worked with Will Dunleavy at their former firm. Will had moved on to a smaller firm, but he kept in regular contact with Nathan. The last time he’d actually seen Will, though, had been last year at this very same function.
“How the hell are you, man?” greeted Will. “Can’t believe we haven’t seen each other in a whole fucking year. Where does the time go?”
Nathan shook his head. “Tell me about it. I never seem to have a free minute these days.”
“I haven’t even congratulated you on your engagement,” bemoaned Will. “Saw the news on your Facebook page. Cameron’s a great girl. I hope the two of you will be real happy. Where is the beautiful bride-to-be anyway?”
Nathan spied her a short distance away chatting up the wife of yet another Berkeley classmate of his, and pointed her out to Will. “What about you, William?” he asked, jokingly using his full name. “Surely you’re not here solo tonight?”
Will shrugged. “’Fraid so, my man. I was seeing someone for a few months but we just split up a couple of weeks ago. I haven’t been in the mood to start trolling around for a replacement. You know, it gets kind of old after awhile.”
“Yeah, I know exactly what you mean,” agreed Nathan with a grimace. “That’s one of the main reasons I wanted to get married. Playing the field is great for about ten years, and then it all gets to be a big game you grow tired of.”
“I hear you.” Will glanced across the room, his smile deepening. “Oh, hey, there’s old Travis. I see he and his little dude are still together. What’s his name again?”
“Anton. And yes, they just celebrated their fourth anniversary. It’s kind of sad that Travis has been in a longer-term relationship that either of us.”
Will chuckled. “How about that.” Then his jaw dropped and he let out a long, low whistle. “But who the hell is that standing next to the happy couple? Goddamn, that is the hottest babe I’ve ever seen in my life. How the fuck does Travis know someone like that?”
Nathan knew who Will was drooling over even before he turned and saw Julia for the first time that evening. “Fuck me,” he muttered under his breath, his heart pounding furiously as he saw how gorgeous she looked tonight. Gorgeous, and sinfully, erotically sexy.
He’d never seen her looking quite like this – in full-out femme fatale mode. And while Cameron’s own attempts to look like a sultry siren had failed rather miserably, Julia had no such problem. She looked like – sex.
She wore a black dress with a ruffled hem and a V-neckline trimmed in black lace that showcased her spectacular tits. Nathan quickly bolted down the last of his scotch as his gaze remained fixed on the generous amount of cleavage she was displaying tonight, and the erection that he hadn’t been able to summon up earlier was at instant and full attention now. She’d left all that glorious hair loose, except for a few curls she’d piled messily on top of her head. She was wearing more makeup than usual - her eyes darkly shadowed and lined, her pillowy lips shiny with dark red gloss. She was wearing those sheer black stockings that were the bane of his existence, and the sexiest shoes he’d ever seen – high, high heels, ankle straps, and a bow on the forefoot.
She was so delicious, so arousing, that he wanted to fling himself at her feet and beg for whatever small attention she might be generous enough to bestow upon him. He saw now how many other covetous male glances were being directed her way, staring at her face, her mouth, her breasts, her legs. And Nathan longed to yell out to all of them to stop looking at her because she was his. He wanted to stride over and cover her up with his black suit jacket so that no one else could admire and lust after her gorgeous tits.
Will was nudging him frantically. “So spill the beans. Who is that beautiful creature? And how can I get an introduction?”
Nathan motioned a passing waiter to bring him another scotch before answering Will. “Her name is Julia McKinnon and she’s one of Travis’ designers. As for an intro, buddy, you’ll have to finagle that yourself. I, um, stay out of my employees’ personal lives.”
“Well, probably doesn’t matter anyway. That guy she’s with sure as hell doesn’t seem like he wants to share. And as much of a stud as I am, I’ve got to admit I’m not in his league.”
Nathan felt the rage begin to build rapidly, like water about to boil over, as he belatedly noticed the man glued to Julia’s side. She’d brought a date – a fucking date – and what made matters so much worse was that the man with her tonight was Todd Bryant. Nathan had to acknowledge – reluctantly – that the fucker was even better looking than his Linkedin photo and about two inches taller than himself. They did look awfully good together – Todd tall and darkly handsome, Julia petite and fair and lovely.
Nathan snatched his third glass of Macallan from the waiter and downed half of it at once, his gut clenching unpleasantly as he watched Todd slide an arm around Julia’s waist, hugging her close to his side. She looked relaxed and happy, daintily sipping on a flute of champagne.
‘Motherfucker!’ he cursed under his breath. ‘Champagne.’ Julia was drinking champagne. What was it she’d said at the Taverna dinner – ‘I only drink champagne when I want to be seduced.’ She was planning on letting this suave, smooth talker with the gel-spiked black hair seduce her tonight. Shit, for all he knew they’d already fucked, multiple times. He watched the way Todd’s gaze dropped to Julia’s cleavage, and he wanted to run over and slam his fist in the prick’s gut.
The call to dinner came then, but his relief was short-lived for the table that Julia and her overly-amorous escort sat at was across from his own, giving him a direct line of view.
Despite the lively conversation at his table – where three of the other architects and their guests sat along with him and Cameron – Nathan grew increasingly silent and terse as the evening wore on. He polished off his fourth glass of scotch before starting on the Cabernet Sauvignon. He knew he was getting quietly, steadily drunk, barely touching his food, but it was the only way he knew how to cope with seeing the woman he so desperately desired being continually pawed by another man.
Nathan had to temper down his rage as he watched Todd touch Julia on the arm, the shoulder, the nape of her neck. He wanted to throw wine in the asshole’s face when Todd ran his fingers through a lock of Julia’s silky hair. Todd’s gaze seemed frozen on her breasts, and to Nathan it appeared that her neckline revealed more and more full, creamy flesh as the evening wore on. He was hard and aching, his balls throbbing with the need for release, but he only wanted Julia and it seemed like she was now completely off limits to him.
She looked up once and caught his burning gaze upon her, giving a little gasp. She worried her bottom lip uncertainly before looking away. Fortunately, Cameron was too busy being in her element as the center of attention and didn’t notice his preoccupation with the next table over. It would have only taken one time for her to notice the way he was staring at Julia, most certainly with a combination of undisguised lust and barely controlled rage, and she would have gone crazy. When the awards ceremony started while dessert was still being served, he kept his fingers crossed that that he wouldn’t win any awards that would require him to walk up to the stage and make an acceptance speech. At this point he wasn’t sure his legs would be steady enough, and he was damned certain his brain was far too addled with booze to utter a coherent sentence.
He wasn’t nominated for any individual awards this year but the firm as a group was. In addition, both Travis and Eric were up for individual honors. The firm wound up losing to another group, but Travis and Eric did win, and Nathan joined in the rowdy applause coming from the tables occupied by the staff.
The evening continued after the awards presentation with dancing. The bar also remained open, and Nathan watched grimly as Todd escorted Julia there, walking right past his table without glancing at him or saying a word.
Cameron noticed them as they passed and frowned. “I didn’t realize she was here tonight.” She sniffed. “At least she brought a man of her own so she doesn’t have to pant after mine.”
He finished off his wine, having lost count of how many glasses he’d consumed. “Don’t start, okay? It’s been a nice evening so far, don’t ruin it.”
“Yeah, a nice evening where you haven’t said a word, and you’ve been pounding back the drinks all night. What has you so pissed off anyway?” she hissed.
“I’m not pissed off.”
“Fine,” she challenged. “Then dance with me. Come on.”
Nathan gave a slight groan but allowed Cameron to pull him to his feet – a bit shakily – and propel him to the dance floor. Fortunately, it was a slow dance so he didn’t have to do much more than guide her around in circles. The feel of her body pressed up closely to his wasn’t the least bit arousing, and in fact he found her clinginess tonight annoying. He was relieved when the song ended, to be replaced by a fast song currently popular on the charts.
“I’m going to sit this one out, okay?” he told her. “Maybe get some coffee.”
She looked annoyed but merely gave a shrug as she sauntered off to join in the dance with a group of other wives and girlfriends. Soon there were nearly a dozen women all gathered in a tight group shaking and shimmying to the music. Grateful to escape, Nathan started making his way to the bar, hoping they had a hot pot of coffee ready. He was really starting to feel the effects of too much alcohol, his head beginning to pound and his gait unsteady.
But then he saw Julia leaving the banquet room alone, and he changed his mind about the coffee.

Julia escaped into the quiet sanctuary of the ladies room gratefully. She really needed to get away from Todd and his overly eager hands for a few minutes. It had been a huge mistake to invite him along as her date tonight. She’d known that the minute he had picked her up at her flat, sweeping her into an amorous embrace and a demanding kiss. He’d suggested having a quickie before going to the dinner, and even blowing the dinner off altogether. He had been a bit pissy when she had gently but firmly refused both ideas and she wasn’t looking forward to the end of the evening when she was going to refuse him again. In fact, she already knew she wouldn’t be seeing him again after tonight.
Oh, he’d been charming enough, maybe a little too much considering how touchy-feely the guy was. It seemed that his overeager hands were everywhere, and not just on places like her arm or shoulder. Three times now his hand had been sliding up her thigh, even under her dress, and she’d had to remove it a little more firmly each time. And she was cursing herself for wearing the Dolce & Gabbana, given the way Todd kept staring at the lavish display of her breasts in the low-cut dress. She swore she could practically feel his hot breath on her bare skin, and had felt his hand “accidentally” brush up against the side of her boob a couple of times.
And while there was no denying the guy was handsome – Julia had noticed all the roving female eyes directed his way – he made her skin crawl for some reason. Maybe it was the fact he wore too much cologne mingled with the scent of his hair gel, or that he talked incessantly about himself, no matter who tried to change the subject. And he was constantly checking his phone for messages or sending texts – in between talking about himself, of course. Julia was quite certain that the texts were to and from other women, a fact that didn’t bother her in the least.
The guy was a player through and through, and under normal conditions she wouldn’t have given someone like him the time of day. But it had been a necessary evil to bring a date tonight – and not just any date. Knowing that Nathan and Cameron would be in attendance, Julia supposed it was a matter of pride to show both of them that she had her own hot guy and didn’t need to lust after Cameron’s. She sure as hell hadn’t wanted any sort of confrontation with Cameron, and bringing Todd along had pretty much guaranteed that wouldn’t happen.
But, truth be told, she’d really wanted to make Nathan jealous, to make sure he really knew just how capable she was of getting a man. And, of course, to rub his nose in the reality of just what it was he’d rejected, to remind him quite blatantly of all that he was missing. While helping her get ready tonight Angela had assured her that she looked hot enough to sizzle to the touch, and Todd’s jaw had dropped when he’d first seen her in the scintillating black dress. She had hoped rather snarkily that Nathan would be eating his heart out by the time the evening ended.
The tables had wound up being turned on her, however, when she saw how mouthwateringly sexy he looked tonight. Clad all in black – suit, shirt, silk tie – he looked like the devil in his most handsome and tempting form. His thick, dark brown hair had been expertly styled, and she’d longed to climb onto his lap, kiss him senseless, and run her hands through his locks. She’d been sneaking discreet little glances at him all though dinner and the awards, occasionally meeting his gaze. Fortunately, Cameron had been chatting with someone each time and hadn’t witnessed their brief interactions.
Julia had been startled – more like shocked – when she’d seen Cameron for the first time tonight. The change in her appearance was astounding, but Julia privately didn’t think it was in a good way. The very obvious hair extensions were too long and stick straight, and didn’t suit Cameron’s long, thin face at all. The short, tight dress was all wrong for her tall, slender body, for it emphasized just how skinny she was. And the killer heels – which Julia enviously recognized as Jimmy Choos – made Cameron an inch or two taller than Nathan.
Travis and Anton hadn’t been anywhere near as kind with their opinions. After they’d stopped alternately staring in horrified disbelief, then laughing hysterically, the comments had really poured out.
“My God, she looks like a bad female impersonator, “gasped Travis in between bouts of giggles.”I swear I know half a dozen trannies that are better looking and have more curves than her.”
“Well, if her art gallery folds it’s nice to know she’s got another career to fall back on,” smirked Anton. “One that involves a lot of falling on her back. Ooh, I’ve got to get a photo and Instagram it to Stephanie. The girl can add it to her Facebook album.”
Todd, naturally, had been rather bemused at their cackling and commentary but Julia had told him this was how Travis and Anton usually behaved. That hadn’t, however, stopped Anton from keeping the quips up all during dinner, albeit in whispered tones to either Julia or Travis.
“She’s only tarted herself up, you know, to try and compete with you,” Anton had murmured. “Oh, not that you look like a tart, baby girl. On the contrary, you look more fabulous than ever. But instead of looking sexy, Cameron just looks like a sad clown.”
Julia finished tidying up her hair and makeup before tucking her lip gloss back inside her black satin clutch. As she exited the empty ladies room, she wondered what Nathan thought of his fiancée’s dramatic new style. The few times she’d dared glance in his direction, he’d seemed silent and morose, but each time Cameron had been hanging all over him – clutching his arm, rubbing his neck, kissing his cheek. Julia’s fingers had itched to go yank those ridiculous hair extensions from her scalp or to dunk her overly made-up face into her bowl of soup.
They said jealousy was a two-edged sword, and that was definitely the case tonight. While she had tried to make Nathan jealous, she herself was almost sick with the same emotion as she saw him with Cameron. Her ploy at bringing Todd along as her date hadn’t worked out so well, for it didn’t seem to be bothering Nathan in the least.
She hadn’t walked more than a few yards from the ladies room on her way back to the banquet when a hand reached out and manacled itself around her upper arm. Julia gasped in surprise as she spun around to face a livid Nathan. He was unsmiling, his face slightly reddened, and she half-expected to see smoke curling out of the top of his head.
“Nathan, what in the world -“
She was cut off from the rest of her sentence when he began to walk in the opposite direction of the banquet room, propelling her along in his wake. He didn’t say a word, but his anger was obvious and she had zero idea why he was so pissed off at her when they hadn’t exchanged a single word all evening. She could smell the lingering traces of alcohol on his breath, and wondered how much he’d had to drink tonight. He didn’t stop his progress until they reached the end of the hallway, and he yanked her inside an empty, darkened meeting room, slamming the door shut behind them.
“What are you do -“ she began, only to be cut off again, this time by him shoving her up against a wall and kissing her with such force that she whimpered. He held her face between his hands, his tongue ravaging her mouth as he pressed his body against hers, pinning her in place and not permitting her to move away. Julia clutched handfuls of his suit jacket, not sure if she should be pushing him away or pulling him closer. He kept kissing her with those hungry, devouring kisses until her head began to spin and she thought she might faint from lack of oxygen. She began to push at his shoulders almost frantically, and finally tore her mouth away, gasping for air. Nathan rested his head on her shoulder, his mouth pressed against her throat, his breathing as ragged and uneven as her own. His body continued to press against hers, holding her firmly pinned with her back against the wall, and she squirmed to get loose.
“Nathan, we – we can’t,” she whispered faintly. “Please, we should get back. We’ll – they’ll start to wonder where we are.”
“I don’t give a shit,” he muttered. “Unless you’re in a hurry to get back to your new lover, that is.”
Julia winced at the rage in his voice and tried to turn her head away. “Don’t, Nathan.”
He grasped her chin, forcing her to look at him. Even in the darkened room, with only the Exit lights lending a bit of illumination, she could see his light blue eyes glittering fiercely. “I’ll bet he’s real anxious to get you home so he can fuck you good and hard,” he bit out. “The way he’s been putting his filthy hands all over you, how he keeps staring at these beautiful tits.” He ran a rough hand over her breast, squeezing it until she gasped. “Unless, of course, he’s already fucked you. Has he, Julia? Have you let that asshole fuck you?”
She closed her eyes, trembling from the force of his anger. “No,” she confessed breathlessly. “We haven’t – done that yet.”
Nathan’s hand caressed her cheek. “But he wants to. Badly. I can tell you all the filthy, nasty things he’d dying to do to you, baby. The first involves this pretty, sexy mouth of yours.”
He tugged her lower lip with his teeth, sucking at it until she groaned, and then kissed her again with long, slow licks. His kisses were different from earlier, more sensual and arousing, more deliberate, and she began to make hungry little noises beneath the coaxing pressure of his mouth. He kissed her until she was whimpering, her lips feeling bruised beneath the demanding pressure of his mouth, his tongue ravishing her endlessly.
“He wants to kiss you just like this,” he breathed in between those slow, seductive kisses. “To taste this delicious mouth with his tongue, lick these perfect lips, have you suck his fingers just like this.” He slipped two fingers inside her mouth, groaning when her tongue flicked out to curl around them. “But that’s only the beginning of what he wants you to do. He wants you to suck his cock, to wrap those pretty lips around him and blow him hard until he shoots his load down your throat, and watches you swallow every drop.”
Julia whimpered at this deliberately dirty talk, finding it wickedly arousing. He kissed her again, a wet, open-mouthed kiss that took complete possession of her mouth, leaving her weak-kneed and shaking. She was so turned on that she couldn’t speak, or think of anything but how much he was arousing her, how much she craved him to fuck her again.
He pressed his hot mouth against the side of her neck, running his tongue around her ear. “Next, he wants to mark you right here so that everyone will know you’re his. So that no one else would dare to do any of these nasty things to you, because he’s the only one who has that right.”
She gave a little cry when he bit the tender skin, sucking hard enough to leave a mark. He followed this action by soothing the bite with his tongue, before tugging the lobe of her ear with his teeth.
His hand moved up and down her bare arms caressingly, toying with the lace-edged strap of her dress. He ran a finger over the high curves of her breasts before dipping into the space between them. Her breathing grew choppy as he deliberately aroused her, taunting her with his caresses. There was zero doubt that he was the one in complete control right now, and she could only stare at him mesmerized and let him do whatever he wanted.
“And of course, what he really wants is to see these beautiful breasts.” Slowly he slid the strap of her dress off one shoulder, revealing the full globe of her breast encased in a low-cut black lace bra. “Every man in that room tonight wants to see these big, gorgeous tits.” He slipped his palm beneath the lacy bra cup, squeezing the bare, warm flesh of her breast.
“Nathan.” His name escaped her lips with a moan as his fingers pinched her nipple and her head fell back limply against the wall.
“He wants to kiss them.” He pressed hot, hungry kisses along the bared flesh of her upper breasts and into the deep cleavage between. “Suck and lick these pretty pink nipples.” She gasped as he yanked the bra strap down her arm, causing her breast to pop out. “Make you scream his name and beg for more.”
“Oh, God,” she panted, threading her hands into his hair as he bent and took the nipple into his mouth, suckling her hard.
Without lifting his head from her swollen, achy breast, he yanked the strap of her dress and bra down the other side until both breasts were bared, her arms trapped in place. While continuing to lick and suck at one breast, he cupped the other in his hand, twisting the nipple between his fingers.
“Ohhh,” she murmured in pleasure, feeling the wetness between her legs as he continued to lavish attention on her ultra-sensitive breasts. “God, that feels so good, Nathan.”
“Shh.” He lifted his head from her breast, placing a finger over her lips. “I haven’t finished yet.” He sunk to his knees in front of her, running his hands up and down her stockinged legs from ankle to knee.
“He’ll want you to leave these shoes on because they’re so damned hot. He’s been thinking all night about fucking you while you’re wearing these sexy shoes, with your legs wrapped around his neck.” He toyed with the little bow on the instep before wrapping his fingers around her ankle. “And he’ll be almost ready to blow his load when he feels how silky these stockings are, and sees up close how amazing your gorgeous legs look in them.”
Julia groaned when he began to run his tongue along the back of her knee and up her thigh. He grasped the hem of her dress, and slowly began to roll it upwards, an inch or two at a time, until the fabric was bunched at her waist, baring her lower body to his hot, fevered gaze.
“Jesus, look at you.” His voice was hoarse, barely audible as he slid his hand to the top of one silky black stocking, two of his fingers slipping inside to tease the soft flesh of her thigh.
“You look like a fucking wet dream come to life in this, baby,” he said raggedly, tugging at the ultra short hem of her sheer black garter skirt. His roaming hands crept under the sexy little garment to cup her butt, half-bared by the high cut of her lacy black panties.
“Naughty, dirty girl, baring your ass like this,” he scolded playfully.”Naughty girls like you need to be spanked when they’ve been bad.”
Julie cried out, startled, when his palm smacked one round buttock, then the other. She was so aroused, so desperately needy for his touch that her whole body was quivering now. She was so wet that she thought she’d go mad if he didn’t touch her – there – and soon.
“Nathan, please. Oh, God, I need –“she broke off, unable to form the words.
“I know what you need, baby. And I’m going to give it to you real soon,” he promised in a husky voice. “Now let me finish, hmm?”
He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of her panties, and pulled them slowly down her legs until they pooled at her feet and she stepped out of them. He picked them up, bringing them to his face, and inhaled deeply.
“Aw, hell, you smell so good, baby. And you got these pretty, sexy panties all wet. Mmm, I’ll bet your pussy is real juicy by now. Let’s find out, hmm?”
She let out a sigh of bliss when he ran his tongue through her slick folds. He licked her clit before sucking on it hard, drawing a long moan from her throat. And then he was thrusting two long fingers deep, deep inside of her while continuing to suck on her clit.
Julia was so aroused, so desperately needy, that the first orgasm came quickly, and she shuddered with the force of it, crying out weakly as her hands tangled in his hair. But Nathan gave her no respite, simply removing his fingers from her throbbing pussy and replacing them with his eager, hungry mouth. He licked her wet folds, sucking her labia between his lips while his thumb rubbed circles around her clit. It seemed like mere seconds before she was climaxing again, clutching his head to her as he continued to stimulate the super-sensitive flesh between her legs.
Nathan slid back up her body, holding her close as she shook, soothing her by stroking her hair and pressing kisses to her temple, her forehead. “He wants to do all that to you and more, baby,” he whispered in a low, wicked voice. “To finger fuck that hot little cunt until you scream, and then lick up all the juice until you come again. And then he wants you to taste how delicious you are.”
His lips were still shiny with her juices and she groaned when he kissed her savagely, bruising her mouth and letting her taste the salty muskiness. She was wild for him now, slipping her hands inside his jacket and pulling him close, rubbing her bare breasts against his shirt and loving the way the fabric abraded her flesh. She kissed him back with equal force, sucking on his tongue and biting his lip until he swore softly.
She could feel the heavy thudding of his heart against her breasts, hear how his breathing was labored and uneven. He was grinding himself against her as they kissed hungrily, unable to get close enough. She slid a hand down his chest, over his stomach, until her palm opened and cupped his rock hard erection through his pants.
He moaned, a sound that was a mix of pleasure and pain, and he fisted his hand in her hair, still kissing her, as she stroked the length of his cock. “Ah, Julia, sweetheart,” he gasped. “Fuck, that feels so good. God, I’m going to explode in another minute. I want you so much, baby. Here, let me.”
He unzipped his fly and released his cock, which she immediately took into her hand, stroking and pumping it. He put his hand on her wrist, stilling her motions. “No, stop, baby. I’m going to come in your hand if you do that. And that’s not what’s supposed to happen.”
Nathan lifted one of her legs, wrapping it around his hip. Their eyes met in the semi-darkness, and she was almost afraid of the rawness of his expression.
“Because what he wants most of all,” he drawled seductively, “is to ram his cock so deep inside of you, fuck you so hard and so good, that you won’t be able to walk tomorrow. That’s all he’s been able to think about all night – fucking you just like this.”
“Ohhh, God!”
“Ah, Christ!”
Their cries of passion were vocal and simultaneous, as he thrust inside of her in one swift, hard movement. Nathan stilled briefly, holding her leg wrapped firmly around his, as he buried his face in the side of her neck.
“Nothing has ever felt this good before,” he uttered brokenly. “And it’s never felt so right.”
He started to move again, his thrusts slow and controlled at first, then increasing in force and speed as he pounded her against the wall. Julia was pinned between the wall and Nathan’s hard body, and she whimpered in mingled arousal and fear, never having seen this aggressive, domineering side of him, as he didn’t just fuck her but possess her. He rode her so hard that she saw stars, her head banging against the wall with each powerful thrust. Time and time again she felt herself on the very brink of orgasm, but she intentionally held back, wanting to prolong the bliss as long as possible. She clutched him to her, needing him so desperately that it brought tears to her eyes, her body starved for the lover she’d missed so badly. Greedily, she didn’t want this to end, wanted him to go on fucking her for hours and hours, until she was raw and bruised. It would be worth it, she thought incoherently, willing to pay any price just to have him back inside of her like this.
He was breathing so hard she could barely understand the words he whispered to her, his voice guttural. “I’m going to come any second now, baby, fill you up with cum until I’m drained. Touch yourself, baby, come with me.”
Gasping, Julia touched her clit, which was almost unbearably sensitive from her prior orgasms. But she obeyed his command, rubbing her fingers over and around the distended nub as he continued to fuck her like a madman, catapulting both of them over the edge to a screaming, shaking climax. Nathan called her name out over and over, like a chant, crushing her against him as he came, his mouth sucking her neck in another of those searing love bites. She tried to utter a cry, but only silence escaped her parted lips, too wrung out to make a noise.
When he finally lifted his head and pulled away to adjust his clothing, Julia’s wobbly legs gave out and she slid down the wall, too weak to stand. She was too dazed and exhausted to care what she looked like at this moment – half-undressed and thoroughly fucked. She sat on the floor, her legs sprawled out like a broken doll’s, her head lolling to one side.
Nathan squatted down beside her, grasping her chin in his hand and forcing her to look at him. He looked satisfied and almost smug, the side of his mouth curling up into a wicked half-smile.
“Your would-be lover might crave everything I just had,” he told her quietly. “but he’s going to know that I was there first. He’s going to smell my scent all over your body, see where I left my mark on your skin, and hear my name on your lips. And if he still dares to fuck you, he’ll feel my cum deep inside you.”
She moaned softly at his words, closing her eyes, until he pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “God, don’t let him touch you, Julia,” he pleaded. “I know I don’t have the right to ask but I’m asking anyway.”
A single tear ran down her cheek as she opened her eyes and gazed at him. “And can you tell me you aren’t going to touch Cameron tonight?” she whispered shakily. At his startled expression, she turned her head away. “Don’t bother answering that. Just go now, Nathan. Please. I need to be alone.”
“Baby -“he began, only to shake his head as he got to his feet. “Julia, I’m not going to leave you here, not like this. Come on, I’ll walk you to the ladies room.”
“No.” She brushed away the hand he extended to her. “I want to be by myself for a few minutes. Leave me alone, Nathan.”
She curled herself into a little ball, wrapping her arms around her bent knees and hiding her face. Silent sobs shook her body, but she refused to let him comfort her. Moments later, she heard the quiet click of the door as he left, and only then did she raise her head, tears streaming unchecked down her cheeks. Once again, Nathan had made her cry, and she mentally kicked herself for allowing him to have this affect on her.
He was her addiction, the forbidden temptation that she just couldn’t leave alone, and he was slowly destroying her. The scariest part of that realization, though, was that she knew she didn’t have the strength to kick the habit.





Chapter Thirteen

Nathan sat in his car for more than ten minutes before he finally summoned up the nerve to get out. And then he stood on the sidewalk for a couple more minutes, staring up at the building in front of him, double checking the information on his phone to make sure it was the right address.
Just as he was about the mount the stairs to the landing, a tall, dark-haired woman came running down the street at a faster pace than he had ever been capable of. She slowed as she approached the building Nathan was standing in front of, coming to a halt as she reached him.
She looked at him with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. “Are you lost or something?”
Nathan took in her ultra-slender figure, clad in running shorts and a short-sleeved T-shirt, some type of hi-tech shoes on her feet. Her black hair was pulled back into a long ponytail, and her sweat-dampened face was free of makeup. She carried some sort of water bottle flask in one hand.
“No, I’ve got the right address, thanks,” he replied, and began to walk up the stairs.
“Wait.” He turned as she called out to him. “I know you aren’t here to see me, so that just leaves Julia. And she isn’t here right now.”
Nathan stepped back onto the sidewalk, frowning. “Are you her roommate or something?”
“Neighbor, actually. I live in the upstairs flat. Angela DelCarlo. And you are?”
He stuck his hand out. “Nathan Atwood. I’m, uh, Julia’s -“
“Yes, I know who you are,” she said in a tone that indicated she wasn’t at all impressed with this knowledge, giving him the briefest of handshakes. “What are you doing here?”
He cocked his head to one side, regarding her carefully. “Exactly what has Julia told you about me?”
Angela shrugged. “Pretty much all of it. She didn’t mean to, but we got carried away with the tequila poppers one night. But don’t worry, your little secret’s safe with me. It’s not like we know any of the same people.”
He couldn’t very well be annoyed with Julia at having confided in her neighbor when he’d spilled his guts to Jared. “I, uh, need to talk to her. Do you know when she’ll be back?”
She checked her equally high-tech running watch. “It’s ten a.m. now. Her yoga class ends at ten-thirty but she usually goes to coffee with people from her class or sometimes her teacher.”
“Where’s the yoga studio?”
Angela blinked. “Well, someone’s anxious, aren’t they? What’s the matter – need to meet your fiancée afterwards?”
The dark-haired woman’s snarkiness surprised him, for she seemed like a relatively quiet, passive person.
He flushed. “No, I don’t, actually. I just really need to talk to Julia as soon as possible.”
“Fine.” She sighed in resignation. “The place is called SF Flow and it’s about four blocks from here on Divisadero near Pine. Good luck finding a parking space.”
“Yeah, that’s the least of my worries. I’m more concerned with Julia clobbering me with a yoga mat or something. Or not speaking to me ever again.”
Angela smirked. “Buy her a café au lait and a chocolate croissant and it might help. Food usually puts her in a good mood. God knows she’s always trying to feed me.”
Nathan privately thought he knew why that was, for Angela was at least ten to fifteen pounds lighter than she ought to be, her arms and legs like toothpicks. But he merely nodded and said, “Thanks for the tip. I’ll try that.”
“Sure. I’m not positive Julia will appreciate my telling you but what the hell. And, hey – Nathan?”
He paused by his BMW Roadster, about to open the door. “What is it?”
Angela’s big brown eyes darkened and her expression was grim. “Don’t fuck around with her, okay? In case you haven’t figured it out yet, Julia’s a real prize. And from what I’ve heard you sure as hell don’t deserve her.”
Grimly, he nodded. “You’re right on that count. I’m the first to admit I’ve been a total prick to her, but that’s going to change.”
She began to ascend the stairs. “It had better. Otherwise, I’m going to call Julia’s twin and tell her everything. And that’s bad news for all of us.”
Angela went inside before he could quiz her further, but decided he was better off not knowing more about this terror of a twin sister anyway.
He found the yoga studio easily enough, and lucked out getting a parking space just around the corner. It was a few minutes before ten-thirty as he waited outside the building, and he was glad he’d worn a sweater for the fog had rolled in this morning. He didn’t expect Julia to be exactly thrilled to see him, not after the way he’d accosted, seduced and fucked her, only to leave the banquet with another woman. This was the third time he’d done something like this to her, and right now he was feeling like the lowest sort of life form. But he had to see her – to apologize, to make sure she was okay, to say God knew what else.
The trick was going to be in getting her to listen to him without flipping him off or calling him an asshole. Truth be told, he wouldn’t blame her in the least for doing both.

“Hang on a sec, Julia. I need to ask you something.”
Julia paused in the doorway leading from the practice room into the reception area of the yoga studio, glancing back curiously at her teacher. “What’s up, Sasha?”
Sasha put her hand on Julia’s arm, a light tough that nonetheless conveyed the concern behind her words. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You seemed a little off your game today.”
Julia sighed. “Yeah, I know. Not at my best for sure.”
She’d fallen out of a handstand, wobbled on an arm balance posture that was usually easy for her, and had none of her normal high energy during class. Even in this very advanced, difficult class Julia was normally one of the top students, able to do nearly every pose that Sasha threw at them. She and her teacher had bonded almost instantly, from the time of Julia’s first class, and occasionally hung out after class to have a cup of tea and talk.
Sasha shrugged. “We all have off days. And it is close to the full moon, you know, which can throw our balance off.”
Julia knew that her teacher fully embraced the yogic lifestyle – not just the practice but also the diet and the beliefs – and being in touch with the moon phases was only a small part of that commitment.
“I’m a little tired, too, and maybe a bit hungover,” confessed Julia. “I was at a banquet last night and didn’t get home until late.”
“That would do it. You should have a big glass of wheatgrass juice to help with the hangover. It’s a wonderful energizer and detoxifier.”
 Julia thought privately that wheatgrass sounded completely nauseating but she wasn’t about to insult Sasha with that opinion. “Okay, maybe I will.”
“And I noticed you wincing a little, especially when you were in hanumanasana. Do you have a muscle strain?”
Julia did wince as she recalled the slight discomfort she’d experienced doing the full splits pose. “Um, no, just, er, sore. I, um, was –well, for lack of a better description, let’s call it wallbanged last night. Guess I’m just a little tender this morning.”
Sasha’s light green eyes widened, and then she laughed behind her hand. “Well, I hope it was worth it. Sounds a bit kinky, but I’m all for a little kink every so often.”
Julia flushed. “I can’t believe I just told you that. You must think I’m shameless.”
Sasha gave a rather undignified hoot. “For getting fucked against the wall? Sweetie, not much shocks me anymore. I grew up in a very bohemian household, so I’m generally pretty open-minded about most things.”
“Well, thanks for checking on me. I promise to be back to normal by next class,” vowed Julia.
“So, no more wallbanging for you?” joked Sasha.
Julia’s mouth tightened. “Not with the same guy, anyway. I’m officially not speaking to him.”
“Too bad. Any guy who can fuck you hard enough to make you walk funny must be pretty awesome in the sack.”Sasha’s eyes twinkled. “Or in this case, against the wall.”
Julia rolled her eyes and gave her teacher a quick hug before leaving the practice room to retrieve her shoes, jacket, and mat bag. The reception area was already filling up with students for the next class, so she got ready to leave quickly.
Only to stop short upon leaving the studio when she saw who was waiting for her just outside, his tall, leanly muscled frame slouched against the side of the building.
It wasn’t fair, she thought wildly, that she kept having these sorts of reactions to him. He looked so handsome, so yummy, that he ought to be illegal. He was casually dressed today – dark jeans, loafers, and a midnight blue V-neck sweater with a white shirt beneath it. His beautiful, thick hair was as well-styled as ever, his expression somber and unsmiling.
And then she remembered how desperate, how passionate he’d been last night, only to leave the banquet with Cameron, the woman he was going to marry next Valentine’s Day. And given the way Cameron had been hanging over him all night, Julia wasn’t naïve enough to believe she hadn’t expected a rollicking fuck from Nathan. Had he gone from her arms right into Cameron’s? She shuddered at the thought, refusing to torture herself with it.
Julia gazed at him for a moment longer before recalling her vow not to speak to him. Sliding her yoga mat bag over her shoulder, she started walking down the block away from him, silently fuming that he would just show up this way. What the hell gave him the nerve to think she would ever speak to him again after the way he’d treated her last night?
Not surprisingly, he caught up to her before she’d gone half a block, his voice low and pleading. “Julia, wait. Please. We need to talk and you know it. Stop.”
Stubbornly, she kept on walking until he took hold of her arm, stilling her. She refused to look at him and tried unsuccessfully to pull her arm free.
“Let go of me, Nathan,” she said quietly. “I don’t want to talk to you.”
“You don’t have to talk, just listen. But can we go somewhere more private? Can I buy you a coffee? Please, Julia. I need to apologize, make sure you’re okay, and I really don’t want to do that here on the sidewalk.”
She gave a small shrug. “I’m fine. You’ve apologized, Nothing left to say. Now let me go.”
“No. Hey, I get that you’re pissed off at me and I don’t blame you. But please – it’s just coffee, okay?”
Julia emitted a little huff. “Fine. There’s a place on the next block.”
“Is that where they serve the chocolate croissants?”
She blinked at him, wondering how in the world he would know about that, and then it dawned on her. “Angela. That rat. She told you where to find me. Nice to know I can count on my friends when I need them.”
Nathan smirked. “If it’s any consolation, she warned me to play nice. Threatened to tell your sister if I didn’t.”
Julia fought down a sense of panic at the very thought of Lauren ever figuring out that the bastard who dumped her back in New York was now her employer. “Well, that would be a very bad thing. My sister isn’t known as the Queen of Confrontation for nothing. And she’s coming for a visit next month so Angela needs to zip it.”
“How does your neighbor know your sister so well?”
“We all grew up together in Carmel, went through school and all. Angela is actually more Lauren’s friend than mine but we’re still close. When she learned I was moving here she told me about the flat for lease below hers.”
Nathan kept hold of her arm as they continued walking. “Your friend isn’t exactly warm and sunny, is she?”
Julia’s eyes flashed green fire. “She used to be, until some prick did a real number on her a couple of years ago. She was a total wreck for a long time – stopped eating, lost a ton of weight, wouldn’t leave her flat except to go to work. Things haven’t improved much, either.”
“Why didn’t she just sic your sister on the guy? Sounds like your twin is a force to be reckoned with.”
“Because Angela won’t tell us his name, and we never met him. Lauren and I think he had her wrapped up in some sort of borderline BDSM relationship where he controlled her entire life. Then when he dumped her she couldn’t cope.”
He shook his head. “That sounds pretty sick.”
“Yeah, I wonder sometimes if she’ll ever get back to normal. Here we are.”
They scored a small table for two in a back corner of the coffeehouse, and Julia waited uncertainly while Nathan placed their order. She was conscious of not exactly looking her best – no makeup, pale from lack of sleep, her hair scraped back off her face into a long braid. At least her yoga clothes were as stylish as the rest of her wardrobe – fitted black Lululemon pants and a cute black and white graphic print tank with crisscross straps. Due to the foggy morning she had thrown a long, fitted black cardigan on over her outfit. And yoga class was just about the only time she ever wore flat shoes – black Keen Mary Janes.
Nathan returned with a tray bearing her café au lait and croissant, along with his own black coffee and toasted bagel. They ate and drank in silence for several minutes, Julia being very careful not to meet his eyes even though she could feel his gaze upon her. Then, he unexpectedly reached out and ran his fingers along the side of her neck, wincing when he saw the dark purple marks he’d put there the night before.
“Sorry about that,” he said hesitantly. “I, uh, hope they don’t hurt.”
She shrugged his hand off. “I’ll live. I must say, though, no one’s given me a hickey since high school. At least I don’t have to hide it from my parents this time.”
Nathan smiled. “I’ll bet you had a ton of boyfriends in high school. And with two of you, your parents probably went a little crazy.”
“Not exactly. Lauren was a huge tomboy, and was more interested in sports than boys. She didn’t really date until senior year, and my parents always knew she could take care of herself.” Julia took a sip of her coffee. “My sister has studied martial arts since she was six years old. And not the tamer stuff like judo or tae kwon do. We’re talking karate, kung fu, capoeira.”
“Jesus.” Nathan gulped. “No wonder everyone is terrified of her. What about you? Did you do martial arts as well?”
“God, no.” She gave a little shudder. “Too violent for timid little me. I did ballet and gymnastics and then yoga when I was in high school. Besides, it was always important for Lauren and me to have our own separate identities and interests. Thank God my mom never believed in dressing us alike once we became toddlers.”
He chewed a bite of bagel. “You didn’t answer my question about boyfriends. Did you date a lot in high school?”
“One boyfriend for all four years of school. Plus almost two years of college. Sam and I were the classic high school sweethearts. At one point I was convinced we were going to get married and spend the rest of our lives together.”
“So what happened?”
Julia gave him a sad little smile. “He wanted to move on, date other people. It was hard maintaining a relationship during college. I mean, we tried. One of the reasons I chose Cornell was because it was only a three hour drive from Penn State.”
He frowned. “That’s not really close. Why didn’t he find a school closer to Cornell?”
“Because Penn State was the top school to recruit him. Sam played football there.”
Nathan set his coffee cup down and stared at her in surprise. “Wait. Sam – Penn State. You’re not talking about Sam Patterson, are you? The quarterback for the Arizona Cardinals?”
Julia nodded. “That’s him. I’m guessing you know who he is?”
“Uh, yeah, he’s only like one of the top-rated quarterbacks in the NFL today. Jesus, you dated him for what – six years?”
“About that, yes.”
“Were you upset? I mean, when he told you he wanted to move on?”
She nodded. “I saw it coming, though. In our sophomore year of college, Sam was named the starting quarterback when someone else got injured. Suddenly he was way busier – more practices, press conferences, publicity. He told me he would get approached by people all the time who’d never known he existed before. Especially women.”
“Hmm. And being – what – nineteen, twenty years old? Guess that’s hard for a guy to resist too long, especially when his girl is three hours away.”
“That was most of it. We’d probably started drifting apart a bit before then anyway. At least Sam had the decency to tell me before he started dating other people.”
“Still, it must have been hard for you.”
“Yeah.” She studied her café au lait for long second. “I was more sad, I think, than upset. We’d been together for so long, been such a huge part of each other’s lives. But we were able to remain good friends. I still keep in contact with him, and even saw him briefly at Christmas when he came to visit his parents.”
“Were you able to move on?”
She blinked. “Eventually. But that didn’t turn out so well. I seem to have atrocious taste and very bad luck with men.”
Nathan flushed. “I’m guessing that’s a ding on me.”
“Not just you. I ought to have known better, going off with a complete stranger. But our ill-fated one night stand was nothing compared to the guy I was involved with after Sam.” She scooped a dollop of foam from her mug and licked it off her fingers. “I was with him for almost two years and never knew he was married. With a small child.”
He stared at her slack-jawed. “Shit. So when I told you I was engaged, you -“
“Felt cursed. Pissed off. Lied to. And royally screwed over once again. Hence the aforementioned bad luck. No, make that really, really shitty bad luck.”
Nathan ran a hand over his face. “I’m so sorry, Julia. For everything. For lying to you in New York. For being a total jerk to you when you moved here. And for treating you so roughly last night. I worried about you all night long.”
“Really?” she asked sarcastically. “That must have put a real damper on your evening with Cameron.”
“What?” He gaped, astonished. “Hell, please tell me you do not think I took her home and fucked her after what happened. Even I’m not that big of a douchebag.”
She stared at her plate, crumbling the last bit of her croissant into tiny pieces. “I have no idea what to think, Nathan. I mean, she is your fiancée, after all, and she seemed awfully amorous last night. Not to mention, it’s obvious she went to a lot of trouble to look hot for you.”
He gave a visible shudder. “It – wasn’t exactly a good look for her. Instead of being turned on like I’m sure she intended it was just the opposite.”
Julia held up a hand. “Okay. Stop right there. I really don’t want to hear this. Speaking of which, I think you’ve apologized sufficiently. Can I go now?”
He placed a hand on her forearm as she began to rise. “Not yet, no. I’m not finished. Hell, I’ve barely begun. Look at me, Julia.”
Reluctantly, she dragged her gaze up to his. “What?”
Nathan caressed her cheek with exquisite tenderness. “How could you possibly think I’d go to another woman after being with you? Believe me, baby, I had nothing left after that – nothing. Even if I had – God, I would have felt like a dirty manwhore being with someone else so soon afterwards.”
She closed her eyes, fighting off tears. “Yeah, well, now you know how I felt. Twice now. Used, dirty, -“
“Hush.” He placed two fingers over her lips. “God, don’t say things like that. You are so far from being dirty or cheap, Julia. You are the finest, most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
Her voice choked on a sob. “Then why did you treat me like a whore last night? The way you talked to me, taking me up against the wall. You didn’t even take your jacket off, for God’s sake.”
Nathan looked shocked at her words, the color draining from his face. “Oh, my God, baby. No, Julia, no. It wasn’t like that. Listen to me.” He gripped both of her hands urgently. “I was jealous, baby. So fucking out of my mind crazy jealous. I had to watch you all night long, looking so sexy, so hot that you almost set the room on fire. All I could think about was how much I needed to kiss you and touch you, especially wearing that goddamned dress that showed off every curve of your body.”
She flushed at his words. “Nathan, don’t -“
“Let me finish, because I’ll be damned if I want you thinking I treated you like a whore. Nothing is further from the truth,” he assured her.
“Go on,” she said tiredly.
He interlaced his fingers with hers. “I wanted you so badly but couldn’t do anything about it. Except to watch that bastard you brought along as your date touch you and stare at your tits. I kept getting more and more pissed off, and as a result kept drinking – a lot more than I normally do. And what made me even angrier was knowing I didn’t have any right at all to be jealous – no right to you at all. But that only made things worse. “
Julia was silent for an uncomfortably long while, not at all sure how to respond. “You really don’t have the right to be jealous, you know,” she murmured. “You told me to date whoever I wanted. So I did.”
“Yeah, and don’t think I wasn’t kicking myself all night long for having said that. Especially when I didn’t mean it. I’m aware of what a selfish asshole I am, Julia. I can’t offer you anything myself, and yet I don’t want anyone else to have you, either. When I saw you with him – Todd – I just went off the deep end a little. The thought that he was going to be the one to take you home and fuck you instead of me – it was more than I could handle. All I could think about was having you first, spoiling you for him. I wanted you to be so thoroughly fucked that there was no possible way you’d let him touch you.”
“Jesus.” She stared at him in disbelief. “That’s kind of sick, Nathan. And completely unreasonable. What am I supposed to do – live like a nun while you’re engaged to someone else? In what universe is that fair?”
“I never said it was fair or reasonable.” He looked chagrined. “I’m just telling you how I felt last night. I realize this whole situation is completely and utterly fucked up.”
She shook her head. “I should have never taken this job. And when I realized you were my employer, I should have quit. We’re fooling ourselves by thinking we can work together anymore. It’s – this is too hard for me, Nathan.”
“I know, baby. And I’ve made it even more difficult for you, haven’t I? Telling you on the one hand that we have to be strictly professional with each other, keeping my distance from you, but still wanting you on the other hand, so much that I was like a psycho stalker last night.” He squeezed her hand. “Please tell me I didn’t hurt you. I know I was rough and you felt so tight.”
“You didn’t hurt me. I obviously enjoyed what we did. It – I haven’t been with anyone else since you last September. And no, I didn’t do anything with Todd last night, either. He was too busy fielding texts from other women.”
“He’s a loser. He doesn’t even deserve to be in the same room with you.” He brought her hand to his lips. “But then, neither do I. I hope – some of the things I said – the dirty talk -“
She gave him a small smile. “It’s okay. You must know that it’s a huge turn-on for me. Talking dirty didn’t make me feel dirty, Nathan. It’s what you did afterwards that made me feel like a whore.”
“Going home with Cameron.” At her nod, he exhaled deeply. “I know. She was furious, by the way. That I drank too much and wasn’t in the mood for – uh, you know.”
Julia turned her face away. “Yes, I get the picture. And I suppose I should say I’m sorry but I’m really, really not. The way you felt about Todd last night – imagine feeling that way all the time.”
“It would fucking kill me to imagine you belonging to someone else,” he whispered. “Julia – it’s not the same with her, believe me. I don’t feel-“
“No details, okay?” she interrupted harshly. “And no comparisons. And I hope like hell that I’m not going to get some sort of third party disease or infection from her. In case you forgot, you didn’t use a condom last night.”
“No, but I always use one with her.” At Julia’s quizzical expression he explained further. “Oh, she’s on birth control – when she remembers to take it, that is. After the third time she forgot to take a pill, I decided I couldn’t rely on her anymore and always use a condom no matter what.” He gave her hand another squeeze. “I hope that helps to set your worries at ease. As well as know that you’re the only woman I’ve ever been inside bare.”
Julia felt her cheeks grow hot. “Um, should I be flattered at that knowledge?”
He chuckled. “I don’t know about flattered, but it’s certainly the truth. When I met you again that night in New York and knew we were really going to happen, I didn’t want anything between us. You were perfect, we were perfect together.”
She pulled her hand from his grasp and reached for her yoga bag. “Until the night was over and reality set in, that is. I need to go, Nathan. I can’t talk about this anymore. It’s too hard.”
“I know, baby. I just needed to tell you how sorry I am and make sure you’re okay.”
Her eyes shimmered with tears. “But I’m not okay, don’t you get it? I don’t mean physically – I already told you that. But this is wrecking me emotionally, Nathan. It’s why I have to find another job, not see you anymore. It breaks my heart every single day to see you and want you so much but know you belong to someone else. If this keeps up much longer, I’m going to be like Angela – a shell of her former self.”
“Christ, what a mess.” He buried his face in his hands. “I’ve managed to fuck up both of our lives, haven’t I? Julia – don’t leave your job. Please. We’ll work something out. I – I’ve got some hard decisions to make. And soon.”
“What sort of decisions?”
He picked an imaginary piece of lint from his sweater, avoiding her gaze. “I need to decide if staying with Cameron while I’m so obviously attracted to you is fairer to her than breaking off our engagement and hurting her.”
“Well, you certainly can’t ask her opinion on the matter, can you?” she asked bitterly. “And I’m sure you can guess my choice. Sorry, but you’re on your own with this one.”
“Yeah, I’ve pretty much figured that out already.” He blew out a breath. “Just – have a little patience with me, okay? This isn’t easy, Julia. One way or another somebody gets hurt. And that’s the last thing I ever intended to happen.”
“I’ll try, Nathan. But don’t make things harder for me in the interim, okay? In fact, unless it’s about business, please leave me alone,” she pleaded.
“Julia -“
She stood and picked up her mat bag. “I mean it. I’ve been in this sort of situation before, remember? I won’t ever be the other woman again. So unless you’re going to tell me your engagement is broken, it’s strictly business from here on. Thanks for the coffee.”
Slinging the bag over her shoulder, she strode out of the coffeehouse without a backwards glance.





Chapter Fourteen

June
“Nathan, do you have a moment? I’d like to speak with you privately.”
Nathan glanced up in surprise at Ian’s softly spoken request. “Of course. Should we adjourn to your office?”
“Yes, let’s do that. This won’t take long.”
Nathan glanced across the large conference room table, noticing that Julia was deep in conversation with two of Ian’s staff. Since they had arrived here for the meeting separately, it wouldn’t be necessary for him to tell her to wait for a ride back.
It had been ten days since the awards banquet, and things had been strictly business between them since. In fact, they had seen very little of each other this past week and a half, and the few times they’d met had been stilted, brief, and uncomfortable.
And despite nightly debates with himself, he wasn’t any closer to making a decision about the future of his engagement to Cameron. Each time he made up his mind to break things off with her so he could be with Julia, he would get a guilty conscience, telling himself that wasn’t the right reason to end things. And then, each time he tried to think of what words he might use to actually break up with Cameron, a cold chill went through his entire body as he imagined how furious she would be and how she would react.
But then, on the flip side, he’d remember in all too vivid detail what it felt like to lick Julia’s nipples, to thrust his fingers inside her hot, tight core, the bliss of coming hard after fucking her brains out. And the thought of never knowing those delights ever again left an empty feeling inside of him. In fact, in every possible way, Julia was probably the perfect woman for him. It went way beyond sex, too, though she was unquestionably the best he’d ever had by far. She was sweet and kind and gorgeous; she was in the same line of work and understood his business, especially since her own father was one of the greatest architects of modern day; she was neat and tidy and organized from the looks of her office. And, perhaps more important than anything else, his mother adored her. And when a guy’s mom gave her unsolicited approval – well, he ought to read the writing on the wall and know that this girl was the one. It was just too damned bad that he was already committed to another girl.
Ian’s office was massive and spacious, with its own small conference table and en suite bathroom. It was easily twice the size of Nathan’s own office. But then, as successful as Nathan had become in recent years, he certainly wasn’t in charge of several dozen exclusive five-star hotels and resorts, or a billionaire like Ian and his family members were.
“Please, sit.” Ian waved a hand at the grouping of love seats and chairs arranged in a square around a low table. “This really won’t take long. I hesitate to mention this at all, but I did feel you ought to be aware.”
Nathan frowned as he took a seat. “Is there a problem with the hotel design? If so, we’ll need to move fast since we break ground in a month.”
“No, not at all. It’s nothing to do with the hotel, all of that has long been settled. This is about Julia.”
That startled him. “Julia? What about her?” A sudden disturbing thought entered his mind. “Are you thinking of asking her out? Is that what this is about?”
Ian gave a hoot of laughter, an oddly irreverent sound for someone who was always the refined, reserved gentleman. “No, that’s not it, either, I assure you. Not that she isn’t an extraordinarily beautiful woman who I’m certain would be a delightful companion. But I never mix business with pleasure. Beside, I’m well aware that the two of you are very attracted to each other. I wouldn’t dream of interfering with that.”
Nathan gaped at him. “Excuse me?”
Ian chuckled. “It isn’t often that I can shock you, Nathan, but I see this is one of those rare occasions. Oh, I’m aware that you’re engaged, but it’s been obvious to me from the first time I saw the two of you together that there’s something there.”
Nathan fidgeted, suddenly ill at ease with this conversation. “As you’ve mentioned, she’s a beautiful woman. I can appreciate that as much as the next man. But that doesn’t mean there’s anything between us. Any more than there is between you and Tessa.”
Now it was Ian’s turn to look startled. “Tessa? Good God, what made you think of her? She’s a married woman and far, far too young for me in any event. And my employee, so off limits in every possible way.”
“Sorry,” apologized Nathan. “I didn’t mean to suggest anything inappropriate. Julia is actually the one who’s convinced you’re attracted to Tessa.”
Ian smiled wryly. “Well, I think Julia is a true romantic but in this case her imagination is getting the better of her. Tessa is a sweet, lovely girl and an exemplary employee but that’s the extent of it. Now, what I wanted to tell you – in strictest confidence, of course – was that Julia has brought up the subject of working for the Gregson Group with me.”
“What?” This time Nathan was truly shocked. “Was this recent?”
Ian nodded. “Very. Just a few days ago, in fact. She’s sworn me to secrecy but I consider you a friend as well as a business partner, Nathan, so I thought I should tell you regardless.”
Nathan frowned. “Technically, she works for Travis. I wonder why you haven’t told him.”
Ian rolled his eyes. “Because Mr. Headley is a known gossip and wouldn’t keep it quiet. He’d very likely confront Julia about it, and I did promise her it would be kept a secret for now.”
“So what did you tell her? About the possibility of a job, that is?”
Ian shrugged. “I kept it rather non-committal. Asked her what sort of job she might be interested in, given that we don’t employ interior designers directly. Seems that she’s always wanted to live in Paris, so she’d love to work at one of our hotels there in some capacity. I told her I’d see what I could find out. I haven’t, however, made any such inquiries just yet. Not until I had the opportunity to discuss this with you first.”
“I see. Well, I do appreciate the heads up, Ian. I’m rather surprised, though. I thought Julia liked her current position, and she’s certainly doing a fantastic job.”
Ian shook his head. “Well, of course she does, Nathan. It’s quite obvious – to me, at least – that the real reason she’s considering leaving has nothing to do with her job satisfaction and everything to do with an uncomfortable office environment.”
Nathan sighed. “And you think this situation involves me?”
Ian gave him a wise smile. “Oh, I don’t think, old chap. I know it does. Oh, she didn’t say that, of course, even when I came out and asked her directly. But I consider myself quite a good judge of people, Nathan – you have to be in my position. And that girl is very much in love with you. That’s why she’s looking at other job options – because it’s too difficult working in the same office with you while you’re set to marry someone else.”
“Please don’t say anything to Travis about this,” pleaded Nathan. “He’d have my head if he learned about this and thought I was the reason behind it.”
“I won’t say a word. But you also can’t speak to Julia about it. Our conversation was in strictest confidence. If you don’t want her to leave, you’ll have to figure out a different way to keep her.”
“Yeah.” Nathan expelled a tense sigh. “Fresh out of ideas here. You got any?”
Ian held up his hands. “Far be it from me to give you that sort of advice. I’m a lifelong bachelor with one broken engagement along the way. I hope you’ll forgive my frankness, Nathan. I certainly don’t mean to butt into your personal business.”
“I know you don’t. And I do appreciate learning about this. Please tell me if there are any new developments.”
“You have my word. Let’s hope you can figure out a way to retain her. As much as I’d love to have her working for my company, I’d prefer to work with her as a designer for our hotels.”
Nathan was still dumbstruck as he left Ian’s office, both at the knowledge that Julia was actually taking steps to find another job, and at the revelation that Ian Gregson was quite aware that he was attracted to Julia. Apparently he hadn’t been as discreet as he’d imagined, and he wondered in something of a panic who else might suspect – that nosy bastard Travis, the sardonic Courtney, his very observant PA Robyn, his own mother for God’s sake.
He was still pondering how much damage control he might have to do as he was walking to the elevator, and stopped short to see Julia also there waiting for a car to arrive.
She looked as elegantly beautiful and alluring as ever today in a sleeveless pale blue crepe sheath dress that hugged all of her curves, and silver gray platform pumps. She’d wound all of her thick, abundant locks into a knot at her nape, a style that emphasized her perfect bone structure. Her lips – those lush, tempting lips – were shiny with pale pink gloss.
She glanced up at his approach but didn’t smile. “On your way back to the office?”
“Yes. The meeting went well today, don’t you think?”
Julia merely nodded as they stepped inside the elevator, pushing the button for the lobby. Nathan frowned as he in turn pushed the button for the garage level.
“Didn’t you park in the garage?” he inquired.
“I don’t own a car. I took a cab here.”
He regarded her with surprise. “I didn’t realize you don’t have a car.”
She shrugged. “Hardly anyone owns a car in Manhattan so when I moved out here I didn’t have one. I’ve been procrastinating about buying one.”
The elevator began its descent. “So how do you get around?”
“Bus. Taxi. Walking. Sometimes Angela gives me a lift or I borrow her car. When I go see my parents I rent a car for the weekend.”
“So let me give you a ride back to the office then,” he offered.
Julia shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’s a nice day out, I might walk back.”
“It’s just a ride, Julia,” he told her quietly. “And it’s a long walk for you in those shoes. Let me give you a lift back.”
“No, thank you. We shouldn’t be alone together, even in a car.”
He chuckled. “What’s the matter? Afraid you can’t keep your hands off of me?”
In the next instant he was startled when Julia grabbed his tie and yanked him towards her. Her green eyes were dark and intense as she stared up at him.
“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” she hissed. “You’re wearing my favorite suit today. And my favorite cologne. All I could think about during that meeting was crawling under the table to where you were sitting, unzipping your pants, and giving you the best blowjob of your life. So you can see why being closed up in a car with me might not be a good idea.”
He gulped, feeling his cock twitch with arousal at her deliberately provocative words. “Well, I’d say that was a matter of opinion. And I would have an extremely favorable opinion.”
She let him go and stepped away. “Me, not so much. I told you what it would take, Nathan, and that hasn’t changed.”
The elevator stopped at the lobby level and she walked out without another word, leaving Nathan cursing softly as the doors closed after her, his balls aching.

Lauren McKinnon was very aware of all the admiring – and curious – looks that she and her sister were receiving from passers-by as they lunched at an outdoor table. Unlike her far more reserved twin, however, she didn’t always ignore or look away from her admirers but returned their stares boldly. If the man happened to be attractive, she might even grace him with a smile. And if he was super smokin’ hot, she’d make it quite obvious that she was interested.
So far today there had been precious few who fell into the first category, and absolutely no one in the latter. It had been awhile – quite awhile – since she’d gotten horizontal with someone, and with her impending trip to Nepal it was likely going to be awhile longer. When she was on a job, she was usually all business and was extremely careful to protect herself in every way. She rarely travelled alone, especially to a more remote locale like Nepal, but there was no question of boinking one of her fellow crew members. She’d learned the hard way that business and pleasure didn’t mix. Besides, she normally worked with the same crew on her assignments and they were all rather like family at this point. Fucking one of them now would just be weird.
But there were still a couple of nights left before she flew out on Saturday morning to the job site. Maybe she could talk her baby sister into going clubbing with her where she could find a willing and worthy partner for a night.
Lauren sighed as she took a sip of her wine. Knowing Julia’s reticence with men, it was highly unlikely she knew of any hot clubs to check out. It was a possibility that Angela might, but given that she hadn’t been on a date – or even left her flat on a Friday night – for two years, there were no guarantees.
She regarded the blond, almost pretty man in the navy Gucci suit across the table and wondered if Travis might know of any hot, swinging clubs that weren’t gay hangouts. Lauren had her doubts about that one. His odd young assistant Courtney might have a better handle on it, but Lauren wasn’t sure a hipster bar was what she had in mind, either.
One thing was for sure – wherever they wound up going tomorrow night,, she was dragging Julia and possibly Angela with her. Both her twin and their best friend needed some serious action and soon. Lauren had grown used to Angela’s morose, almost catatonic state over the past couple of years, though she wasn’t giving up hope on her just yet. Julia, on the other hand, certainly had some bug up her perky little ass. She’d been in a crappy mood since Lauren had arrived for a visit last Sunday, and Lauren was about ready to shake or slap her twin if she didn’t snap out of it. Julia was being extremely closed-mouth about it, too, but Lauren was willing to bet there was a man involved somehow. It was almost impossible for the twins to hide anything from each other, even when they saw one another so infrequently these days. And if it was a man causing the usually sweet-tempered Julia to act like a hormonal bear, then she wasn’t confiding in Lauren about it, which was very odd. And made the matter even more intriguing. There had to be a really good reason for Julia to keep a lid on the matter, and Lauren was determined to find out why.
The twins were both dressed appropriately for the warm, almost-summer day, though their styles were very different. Julia was in one of her usual high-fashion sheath dresses – this one of a luscious mint green with a crisscross neckline that showed a hint of cleavage. A wide cream satin sash emphasized her small waist. She wore those killer stilettos that Lauren cringed at the thought of wearing – these in a mint green with a peep toe. Julia’s caramel colored curls fell long and loose down her back, her makeup flawless and glowing.
Lauren, by contrast, was far more casually attired in a white James Perse cotton tank top paired with a slim fitting black and white striped maxi skirt. She wore flat black strappy sandals and not a lick of makeup. Her own tresses – cut several inches shorter than her sister’s – were bound back in a neat French braid.
Today was Thursday, nearing the end of Lauren’s visit with her sister before flying off to Asia in a couple of days. Julia had cooked an incredible dinner the previous evening for Lauren, Travis and Anton – the four of them had gone through three bottles of wine – and now Travis was returning the favor by treating the twins to lunch at a tapas restaurant near his office. Lauren hadn’t met Travis before this visit but was getting along famously with Julia’s boss. He was a perfect foil for her own bold, sarcastic way of speaking, and seemed to thoroughly enjoy some of her more ribald comments and stories.
Travis’ eyes twinkled as he gazed from one sister to the other. “I still can’t get over how different the two of you are. Oh, not in looks, of course – you’re identical from head to toe and everything in between.” He gave a mock lascivious leer at both girls’ generous bosoms. “But personality wise – it’s rather startling.”
Julia took a small sip of her wine and looked at her sister wryly. “You mean because I’m such a refined lady and Lauren’s a bawdy tomboy?”
Lauren snickered. “Appearances can be deceiving, Travis. Julia can cuss like a sailor when it’s called for, and drink like one, too.”
“And you’d be surprised at how nicely Lauren cleans up,” added Julia with a grin. “When you can pry her out of those baggy cargo pants and hiking boots, that is.”
Travis laughed. “I’ll bet the two of you together are really something when you’re in the mood to have fun.”
The girls exchanged a look that Travis didn’t even try to interpret, guessing it was one of those weird twin-radar things. He was about to ask another question when he glanced at the entrance to the restaurant and waved at someone.
“Ah, good timing. There’s Nathan, just finishing up lunch from the looks of it. You have to meet my business partner, Lauren.”
Lauren, being extremely attuned to her twin’s moods, immediately noticed the expression on Julia’s face when the name Nathan was mentioned. It was a curious mixture of panic, annoyance, and fear. And that put Lauren on instant alert as she watched her sister’s reaction to the seriously sexy man who was approaching their table.
Nathan Atwood wasn’t Lauren’s usual type – she didn’t do guys in suits and ties – but there was no denying he was one of the handsomest, smokin’ hot men she’d ever seen. She might not care for suits, but there was a whole lot to admire about the body inside of it. The glittering light blue eyes, thick dark brown hair, and sexy mouth weren’t too bad, either.
The hottie grinned as he shook her hand. “So you’re Lauren. I’ve heard a number of interesting things about you.”
Lauren raised a brow.”Is that right? Well, knowing my sister she only told you the tamer stories.”
Julia rolled her eyes at her twin. “That’s because you don’t tell me the wilder ones. You’re afraid I can’t handle them.”
“Baby sister, I know you can’t handle them.”
Travis grinned up at Nathan. “Have a seat, mate. These two are very entertaining when they get going. Anton and I were practically rolling on the floor when we had dinner with them at Julia’s last night.”
Nathan glanced at Julia, and then both of them looked hurriedly away. But Lauren instantly felt the sizzling heat between the two, and suddenly several lights went on in her head at the same time, and the wheels began to spin in rapid motion.
“I can only stay a few minutes, I’m afraid,’” said Nathan as he pulled out a chair. “I have an appointment in less than an hour at the office.”
Lauren held up the mostly empty bottle of wine. “Care for a glass?”
Nathan shook his head. “I’ll pass, thanks.”
“Suit yourself.” Lauren poured the rest of the bottle into her glass. “I’m the only one who doesn’t have to go back to work this afternoon, so I won’t say no.”
“Lauren’s a photographer for National Geographic, Nate,” explained Travis. “She’s off to a photo shoot in Nepal in a couple of days.”
“You’re very young to have landed such a high-profile job,” Nathan remarked.
Lauren grinned. “That’s because I’m very good at what I do.”
“Lauren won a couple of national photography contests while she was still at UCLA,” explained Julia. “National Geographic sponsored one of the contests and they actively recruited her after graduation.”
“Interesting. So everyone in your family is some sort of artist – your father the architect, your mother the painter, and the two of you in interior design and photography,” commented Nathan.
“You’re leaving out our aunt, who’s a former fashion designer,” added Lauren. “Aunt Maddy is the head buyer now at Bergdorf Goodman. She’s the reason why baby sister here always looks so hot. I know for a fact you guys don’t pay her enough to afford an Unger dress and Badgley Mishka shoes.”
“She sends you nice stuff, too,” retorted Julia, “but most of it gets shoved to the back of your closet. You’d rather grub around in stuff from the army surplus store.”
“Hey, when you’re lying in a muddy ditch trying to get the perfect shot of a herd of wild horses, you’re not thinking of whether you’re dressed in head to toe designer,” Lauren shot back. “Besides, like you said earlier, Jules – I clean up real nice.”
Travis grinned. “Do the two of you go out much together? I’ll bet you get lots of attention.”
Lauren hitched her head towards Julia. “Well, this one here isn’t much of a party girl, but when she does let her hair down, the two of us have been known to get a little wild and crazy.” She winked at Nathan, and grinned when she saw the look of alarm on his face.
‘Oh, yeah,’ thought Lauren triumphantly. ‘There is definitely something going on here with pretty boy and baby sis. He so does not like the idea of Jules getting her bad girl on.’
“So, I’ve got to ask you this,” said Travis with a naughty twinkle in his eye. “Anton and I were wondering about this after we left you two beauties last night. Has a guy ever approached both of you at the same time to suggest, uh -“
“A twin sandwich?” finished Lauren mischievously, watching in amusement as Nathan’s jaw dropped and he looked horror-stricken. “Sure, that’s happened before, hasn’t it, Jules?”
Julia shook her head, her cheeks flushed, and she looked mortified. “I cannot believe you had the nerve to say something like that, Lauren. And in front of my bosses, no less.”
“Pah.” Lauren waved a hand in dismissal. “Like anything I could say would shock this one,” indicating Travis. “You didn’t hear some of the stories he and Anton were regaling me with last night while you were cooking dinner.” She turned to Nathan and blinked at him flirtatiously. “And I’ll bet the idea of two hot, sexy women at the same time isn’t something you’d say no to. Am I right?”
Julia banged her head on the table while Travis laughed uncontrollably. Nathan just stared at Lauren in speechless shock, a deep red flush staining his cheeks.
“I, uh, I’m – er, engaged,” he mumbled.
Now it was Lauren’s turn to burst into laughter. “Oh, that’s a good one. Honey, you might be engaged but you aren’t dead. Unless –“she eyed him suspiciously, “you’re engaged to a dude. Travis, does he bat for your team?”
Travis had tears streaming down his cheeks from laughing so hard. “No, he’s straight,” he managed to choke out.
“Ah.” Lauren grinned saucily at Nathan “So if I got Jules drunk enough to agree, would you be interested in having a go at it?’
“Lauren, stop it.” Julia’s voice was firm and she sounded seriously pissed off. “I mean it. Your sense of humor is getting a little too twisted, and you’re embarrassing me.”
Lauren chucked her sister on the chin. “Relax, baby girl. I’m just having a little fun. Besides, it’s not like you can really share a man the way you can clothes or makeup, can you?”
Julia’s undoubtedly taut response was cut off by the ringing of her phone. She snatched it from her cream Gucci tote almost gratefully, as though she was desperate for an interruption.
“It’s the fabric supplier I’ve been trying to reach since Monday,” she told Travis. “Excuse me for a few minutes while I take this.”
Lauren waited until her sister had walked around the side of the outdoor eating space, out of earshot, before turning to Nathan again. “So, maybe you can help a girl out here, handsome.”
Nathan regarded her uncertainly. “I’m not sure I can handle one of you, much less two. And my fiancée really, really wouldn’t understand.”
She pinched his cheek teasingly. “Aren’t you cute? No, it’s not that, hot as it sounds. Before I leave for Nepal for three weeks, I need to let off some steam. My sister is too new to town, my best friend has decided to become a hermit – or a nun, I haven’t figured out which – and Blondie here” indicating Travis “can only vouch for the gay bars. I’m hoping a hottie like you can tell me about a good club or two to hit tomorrow night for some action.”
“Oh.” Nathan seemed relieved that all she wanted were suggestions on where to go clubbing. “Sure. The two places I’d suggest are Level Two and Sapphire Sky. The DJ’s and the drinks are about the best in town.”
“Yeah, but what about the action?” quizzed Lauren. “Is a girl likely to get lucky at one of those places?”
Nathan coughed, clearly more than a little uncomfortable with this line of conversation. “Uh, yes, I would say so. I’d guess you would get very lucky at either place – if that’s what you’re looking for, that is.”
Lauren finished off her wine before replying as nonchalantly as possible. “Oh, I’m not actually looking, no. I was really asking for Julia. She’s been in a crabby mood this week, which means she desperately needs to get laid. Thanks for the suggestions, sweetie. I’m sure we’ll find her a hot guy or two.”
She was half afraid that Nathan was going to have a stroke – or scream – based on the murderous look on his face. Travis, meanwhile, couldn’t stop chuckling, as though he fully shared Lauren’s suspicions that there was something between Nathan and Julia.
Julia returned to the table at that moment, glancing at an amused Travis, a pissed-off Nathan, and a very satisfied Lauren, and frowned. “What’s going on? Lauren, what outrageous thing did you say now?”
“Me?” Lauren asked innocently. “All I did was ask Nathan for a couple of ideas where we can have a fun girls night out tomorrow.”
Nathan glowered at Lauren, getting to his feet. “I’m afraid I need to get back to the office. Enjoy the rest of your lunch.”
Julia stared at his retreating form before turning to Lauren accusingly. “What the hell is going on? What have you done?”
“Just trying to start a little fire, baby sister,” drawled Lauren. “Let’s see if any sparks start to fly.”





Chapter Fifteen

Nathan was not a happy camper as he elbowed his way through the noisy, crowded dance club. He remembered why he so infrequently patronized these places anymore, though as little as three or four years ago he’d spent many wild nights at clubs like this one. He’d grown tired of that scene, no longer interested in picking up different women and having casual, no-strings-attached sex with them. It was one of the reasons that he’d let himself be persuaded into a long-term relationship, and ultimately an engagement, with Cameron.
He continued to weave his way through the sea of bodies, completely ignoring the various women who called out suggestive comments to him, or looked him over seductively before offering up a carnal smile. It was still another reason he was glad his clubbing days were over.
He muscled his way over to the crowded bar, and was somehow able to order a Corona over the deafening noise of the music. Carefully avoiding eye contact with any of the women hanging around the bar, he began to scan the packed dance floor and surrounding tables for the person he’d come here specifically to see. He wasn’t even sure if this was the club she would have wound up choosing. For all he knew, Julia and her troublesome twin were at Sapphire Sky instead. Or at a completely different club they had heard about. Or maybe Lauren had just been fucking with his head, and was lying about the whole girls’ night out thing and finding a man for her sister to screw, and the twins were at home having pizza and watching chick flicks. No, there was no way Lauren would ever watch something as prissy as a chick flick, and he couldn’t see Julia agreeing to the action or horror movie that would be more Lauren’s style. So maybe they actually were out on the dance floor at this very moment, trolling for men, and that idea really, really pissed him off.
Nathan grimaced when he recalled Lauren’s deliberately saucy words and impish smile yesterday. Somehow she knew about him and Julia, or at the very least suspected that there was something going on between them. He didn’t think that Julia had told her sister that the man she’d been with in New York was actually her current employer, especially after having met Lauren for himself and seeing just how fearless she was about saying whatever came to her mind. But Lauren had definitely sniffed out something, and he was convinced that her comments about getting Julia laid had been very intentional, intended to piss him off and make him jealous.
And they had worked all too well, dammit. That he was here now in this noisy den of bedlam, and most likely on a wild goose chase, spoke volumes about his obsession with Julia. He’d been furious at the image Lauren had intentionally conjured up in his mind – that of Julia dancing with other guys until she found the one she wanted to go home with. Or even worse – letting Lauren get her tipsy enough to agree to the so-called “twin sandwich” with both gorgeous sisters heading out with one extremely lucky man.
He shuddered at that image, unable to picture sweet, refined Julia actively doing something that kinky. Lauren, on the other hand, he could definitely see in some type of three-way arrangement, though it was far more likely to be her and two men. And, he thought darkly, with both men tied up and blindfolded while Lauren brought out the whips and chains.
What his purpose in being here tonight wasn’t precisely clear to Nathan. On a typical Friday night he’d be out somewhere with Cameron, but she happened to be away this particular weekend at her annual getaway with her college girlfriends. She’d flown out to Las Vegas this morning and wouldn’t be back until Sunday night, so he was pretty much on his own right now. He’d started the evening by getting Chinese takeout and settling in to watch a baseball game. But, as the evening had worn on, he’d kept replaying that little scene with that vixen Lauren from yesterday, and all he could think about was Julia dirty dancing with some sleazeball, someone who’d be all too happy to take her home and fuck her senseless. Before he knew it, he was in the garage of his condo building and getting behind the wheel of his BMW Roadster.
He’d guessed that Lauren would choose Level Two since it was overall a classier, more upscale place than Sapphire Sky. Not that the tough-talking Lauren would have minded the latter’s slightly earthier atmosphere, but Julia would have been more at ease with Level Two’s environment.
But now, after searching the dance floor and the surrounding tables for close to a half hour, Nathan was ready to give up and move on to the next place. He had just set his empty beer bottle on the bar when he happened to glance up and recognize the tall, uber-slender woman ordering a drink to his left.
Angela. Julia’s neighbor and evidently close friend to both of the sisters. The raven-haired girl looked less than happy to be here, and Nathan watched as the bartended poured her a hefty portion of Absolut Citron over ice.
“That stuff isn’t exactly lemonade, you know,” he drawled as he stepped closer to her.
Angela glanced up at him in surprise, and then smirked as she took a healthy swallow of her vodka. “Yeah, that’s sort of the idea.” She set her drink down on the bar, eyeing him suspiciously. “What are you doing here anyway? No fiancée tonight?”
He shrugged. “Free country. Why shouldn’t I be here having a drink?”
“Alone? And very coincidentally in the same club that Lauren, Julia and I are at?’ asked Angela sarcastically. “Seems to me like you’re stalking one of us.”
“Where is she?” His question was brusque, almost angry.
“Why do you want to know? I warned you last time not to fuck with her, and ever since that day she’s been in the lousiest mood I’ve ever seen her in. And I’ve known her since we were eight years old.”
Nathan was a bit taken aback by the steely glint in Angela’s dark eyes, and the threatening tone of her voice, but he wasn’t ready to back down. “This is between Julia and me. Stay out of it, okay? And just tell me where she is.”
Angela sighed. “Fine. She’s out there dancing. Good luck finding her. Asshole.”
Without a backwards glance, she took her drink and walked off before he could stop her, and he cursed viciously. With no other options remaining, he braced himself and made his way to the dance floor, impatiently brushing off the assorted female – and male – hands that reached out as he pushed himself through the frantic throng. He felt more than a little claustrophobic at the sheer number of dancing, writhing bodies crammed onto the floor, and his head started to pound from the rhythmic bass beating through the speakers. He was close to screaming in frustration when all of a sudden he saw her. Or rather, them.
The twins were putting on quite a show as they danced together, shimmying and shaking, and drawing all sorts of attention. Lauren wore skintight, low-rise jeans, baring a shooting star tattoo at the small of her back, and a jeweled bra top that bared an awful lot of her tits. From first glance, she was every bit as well endowed as her sister and didn’t seem in the least bit shy about flaunting her assets. She’d traded her flat sandals for sky high black stilettos, had curled her hair, and was even wearing makeup. The saucy comment she’d made yesterday about “cleaning up nice” had definitely been spot on.
But it was Julia whose appearance caused him to gape and stare in disbelief. Whereas at the design awards dinner she’d gone all femme fatale, tonight she was hot chick. She wore a cream lace bustier top that exposed half her breasts, and a very short, black flared skirt that bared a lot of leg. Somehow she was able to dance wearing a pair of gold strappy sandals with a towering heel.
And dance she did. Nathan’s eyes almost bulged out of their sockets as he watched her bump and grind against Lauren, before spinning away to shake her pert little ass while raising her arms above her head. A dozen or more pair of male eyes were glued to the round, half-bare globes of her tits as they jiggled and bounced before traveling down the length of her slim, toned legs.
A tall, leanly built guy with shaggy dark blond hair and stubble danced over to Julia, sliding a hand to her hip and grinding himself against her. She laughed at something he said, and rested her palms on his shoulders as they danced together – if one could call the suggestive movements of their bodies dancing.
Nathan saw red as he continued to watch Julia dance in a deliberately provocative manner, and started moving towards her, like he was stalking his prey. When he reached her, he grabbed her from behind by the hips, jerking her back against him, which elicited a squeal of surprise that he could still hear above the din of the music. She turned her head and gazed at him over her shoulder, her eyes going wide with surprise to realize he was somehow here.
He growled at the grungy-looking guy she’d been dancing with. “Get lost. She’s already spoken for.”
The blond guy looked more than a little wasted, and in no shape to argue, so he merely grinned and ambled over to try his luck with Lauren instead. She gave him a ‘don’t fuck with me’ glare, and he sheepishly slinked away to find a more agreeable partner.
Nathan wrapped his arms around Julia’s waist, holding her tight against his chest, and murmured in her ear, “If you needed to get fucked that badly, all you had to do was give me a call.”
She gasped. “As if! And what are you doing here anyway? I know Angela didn’t rat me out this time.”
He began to roll his hips against her ass, bending slightly at the knees and moving her with him to the beat of the music. One hand splayed over her belly while he moved the other hand up and down the side of her hip. “Making sure nobody else gets any of this prime little ass,” he breathed into her ear. He licked a hot trail from her earlobe down the side of her neck, smiling with satisfaction when he heard her gasp.
Julia leaned back into his chest, her arms sliding behind his head to clap at the back of his neck. She gave a little “mmm” of pleasure as he ground his rock hard erection against her butt. “How are you going to make sure of that?” she asked in a husky voice. “I wasn’t aware you’d put a claim on me.”
Nathan worked his hand beneath her short skirt, his actions hidden by the darkly lit room and the way their bodies were plastered against each other. He groaned as he encountered the bare cheeks of her ass, realizing she wore only a tiny thong beneath that almost indecently short skirt. He gave her a playful pinch on one bare cheek. “I’m claiming you now,” he hissed. “You’re mine, Julia. You have been since New York and you and I both know it. No one else gets to touch you or kiss you. And they sure as hell don’t get to take you home and fuck you. This belongs to me.”
Her body bucked against his as he parted the crotch of her thong and slid two fingers deep inside her wet slit. Her head fell back against his shoulder as he slowly withdrew his fingers, only to inch them back inside of her.
“Oh, God,” she moaned, as he continued to stimulate her, her pussy growing wetter with each slow, deliberate thrust of his fingers, and his cock growing harder with each little sound she made. He rubbed himself back and forth along the cleft of her ass, simulating the action he really craved - being buried deep inside her tight, wet cunt, fucking her so hard that she’d see stars.
“Shall I make you come right here on the dance floor?” he murmured in her ear. “Right here in front of all these people? Do you want to be a dirty girl, baby, and let all of them watch you when you get off?”
His thumb flicked over her clit, causing her to grind her butt against his huge erection. Her eyes were closed and her plump, glossy lips were open in a round ‘O’.
“You naughty girl, letting me finger fuck you here in public,” he breathed, loving the whimpers escaping from her throat. “You’re a bad, bad girl, Julia. I think instead of an orgasm I should give you a spanking.”
He withdrew his fingers from her soaking wet cunt, giving her butt another pinch, and then licked her juices from his fingers. “Mmm, you might be a bad girl, baby, but you taste real good. You taste like sin,” he growled. “And I want to eat you up.”
She turned in his arms, her hands still locked around his neck, and pressed herself up against his body. Nathan could feel the imprint of her round, half-naked breasts against his thin white cotton shirt, and smell the scent of her arousal as she half-danced, half-dry humped his throbbing cock.
“Kiss me,” she begged, and his mouth was on hers instantly, ravaging her with his tongue and lips, eating her up. He was dimly aware of the sound of cat calls and whistles coming from other couples on the dance floor, but he was well beyond the point of giving a shit. All he could think of was how good it felt – how right – to have Julia in his arms again.
He broke the kiss to whisper urgently in her ear. “I need to fuck you immediately. Do you want to come to my condo?”
Julia stiffened in his arms. “Has she been there with you?”
Nathan knew she meant Cameron and answered honestly. “Yes. Not often, but yes.”
“Then we’ll go to my place. Lauren can crash with Angela tonight. Let’s go tell her.”
Lauren was dancing with not one but two attractive men a short distance away, one pressed up against her back, holding her swaying hips, while the other faced her as she wound her arms around his neck. When she noticed her sister wrapped up in Nathan’s arms, she grinned and sidled up next to Julia, completely ignoring her two eager dance partners.
“Hey, look who showed up!” she said cheerfully. “I’d ask if you were having a good time, Nathan, but I’d say that’s pretty obvious.”
Nathan longed to flip her off, but didn’t think Julia would appreciate the gesture. He was also half-afraid that Lauren would either dislocate the offending finger or break it in two.
Julia whispered something in her sister’s ear, drawing a wide grin from Lauren and an enthusiastic nod, not to mention the knowing wink she sent Nathan’s way.
“Let’s go,” Julia said to Nathan. “It’s all set. We’ll have my place to ourselves.”
He hugged her close against him, dipping his head for a long, drugging kiss as they half-walked, half-stumbled to the front entrance of the club. As they waited for the valet to bring his car around, he kept her wrapped in his arms, his head resting on top of hers, his hand caressing her back. She snuggled her face against his chest, pressing her lips to the bare skin she’d exposed by undoing the top two buttons of his shirt.
“Mmm, you taste so good,” she whispered. “And you smell even better. I love the way you smell, Nathan. And I really, really want you naked right now so I can lick every inch of your body. Especially this.”
Sweat broke out on his brow as her small hand worked its way discreetly between their closely meshed bodies to palm his crotch. “Oh, fuck,” he said harshly, through tightly gritted teeth.
Naughtily, she nipped at his earlobe. “Exactly what I was thinking. Great minds think alike, don’t they? What car did you drive tonight?”
Nathan groaned into her hair as she kept stroking his cock, aware that they were drawing the interested stares of other couples waiting for their cars. “The BMW. Why do you ask?”
She blew in his ear. “Too bad. I was hoping you’d brought the Lexus so we could slip into the back seat and find somewhere to park. I’m not sure I can wait until we reach my place to have you inside me.”
“Shit.” He was so hard he was afraid he was going to bust the crotch of his jeans. “Don’t say things like that to me, baby, when you know I can’t do anything about it.”
“It’s your fault.” Her voice was breathy, sexy. “You’re the one who started grinding this big cock against my ass. I’m so wet right now I’ll probably leave a stain on your car seat.”
His fingers bit so hard into the sides of her hips that she whimpered. “Christ, Julia. Stop saying those sorts of things, or we’re both going to see if fucking in a two-seater is really possible. Now be a good girl or I swear I’ll spank you in front of all these people.”
She removed her hand from his crotch. “Ooh, you bad man. Now you’ve only made me wetter. I hope you’re prepared to lick me dry.”
Nathan growled, swiping his thumb across her plush lips. “Baby, I’m going to lick your entire body from head to toe, and especially that sweet, juicy cunt. Now behave. I won’t be able to get inside the car with this hard-on you’ve given me.”
She pouted prettily, but slowly stepped back a bit from him. “Okay, I promise I’ll be good.”
He grinned lasciviously. “Well, I already know that.”
The valet roared up in his BMW at that moment, and he was grateful that his raging erection had subsided just enough to be decent. He handed Julia into the low slung car, hissing as her skirt hitched up almost to her crotch, while at the same time her tits nearly spilled out of the tight, low cut bustier.
“You’d better plan on spending all weekend in bed, baby,” he muttered low enough for only her to hear. “Because you’re going to get fucked so hard and so often you won’t be able to walk.”
Her green eyes sparkled with mischief. “Is that a promise?”
He bent low and kissed her wetly on the lips. “Honey, that’s a guarantee.”
Nathan wasn’t sure how he managed to drive them safely to Julia’s flat, with her teasing hands all over his body – caressing his thigh, his arm, his cheek. She kept reaching over to press kisses along his jaw, his ear, the base of his throat. He groaned when she skimmed her fingers over his massive erection, only to retreat in the very next moment.
At a red light, he glanced over at her and she grinned impishly, tracing her fingers over his lips, and then gasping when he held onto her wrist and sucked her fingers into his mouth.
“You know, two can play at this little game,” he cautioned.
Julia feigned innocence even as her other hand slid between his legs and cupped his balls. “I don’t have any idea what you mean.”
The light turned green, and he had to let go of her hand in order to shift gears. Once in gear, he slid his hand to her bare leg and then up and under her skirt to her drenched crotch.
“Damn, you weren’t kidding, were you?” he breathed. He pushed the fabric of her thong aside, and slipped two fingers inside her slit. “Jesus, you’re so delicious, Julia. I can’t wait to eat you out. Let me have a little taste to hold me over.”
She groaned as his fingers gathered up her juices, then withdrew so he could lick them off. “Mmm, you taste so sweet, baby. I think you should have a taste, too.”
“Ohh,” she gasped as his fingers slid back inside her dripping cunt, gathering more of the creamy fluid. Then he slipped his fingers inside her mouth, urging her to suck them. Her tongue fluttered against his fingers before sucking them hard.
“I can’t wait to have your cock in my mouth instead,” she breathed raggedly as he withdrew his fingers.
Nathan ran his finger over her lips, then down her throat to the tops of her breasts. “That’s because you’re such a naughty girl,” he scolded. “You’re really asking for a spanking tonight.”
She gasped as he slid his hand inside the shallow cup of her bustier and pinched her nipple. “You’ve been making an awful lot of threats tonight – spanking me, eating me, fucking me. Sure you’re going to be able to deliver, sweetie?”
He grinned. “Oh, honey, you have no idea. How far to your place?”
“Two more blocks. Park in the driveway. Angela’s car is in the garage since we took a cab tonight.”
“That’s a relief. You neighbor was belting back the vodka pretty seriously when I saw her. I’d hate to think of her getting behind the wheel.” His palm opened up to cup her full, swollen breast, eliciting another groan from her throat. “Which reminds me - I’ve got to know that you aren’t drunk, Julia. I want to be sure you’re fully aware of what we’re doing right now.”
She closed her eyes as he tweaked her nipple. “What you’re doing right now is making me even wetter,” she whispered raggedly. “And no, I’m not drunk. A little tipsy, maybe, but not so much that I can’t remember stuff like the capital of North Dakota. Or count to fifty in French. Or the lyrics to -“
“I get it,” he interrupted. “And we’ve arrived. Thank Christ. Get your keys out, baby, and hurry. Otherwise I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you.”
They got out of the car swiftly, Julia fishing her house keys out of her small clutch while Nathan locked the BMW and engaged the alarm. He grabbed her hand and pulled her up the stairs, uncaring about the towering heels she wore or if she stumbled here and there.
She’d barely opened the door and flicked on the light when he swooped her up into his arms and muttered, “Where’s your bedroom?”
She looped her arms around his neck and joked, “What? The wall isn’t good enough?”
He gave her a hard swat on the ass, causing her to squeal in surprise. “Baby, unless the walls in this place are made of reinforced steel they wouldn’t be strong enough to hold up for as hard as I’m going to fuck you.”
He found the darkened bedroom by process of elimination, and tossed her on the bed. He made quick work of his clothing but shook his head when she began to undress.
“Leave everything on. I need to fuck you just like this, baby. With that short little skirt almost baring your sweet ass cheeks and your tits half out of that sorry excuse for a top. You’re never wearing that outfit in public again, by the way.”
Julia’s gasp of protest was abruptly cut off as he eased himself onto the bed, and took her mouth in a blistering kiss. His hands slid up beneath her flared skirt, fisting the flimsy fabric of her silky thong before tearing it off her body almost savagely. With one aggressive surge, he was deep inside her, his hugely engorged cock battering against the tip of her womb.
She cried out in shock at his sudden and demanding intrusion, her palms braced against his shoulder. “Ah, God, Nathan. I don’t think -“
He braceleted her wrists and drew them over her head, holding her down. “Don’t think, baby. Just feel. Feel how much I want you. I can feel your tight little cunt grasping my cock like a fist. A hot, wet fist.”
“It’s too much,” she whimpered. “You’re too big. I can’t take -”
“You can take it. You know you want it. Now let me fuck you, Julia.”
He groaned loudly as he withdrew from her, nearly to the throbbing tip of his cock, only to surge back inside of her, burying himself to the balls. He repeated his actions, over and over, picking up the tempo with each hard thrust until he was driving into her relentlessly. Julia’s whimpers quickly evolved into gasps of pleasure as her body opened to his willingly.
He lifted her legs one at a time to wrap around his hips, giving him a deeper angle to penetrate her. The position heightened the unbelievably intense sensations as he fucked her hard, pounding into her without pause. He needed to come urgently, but also wanted to prolong the ecstasy as long as possible. And Julia hadn’t come yet, though from the erotic little sounds coming from her throat he could tell she was close.
Nathan yanked the strap of her top down, baring one full, round breast. He pinched the nipple, twisting it between thumb and forefinger, and he smiled with satisfaction to see how her mouth fell open in a soundless gasp of pleasure. Knowing that she liked his dirty talk and found it arousing, he yanked the other strap down and bent to lick the nipple as her breast popped out, murmuring, “Look at these beautiful tits. Mmm, did you want every man in that club tonight to look at these big tits and wish they were the ones who got to see them like this?”
Julia cried out as he bent his head and bit a nipple, only to soothe the bite with long, lavish licks. “N-nno. I-I just liked the top.”
Nathan circled his hips, thrusting into her from a different angle, his hand cupping one swollen breast. “Well, they all liked it, too, baby. They liked how these pretty tits looked like they were going to spill out at any minute.” Without warning, he gave her a hard smack on the ass, eliciting a loud gasp of surprise. “You’re such a dirty girl, showing off your breasts like that. Were you hoping to meet some filthy bastard who’d take you home and screw your brains out? Fuck you hard like I’m doing now?”
She whimpered, her head thrashing wildly against the pillow as he continued to pound into her fiercely. “No, no. I only wanted you, Nathan. No one else.”
“Damned right, baby. You’re mine and don’t forget it.” He fondled one breast. “I’m the only who gets to touch these. And this.” His thumb circled the hard, swollen button of her clit. “And I’m the only one who gets to make you come.”
“Yes, yes,” she sobbed, the tears starting to trickle down her flushed cheeks. “Oh, God, yes, Nathan. It feels so good, I’m so close. Ah, yes!”
He felt the walls of her cunt contract around him, squeezing his dick like a vise as she cried out, calling his name like a prayer. It was all he needed to plunge over the edge, his body driving hers further into the thick mattress as he came hard, his head thrown back as a cry rose from deep in his throat and echoed off the walls.
Completely spent, he collapsed on top of her, her legs still wrapped around his hips. She threaded her hands into his damp hair, holding his head to her breasts. He felt the sweet, light kisses she pressed to his temples, the top of his head, his cheek. It took awhile for his breathing to slowly return to normal, with Julia stroking his back and shoulders comfortingly.
Then she cupped his face in her hands and lifted his head until their eyes met. Even in the darkened room he could see the shimmer of tears in her eyes, but she was smiling.
“Just so you know,” she whispered, “I’m not letting you go this time. You belong to me – only me – and its way past time for you to admit it.”
Nathan groaned and captured her lips in a long, thorough kiss. She wound her arms around his neck, pulling him closer, as though she were afraid he’d disappear if she let go.
“I’m not going anywhere, baby,” he murmured in her ear. “I’m so crazy in love with you, Julia. I’m just sorry it took me so long to come out and admit it.”
She squealed in delight, scrambling from beneath him to climb onto his chest and fling her arms around his torso. “Oh, God, I love you, too, Nathan. I never, ever, thought I’d hear you say those words to me.”
He pushed her damp, tangled hair from her cheek and kissed her forehead. “I think I fell a little in love with you that first time I saw you in New York. You had that sexy white dress on and some kind of purple shoes and you looked both cool and hot at the same time.” He frowned. “Does that even make sense?”
Julia giggled. “Oddly enough, yes. And those shoes aren’t purple. Those are my mauve Gucci’s. Now, speaking of clothes and shoes, is it okay for me to get undressed now?”
He grinned. “Yes. As long as I get to undress you.”
She slid onto her side facing away from him as he unzipped the little skirt and slid it down her legs. He unfastened her gold sandals, letting each one fall unheeded to the floor. Julia shivered as he ran his hands up the back of her thighs, cupping the bare, rounded cheeks of her ass.
“Guess I owe you a pair of underwear, huh?” he murmured in her ear. “Though that flimsy piece of fabric you were wearing doesn’t really qualify as underwear in my book.”
She groaned as he caressed the soft flesh of her buttocks. “It was La Perla, you horny bastard. That was $55 you tore off my body.”
Nathan shook his head in disbelief. “For that tiny thing? Baby, you got ripped off big time. But I’m more than happy to replace it. Just as long as I get to see you model it for me.”
She twisted her head around to steal a kiss. “Deal. Now, why don’t you finish undressing me? You’ve still got promises to keep, mister.”
He fumbled briefly with the back hooks of her top, and then made quick work in divesting her of it. She gasped as his hands slid around to cup her breasts, and his lips caressed her throat. “And what promises might those be, my sweet?”
Julia’s breath grew labored as he tweaked her nipples, and his tongue traced her ear. “You, ah, promised to – oh, God – fuck, spank and eat me. And – ah, that’s so good – you, ah, haven’t completed that list just yet.”
He flipped her over onto her back and loomed over her, sliding a hand over her quivering belly. “Well, far be it from me not to fulfill my promises. Though I really think you need another spanking, baby. You were a bad, bad girl tonight.”
She opened her legs as his fingers tickled her pubic hair. “Mmm, but I made all that up to you. If anything, I think I’ve earned another fucking.”
Nathan slipped two fingers deep inside her soaking wet slit. “But you’re so wet it’s going to take me a really long time to lick you dry. And then you’ll get all turned on again and get even wetter.”
Julia’s head thrashed back and forth on the pillow as he added a third finger, plunging them in and out of her in a quickening rhythm. “I’m always wet for you, Nathan,” she said huskily. “Every time I’m near you all I can think about is your big cock fucking me hard and I get wet.”
“Jesus.” He kissed a path down between her heaving breasts to her navel. “You’re such a hot little thing, Julia. And every time I see you I get hard. Especially with those sexy dresses and high heels you wear. Do you dress that way just to tease me?”
She thrust her hips up at him as he nuzzled her pubic hair. “Just wanted to make sure you knew what you were missing, sweetie.”
He growled. “You are going to get another spanking just for that. But first.”
She threaded his hands in his hair, stopping him just as he was about to suck her clit. “Nathan, wait. I should wash first. I’m all sticky.”
“I don’t care. I want to see how you and I taste together. My cum and your juices. I’ll bet it’s delicious.”
“Ah, God,” she cried as his tongue stabbed inside her hot, wet core. Her flesh was already super-sensitized from the hard fucking he’d given her, and she quivered with each long, deliberate lick of his tongue. He licked the inside of her thighs, cleaning away the sticky traces of his semen, before nuzzling his face into the wet folds of her labia. He drew her already tender clit between his lips, sucking it hard, and she fell apart with another wrenching climax. But he was relentless, his tongue lapping at her again while her body still shook.
She slid her hands into his hair, tugging his head up. “No more,” she whispered. “It’s too much.”
He held her still by the hips. “One more. Let me make you come one more time, baby. Then I need to fuck you again. I feel like I could fuck you all night long. That’s how hard I am right now.”
She groaned and acquiesced as his head dropped between her legs again. This time he alternated between licking her and fucking her with his fingers, between sucking on her clit and circling it over and over with his thumb. She was so wet her juices were running down the inside of her thighs, and he couldn’t lick them up fast enough. When she came again, her body bucked up off the mattress, and the cries that escaped her throat were weak and almost plaintive.
But Nathan was relentless, too aroused and needy to let her recover, and he pulled and pushed her limp body until she was on all fours. Julia gasped as he plunged into her from behind, mounting her, and then fucking her savagely. He banded an arm around her torso, pulling her upright to intensify the angle of his deep thrusts, while he bit down on the tender flesh of her neck, marking her. Her breathing was labored, escaping from her throat in frantic little gasps, as though she couldn’t draw in enough air. His balls were so full and swollen they ached with the need for release, but it felt too good to be inside of her to stop. He’d never, ever, been this aroused, this excited, and knew that only Julia would ever be able to turn him on this way.
He felt her tight little cunt begin to convulse around his cock, squeezing him like a noose as she came, her head falling back helplessly against his shoulder. She was so wrung out she could only pant, no sound escaping her throat. Only then did he allow himself to come, and it felt like the longest, hardest orgasm of his life, his cock continuing to spurt out cum long after he’d figured he was sucked dry.
It took him for what seemed like forever to gradually start to recover, and when he did he instantly felt Julia shaking in his arms. He lowered her gently to the mattress before curling up next to her, wrapping her in his arms.
Clearly exhausted, she barely had the strength to press a sweet kiss to his mouth and whisper, “I love you, Nathan,” before nuzzling her face into his chest and falling fast asleep.
He realized belatedly that he, too, was completely spent, and only had time to pull the duvet up over them before joining her in a deep sleep.

Nathan woke slowly, reluctant to open his eyes, and felt a lazy, indescribable sense of contentment. It was already light outside, though a quick glance at an unfamiliar bedside clock showed it to be just past six a.m. Then he turned to face the warm, curvy little body snuggled up against him, and he smiled in utter joy.
He didn’t know how many times over the past eight months that he’d dreamed of this very moment – waking up again with Julia next to him in bed. He’d felt more than a little guilty after many of those dreams, especially when it had actually been Cameron next to him in bed. But this morning it was really Julia, the woman he now knew he was completely in love with, the one he was meant to be with.
The fact that he was still engaged to Cameron was one that weighed heavy on his mind, and he knew with a sense of dread he was going to have to deal with the situation very, very soon. But since he wasn’t about to break things off with her over the phone or via email, he was going to have to wait until at least tomorrow night to speak to her in person. Until then, he was going to try like hell not to think about what he had to do, and instead enjoy the rest of the weekend with Julia.
Feeling in urgent need of the bathroom, he slipped out of the big, comfy bed gingerly, careful not to wake his sleeping beauty. He snagged his dark blue briefs en route, for the bathroom was not en suite but just outside in the hallway. After taking care of his needs, he padded barefoot into the kitchen to grab a glass of water.
He hadn’t had time – or cared very much – last night to even notice his surroundings. He’d been in far too much of a hurry to take Julia to bed and keep her there, and everything else had faded into insignificance. This morning, though, he took in the warm, charming décor of Julia’s living space, liking all of the color and the sophisticated but still homey touches. He recognized one of the paintings as a Benoit, and guessed that the framed photographs from various locales around the globe had been taken by Lauren.
Even the small, cozy kitchen was charming, with little touches like the bright yellow tea kettle, colorful assortment of hand painted ceramic coffee mugs, and a blue glass vase filled with cheerful yellow sunflowers. He instantly felt like he was at home, in a way he’d never done at Cameron’s ultra-modern condo or even at his own place that he’d decorated sparsely, with few personal touches.
Without warning, the front door to the flat opened, and Lauren strode in before he could escape back to the bedroom. He was glad he’d at least had the foresight to pull his underwear back on instead of facing Julia’s sister bareassed naked. He was doubly glad of this when he saw the knowing smirk on Lauren’s face.
“Well, fancy seeing you here this fine morning, Mr. Atwood,” she joked. “And looking mighty fine, I might add.”
He flushed uncomfortably as she openly ogled his bare chest, and was grateful the high kitchen counter hid his lower body from view. “Hello, Lauren. Get lucky last night?”
She laughed. “Not as lucky as you, apparently. Actually, I spent the night upstairs at Angela’s. Not for lack of opportunity, mind you.”
“I would imagine you rarely have a lack of willing partners. Your sister told me once that she could pretty much have any guy she wanted. Being identical twins, I’m guessing it’s the same for you.”
Lauren grinned. “Julia said that? She must have been pissed off at you for some reason because she hardly ever brags about our mutual hotness. And despite what she might have told you, she typically ignores most men. Except for you, apparently. Twice now.”
Nathan frowned. “What does that mean?”
“Oh, sweetie, it was pretty obvious at lunch the other day that you and baby sister had it bad for each other. She never told me the name of the guy who fucked and forgot her in New York last fall, but she did describe what you looked like. I just put two and two together.” Her smile disappeared as she added, “And damned lucky for you that you’ve finally wised up and realized what it is you’ve got in her. You are going to break things off with your fiancée, aren’t you?”
The fierce look on Lauren’s face scared the shit out of him, and he was glad he was able to reply truthfully. “Yes. I’m guessing I pretty much made that decision before chasing after you wild women last night. I’d promised Julia that I wouldn’t bother her again unless it was for real this time.”
“Good to hear. Now I don’t have to kick your ass. Which I’m very capable of doing, by the way.”
“Yeah, so I’ve heard,” he gulped.
“Lauren, are you threatening my boyfriend?” asked an indignant Julia.
Nathan glanced over at her gratefully as she stood poised in the doorway between the hall and the living room. She looked magnificent this morning, her cheeks rosily flushed, her lush mouth still swollen from his ravaging kisses, her hair falling in tumbled waves down her back. She’d wrapped a robe of pale apricot satin trimmed in ivory lace around her curvy body, and all he wanted was to carry her back to her warm, comfy bed and treat her to a lazy good morning fuck.
As Julia walked into the living room, Lauren threw an arm around her sister’s shoulders, giving her a little hug. “Nope. Just wondering what took him so long to figure things out. I should have visited months ago.”
Julia raised a brow to her twin. “Oh, so you’re taking credit for this, are you?”
“Of course I am. Nathan here just needed a little push. Nothing like the fear your girl is going to shag some guy she picks up in a bar to spur you into action.”
Nathan knew he should have been royally pissed off, but could only chuckle helplessly. “I guess I ought to be thanking you then, hmm?”
Lauren smirked. “Well, that goes without saying. You can also buy me a really expensive dinner when I get back from Nepal to show your gratitude. Speaking of which, I need to grab my stuff. My cab will be here in a few minutes.”
Julia frowned. “I thought Angela was going to drive you to the airport.”
Lauren grimaced. “She’s not in any shape to drive right now. Better to let her sleep it off. Now, give your big sis a hug. I’ll email you from Kathmandu.”
The twins shared an affectionate hug, Julia cautioning her sister to be careful, and Lauren carelessly brushing off her concern.
Lauren waved at Nathan. “I’d hug you goodbye, too, sweetie, but I don’t think Jules would like that very much, given your - er lack of attire. So just make sure you treat her like a queen or I’ll be using you for my next kung-fu practice.”
Dressed in tight jeans, Ugg boots, and a leather jacket, her hair in a ponytail, Lauren grabbed her bags and headed out just as her cab tooted its horn. Only then did Nathan venture out from behind the kitchen counter, and instantly sweep Julia into his arms.
“Is she always like that?”
Julia grinned. “You mean my shy, sweet and submissive twin?”
Nathan made a rude noise. “None of those words would ever be attributed to your sister. More like ballbreaking, fearless, and terrifying. I assume she takes after your father?”
“Some. But truth be told Dad is kind of scared of her, too. Lauren is just – formidable. She has to be, you know, to succeed at her profession.”
“The way she acts one would think her profession is an assassin, not a photographer,” he muttered darkly. “Christ, I feel sorry for any guy crazy enough to make a pass at her. She’s probably into tying them up or something.”
Julia giggled. “Now you’re just being silly.” She wrapped her arms around his waist and nuzzled her face against his bare chest. He let out a low groan when she flicked her tongue over his nipple, and slipped her hand beneath the back of his briefs to cup his ass.
“I never did get to give you a good morning kiss,” he murmured, threading his hands into her hair. “You looked so peaceful, so happy, that I couldn’t bear to wake you up.”
She sighed with pleasure as his lips trailed a path from her temple to her cheek to the corner of her mouth. “You should have woken me. From now on, every morning that we’re together, I want you to wake me with a kiss.”
“Your wish is my command, baby.” He claimed her mouth in a lazy, lingering kiss, his tongue making slow, thorough sweeps through her mouth. Julia slid her hands up his bare back, caressing his skin, and causing a shiver of arousal to pass through his entire body.
She gasped when his hands slid up her waist to cup her breasts through the slippery satin of her robe. Her nipples were already hard as he flicked his thumbs over them. Still kissing her, Nathan deftly untied the sash, parting the robe, and revealing the lush curves of her naked body to his hot gaze.
He fondled the swollen mounds of her breasts, loving the way she whimpered in arousal. He bent his head to tug a nipple into his mouth, sucking her hard, as his other hand slid to her bare buttocks. He held her in place as he ground his erection against her mound, only the thin fabric of his briefs separating them.
“Christ, what you do to me,” he rasped. “You’ve got me ready to explode already.”
Before he could stop her, she dropped to her knees and pulled his briefs down over his hips, taking his cock in her hands. Nathan’s eyes shut, his head falling back as he groaned in ecstasy as her small, soft hands stroked him. Julia ran her tongue up and down his rigid cock, flicking the slit at the broad crown, and sucking the pearly bead of pre-cum.
Her hand fisted him, squeezing him. “This is mine,” she declared fiercely, mimicking his own possessive words from last night. “From now on I’m the only one who gets to touch this, lick this, suck this.” She pumped him slowly. “I’m the only one who gets to have this big cock fuck me.” She reached back to cup his swollen, aching balls. “These are mine, too. Got all that, lover?”
He gave a feeble laugh, too aroused and needy to marvel at how fierce and possessive his previously ladylike and reserved Julia was acting. And then he couldn’t think at all as she took his throbbing erection deep into her eager mouth.
“Oh, baby, that’s so good,” he grunted. “So fucking good. That’s it, my sweet Julia. Ah, you suck me so good with that delicious mouth.”
He held her head, guiding her mouth up and down, thrusting a little deeper into her with each movement. He was close, so close to losing it, to shooting his load off down her throat. He was lost in the sweet, hungry way she devoured him, the way her lips and tongue kept bringing him to the edge, the feel of her hand fondling his balls.
But just when he was almost ready to blow, he pulled out of her mouth, and urged her to her feet. He sat on one of the barstools near her kitchen counter and pulled her between his legs.
“Ride me, baby,” he muttered. “I want us to come together. Are you wet?”
In answer, she straddled his lap, lifting her hips high enough to impale herself on his cock in one swift, sudden movement. She was wet and hot, and took him deep inside her body, all the way to the root. She cried out with the intrusion but made no move to dislodge him.
Nathan grit his teeth and gripped her hips. “Jesus, baby. Give a man some warning next time. Am I hurting you?”
She twined her arms around his neck and began to bounce up and down on his rigid cock. “God, no,” she breathed. “You feel so good, Nathan. I was so wet from sucking your cock, so needy. But I wanted you to come in my mouth.”
He licked her nipple, her engorged breasts nearly at the level of his mouth. “Tough. I didn’t get to give you a good morning fuck in bed. So I’m giving it to you now.”
His hands at her hips moved her in conjunction with his thrusts, her thighs wrapped around his, his cock buried to the balls inside of her pussy. She was already so wet and aroused that it only took a few hard thrusts and the merest flick of his thumb on her clit to set off her climax. Nathan finally let himself find release, his mouth clamping down on her breast as he came long and hard.
They half-walked, half-stumbled into her bathroom where he turned on the shower taps while she grabbed towels for them. Then they were in the shower, under the hot, steamy water, washing each other, their wet, soapy hands caressing bare flesh. Julia pulled his head down to her, kissing him open-mouthed and rubbing her breasts against his chest.
“Hmm, greedy girl,” he scolded, his hands cupping her bare ass as he ground himself against her. “You’re not trying to get me hard again, are you?”
Julia’s hand captured his rapidly hardening dick. “I think we’re already beyond trying, lover,” she snickered. “Are you always this horny first thing in the morning?”
He gave her a hard swat on the ass, which only caused her to stroke his cock more aggressively. “Only with you, baby,” he hissed into her ear. “You’d think it had been ten days since I last came, instead of ten minutes. I should be wrung dry now – coming three times in about eight hours – but you’ve got me hard again. I think you’re a witch. Or a devil.”
She nipped his earlobe as she pumped his cock. “And I think you’re a stud.” She slid her hand back to squeeze his testicles, making him groan. “My stud. You love me so good, baby. I’ve never come so easily or so hard before. Only with you.”
Nathan slipped two fingers deep inside her cunt, fucking her as she continued to stroke his penis. As he felt himself drawing ever closer to release, he added a third finger and flicked the hard bud of her clit with his thumb. He felt her convulse around his fingers, heard the ragged sounds of her breath, and he couldn’t hold back a second longer. He came in her hand almost violently, spilling himself until his body finally stopped shuddering in release.
He groaned as he felt Julia’s small, soapy hands on his still semi-hard cock, her voice whispering wickedly, “Mmm, just when we’d gotten you all nice and clean you got dirty again. Guess we’ll have to start all over, baby.”





Chapter Sixteen

Nathan closed his eyes in ecstasy, licking his lips and giving a little groan. “My God, woman. Not only are you drop dead gorgeous and an insatiable dynamo in bed, but you’re also the most amazing cook. I can’t believe you just whipped that meal up so fast.”
Julia grinned. “Want another mimosa?” She held up the nearly empty bottle of champagne.
He patted his washboard flat abs. “No thanks, baby. I couldn’t eat or drink one more thing.” His light blue eyes twinkled wickedly. “Well, unless that thing was a sexy, green-eyed siren with long hair and big -“
She laid her index finger over his lips. “I get it. And as yummy as that sounds I need a little time to recover, stud. You weren’t kidding last night when you told me I wouldn’t be able to walk today. I’m a little wobbly.”
He smirked. “Guess I’ll just have to carry you, then. Not to mention help you with the dishes.”
She squeezed his hand. “I love a domesticated man. I’ll wash, you dry.”
After their sensual shower, they’d tumbled back into her bed and fallen asleep for a couple of hours. This time Nathan had woken her with the slow, lazy fuck he’d promised her earlier – light, teasing kisses, gentle caresses, tender lovemaking. It had been so sweet, so beautiful, that she’d had tears in her eyes as she’d climaxed. He had kissed them away, telling her that he never wanted to make her cry again, and she’d replied that they had been tears of happiness.
Julia had quickly put together a breakfast of French toast, bacon, sliced fruit, French pressed coffee, and the mimosas. They had eaten heartily, both of them wrung out from their numerous and very physical bouts of sex, and needing the nourishment badly.
“Do you have plans for this weekend?”
She shook her head at his question. “After spending most of this past week entertaining Lauren, I’m ready for a peaceful weekend.”
“Me, too. And I want to spend it with you.”
Julia bit her lower lip worriedly. “You know, we haven’t discussed the elephant in the room. Namely your fiancée.”
He sighed heavily, thrusting a hand through his hair. “I know.”
“Aren’t you supposed to see her sometime this weekend? I’m a little surprised you weren’t with her last night.”
“Cameron’s in Vegas for the weekend with some of her college friends. I’m supposed to pick her up at the airport tomorrow night. That gives me about thirty six hours to work up the nerve to end things with her.”
Julia slid onto his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck and resting her head against his. “Oh, Nathan, I’m sorry. I know that’s going to be hell for you. I wish there was something I could do to make it easier.”
He slid his arms around her waist, burying his face between her breasts. She was wearing the apricot satin robe she’d had on earlier, and he loved the feel of the smooth fabric as he ran his hand up and down her hip.
“You make everything better just by being here. And I haven’t quite figured out what to say to her. I know whatever I say isn’t going to make it any less painful, and that it’s going to be ugly and nasty no matter what.”
She pressed a kiss to his forehead. “You probably shouldn’t tell her about us. Break off the engagement for some other reason. She’ll probably be a little less likely to freak out that way.”
Nathan frowned. “If I do that, we’re going to have to be discreet about our relationship for awhile.”
Julia smiled naughtily. “You mean like keeping you all to myself? Like we’re having some sort of sexy, illicit affair? Hmm, I’d have to think about that.”
He nipped ear earlobe. “Brat. But I’m being serious here, baby. We will need to keep things private for a little while. If you’re serious about what you said, that is.”
“I am. Don’t get me wrong. There’s nothing I want more than to announce to everyone that you’re my man now, and that we’re crazy in love with each other. But I’m trying real hard to be sensitive about Cameron’s feelings. And to make things a little easier for you.”
Nathan gave her a lingering kiss. “I appreciate that. Not sure how much it will help, and to be frank I’m guessing Cameron is going to suspect something amiss anyway. But if we can try and be a little discreet for a couple of months at least we won’t be rubbing her face in it.”
“Agreed. You realize, of course, that means spending a whole lot of time indoors. Alone. Wonder what we’ll be able to do to pass the time.”
She gasped as he cupped her breast through the satin robe, his thumb flicking over the nipple. He grinned. “I’ve got lots and lots of ideas, baby. Want to hear some of them?”
Julia clutched his head to her breasts as he spread the robe apart and began to lick her nipple. “Actually,” she panted,” I want to hear all of them.”
It was early afternoon before they finally left her flat. Nathan was still wearing last night’s jeans and shirt, which was the primary reason they headed out towards his condo first. The sun was shining warmly, allowing Julia to have chosen a black and white batik printed sundress and black wedge sandals.
Nathan picked up her hand and brought it to his lips. “Even when you’re casually dressed, you still look like a million bucks.”
“Glad you like it.”
He released her hand as he shifted gears in the BMW. “I’m still a little speechless about that closet of yours. Someday very soon you’re going to put on a private fashion show for me, especially all that sexy lingerie. I’m going to be imagining you in that sheer black lacy thing I pointed out to you all day. What did you call it?”
“It’s a chemise slip. Worn with a matching thong. And stockings, since it has attached garters.”
Nathan groaned. “Enough. I’m trying to let you rest up in time for tonight. I’m already breaking my promise about keeping you in bed all weekend.”
“But I have to feed you, honey. You’ll need your strength for tonight.” Julia ran a finger teasingly over his lips.
Besides stopping by his condo for clean clothes and toiletries, they were also hitting a supermarket to stock up on supplies. Julia had promised to cook him an incredible dinner, despite his repeated offers to take her out somewhere. She’d told him she liked pampering him, taking care of him, and sensed that he wasn’t used to such treatment from Cameron.
His condo was about what she’d expected – a clean, modern, open space, though with less square footage then she would have guessed. It was comfortably if sparsely furnished, but she immediately picked up on the various personal touches he’d included – paintings, family photos, books and mementoes.
“So, does the decorator approve of my humble digs?”
She smiled. “Not so humble. I have an idea of what these places sell for, and you have one of the better views. But to answer your question, it’s got a relaxed feel but could use some more color and a few more pieces.” She bumped shoulders with him. “I could give you a discount on my services.”
Nathan laughed, slipping his arms around her waist and pulling her in close. “Your boss – or at least his partner – might have something to say on that subject. Besides, I’m not sure how much time and effort I want to put into this place. I never intended it to be my main residence.”
She looked at him curiously. “You have another home?”
“I own a waterfront lot across the bay in Tiburon. One of these days it will have the house of my dreams built on it. If I can ever get the design just right, that is. I must have drawn up at least six different versions so far, none of which felt exactly right.”
Julia fiddled with a button on his shirt. “I’d love to see this lot sometime. I have a weakness for waterfront property, given that I grew up in an oceanfront house.”
“Deal. In fact, maybe we’ll take a drive over the bridge tomorrow to see it. After we have a fantastic champagne brunch at a very romantic restaurant. You are not going to cook for me all weekend.”
She nipped at his bottom lip. “Sounds great to me, honey. Now, show me the rest of your place.”
She loved the size and space of his kitchen, and sighed over the high end stainless steel appliances, especially the five burner stove. The smallish spare bedroom and guest bathroom got a quick onceover, and then she paused at the doorway to the master bedroom.
Julia looked uncertainly at the king-sized platform bed, neatly made up and covered with a plain graphite gray duvet. “Am I being unreasonable to not want to sleep in that bed?” she asked quietly. “Knowing that Cameron – and likely other women – have already been there?”
He rested his hands on her shoulders, pressing his body against her back. “No, not at all, baby. I understand exactly how you feel. I’ve tried real hard not to think about who else might have shared your bed.”
She leaned back into him. “That didn’t bother you last night?”
“I made myself block it out. I wanted you too damned bad to care.”
She reached back and patted his cheek. “Well, no need to block anything out, honey. You’re the only man who’s ever slept in that bed. I bought it when I moved out here. My teeny tiny apartment in Manhattan would never have fit a bed that size.”
He slid his hands down her arms and kissed the side of her neck. “Maybe I’ll just buy a new bed. It would be worth it to have you stay over with me sometimes.”
“Hmm, I think I could live with that. Though shopping for a new bed with you could be dangerous.”
Nathan chuckled. “Baby, I’m always feeling a little bit in danger when you’re around. Danger of being tempted to do lots and lots of dirty things.”
“Tsk, tsk. My mother always warned me to stay away from bad boys like you. Good thing I rarely listened to her.”

“Have I told you how glad I am you wore that dress and those shoes today?”
Julia smiled across the table at her handsome, charming lover and took a small sip of her Bellini. “Hmm, I think this might be the third – no, make that the fourth time. But it’s okay. I’m just glad you recognized it.”
Nathan’s glittering light blue gaze travelled slowly over the white Lanvin dress down to the mauve platform stilettos on her feet. “Not recognize the outfit you were wearing the first time I saw you? Baby, that particular dress has been featured in any number of my fantasies about you. Though not nearly as many as the pink dress. You’ll have to wear that one again for me very soon.”
She felt her cheeks flush at his intense regard. “Apparently with a different pair of panties, since that particular pair went missing.”
“Ah, not true.” He grinned at her devilishly. “Those very pretty pink lace panties are safely stashed away. For my eyes only.”
She gasped. “You found my panties and kept them? That’s – well, sort of pervy, Nathan.”
He drew her hand to his lips. “I found them in the room after you left that morning and couldn’t stand the thought of not taking them with me. They were a reminder of the most incredible night of my life.” He ran the back of her hand against his now smoothly shaven cheek. “I thought about you all the time. Mentally kicked myself for what I’d done. And came real close at least four times to booking a plane ticket to New York and trying to find you again.”
His confession touched her. “Really?”
“Yeah. One time I had the flight all ready to book on Orbitz, and was about to hit the confirm button when I chickened out. And then the more time that passed I figured you’d moved on and forgotten about me. Or that the odds of finding you again were pretty weak.”
Julia traced her index finger over his lips. “But we wound up finding each other anyway. Guess it was fate.”
“My brother called it serendipity.”
She frowned “You told your brother about me? About us?”
He nodded. “Yeah. It was during his visit back in April, the same time you met him and my parents. The guilt had been weighing on me for months and I knew I could trust Jared not to say anything. So I unloaded on him one night over beers. Not, uh, anything too intimate, of course. Though he did ask if your boobs were real.”
Julia gasped. “Well, that’s rather rude. And he’s a married man.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. “Married but not dead. Besides, he also told me I should end things with Cameron and be with you since it was pretty obvious I was crazy about you.”
She grinned. “Okay. I’ll forgive him for the comment about my boobs. How do you think your parents will react to the news?”
“Considering my mom has a massive girl crush on you, I think they’ll be thrilled. She asks me about you all the time, you know.”
“Your mom is a sweetheart. So they won’t resent me?”
He gave a little scoff. “Hardly. They weren’t exactly close to Cameron. She’s so attached to her own parents that it’s been hard for her to bond with mine. But I can already tell it won’t be the same with you.”
“You’re right. I really like your family, at least from the little time I’ve spent with them. Though it’s going to take me awhile to forget about the boob comment from Jared.”
“Baby, that’s just guy stuff,” he assured her. “Besides, you can’t blame Jared. I mean, look at you. I’m not sure how I’m managing to keep my hands off you right now. If you were sitting next to me, and not on the other side of this damned table, I’d already know if you had on panties or a thong.”
Julia smiled saucily. “Who said I’m wearing underwear?”
Nathan growled. “Okay, you are so getting a spanking when we get back to your flat.”
As they lingered over a lazy brunch on the terrace of the ultra-romantic restaurant in Sausalito overlooking San Francisco Bay, Julia thought she’d never been so happy in her life. She and Nathan had already crammed so many memories into the past thirty-six hours that her head was spinning. She’d cooked him a really fabulous dinner last night – steak au poivre with mushrooms, a crisp wedge salad, tiny, buttery potatoes, and an almost sinfully rich chocolate torte. They’d fed each other bites of food, shared a bottle of expensive Cabernet, and cuddled over post-dinner cappuccinos.
And then he’d spent the rest of the night rocking her world again with his hungry, demanding lovemaking. He’d wrung several more stunning orgasms out of her – using his fingers, his mouth, his cock. He had alternated between teasing, almost playful sex to fierce, pounding fucking to slow, gentle lovemaking. She’d fallen into an exhausted slumber, completely wiped out, only to be woken in the middle of the night by his persuasive kisses and caresses for another mind-blowing session. And then it had been her turn to wake him just before daybreak by sucking his cock with slow, long pulls and deliciously arousing licks. Nathan had cried out his love for her as he’d come in her mouth, calling her his darling girl, his sweet temptress.
She’d quite intentionally chosen the white dress after learning he’d thought of her wearing it so often. And the look on his face when she’d walked out into her living room earlier this morning had been thrilling. As had the deep, scorching kiss he’d given her.
He’d taken her to this fabulous restaurant in Sausalito for a leisurely brunch, and they had sipped Bellinis, held hands, and exchanged kisses like the bedazzled lovers they were. Julia had noticed several other couples glancing their way – some with envy on their faces, others with indulgent smiles.
“We make a very attractive couple, if I do say so myself,” she told him impishly.
He laughed. “After watching the way you’ve mastered the art of the brush-off, I still can’t believe that I’m the lucky guy who finally managed to snag you.”
She entwined her fingers with his. “I’m the lucky one. I love you, Nathan.”
He kissed her hand. “And I love you, Julia. More than I can say. Now, let’s finish up here so I can show you the future location of my dream home.”
The spacious waterfront lot that Nathan owned in Tiburon was sandwiched between two sprawling, custom built homes. Holding hands, they walked the expanse of the lot, with Julia admiring the spectacular view.
“Did you keep the designs you made?”
“Most of them. I’m close, you know, but there’s just something missing,” he told her. “I’ll let you have a look at them soon; maybe you’ll have some ideas.”
“Well, I’m no architect, but I am the daughter of one so I understand the process. I’d love to look at your ideas, give you my opinion.”
They lingered at the lot awhile longer before heading back to her flat. Julia knew that the time was drawing closer to when Nathan had to pick Cameron up from the airport, and his growing tension was becoming obvious. She stroked his arms comfortingly.
“It’ll be okay, baby, “she assured him. “I know it’s tough, but you’re doing the right thing.”
He pulled her onto his lap as they snuggled on her comfy sofa, burying his face in her hair. “I know. I’ve known for some time now that the only reason we’re still engaged is because I’m afraid of hurting her. But I also know things could never work between us when I’m so in love with some else – namely you.”
She pressed a kiss to his temple, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Were you really in love with her? I mean, I guess you must have been to actually ask her to marry you.”
Nathan chuckled. “I think she was the one who asked me to marry her in all honesty. We were at a wedding for one of my old college friends. I’d been drinking enough to feel a nice mellow buzz and having a really great time with all my buddies. Cameron caught the bouquet and then said something to me like ‘now you have to marry me’ and I just sort of agreed. Next thing I know everyone in her family and circle of friends hears that we’re engaged and it became increasingly awkward to back out.”
“How long had you been engaged when I first met you?”
“Not long at all. A few weeks at most. Obviously I was already having doubts, even that early into the engagement. And the way I felt the first time I saw you – not to mention what happened after that – should have set all sorts of alarms off.”
Julia gave him a playful punch on the arm. “Yes, it certainly should have, you louse. Instead you broke my heart and left me swearing off men for the rest of my life.”
“Not to mention leaving you there in New York in harm’s way of that fucker who hurt you,” he gritted out. “I still think your sister and I should pay that creep a visit. She can be my back-up. Or she can wail on your old boss instead.”
She smiled. “Forget about it. I pretty much have. Especially since I hear that Vanessa’s business has almost completely dried up. I got an email from Gerard a couple of weeks ago, and the thinks the bitch will be out of business by the fall. Just desserts, you know.”
“It doesn’t matter. I should have been there to protect you, defend you. I at least should have flown back there to beat the shit out of that creep.”
“Don’t, Nathan.” She nestled her chin into the crook of his shoulder. “I just want to forget about it, okay? As well as how awful I felt during those months after you left. Being with you like this – I’ve healed a lot this weekend.”
“Baby.” He kissed her deeply, his tongue licking into her mouth and devouring her. She groaned as his hands were seemingly everywhere at once – cupping her breasts, skimming down the sides of her hips, caressing her ass. Deftly, he unzipped her dress, pushing the bodice off her shoulders to her waist.
He gazed hungrily at her breasts as they spilled out of her lacy white bra trimmed with lavender ribbon. “Beautiful,” he whispered, sliding his hands up to fondle them, his thumbs rasping over the nipples. Julia clutched his dark head to her chest as he kissed the full upper curves of her boobs. Swiftly, he pulled one strap off her shoulder, causing one round globe to pop out of its lacy cup.
“I will never get enough of these tits,” he murmured, and then tugged the nipple between his teeth before suckling it into his mouth.
Within seconds he’d stripped her naked except for her high heels, and freed his fully engorged cock. She straddled his lap, stroking his erection while he cupped her breasts and licked her nipples. Julia gasped as he thrust two fingers inside of her, where she was already wet and ready.
“God, I love how you’re always wet for me, baby,” he moaned. “You’re so hot, so delicious.”
She licked the side of his neck. “Only for you, lover. Now, you have too many clothes on I feel like your slave girl, naked on your lap while you’re fully clothed.”
“Hmm, that sounds very dirty. And very, very hot,” he breathed, tweaking her nipples. “I like the idea of you being my slave girl. Maybe I should bind you to the bed, blindfold you, and have you completely at my mercy.”
She unbuttoned his pale blue shirt slowly, her lips following her progress. “That sounds really naughty.” She ran her tongue down the middle of his chest. “And really hot. When are you going to do it?”
Nathan chuckled. “You are such a bad little girl. One day very soon I’ll surprise you. Until then I want this tight little cunt riding my cock.”
She rubbed her breasts against his chest, and bit his earlobe. “Only if you get naked first. Then I’ll fuck your brains out.”
He hurried out of his clothes in record time, and then let out a long groan as she impaled herself on his throbbing dick.





Chapter Seventeen

Cameron sensed something was wrong the moment she saw Nathan waiting for her at the end of the airport concourse. The smile he gave her in greeting looked forced, and there was a definite strain to his features.
Her suspicions only increased when he gave her an almost impersonal peck on the cheek instead of a welcoming kiss on the lips, and asked her in a monotone voice, “How was your flight?”
She linked arms with him, sidling up against his body, needing to feel physical contact with him. He didn’t actually pull away, but he was definitely not making any effort to get closer to her, either.
“The flight was fine. The weekend was a blast. You got my texts, didn’t you?”
Nathan nodded. “Yes, I did. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to reply to most of them. How was the show last night?”
Cameron kept up a lively conversation while they waited for her luggage and during the drive to her condo, aware that it was largely one-sided. Nathan made only brief, polite comments from time to time but was otherwise silent and most definitely preoccupied. She had a very unsettling feeling but was reluctant to come right out and ask him what was wrong, for she feared she wasn’t going to like the answer.
When they reached her condo, Nathan carried her suitcase upstairs as well as a large paper shopping bag that she knew she hadn’t brought with her from Las Vegas. She frowned as he set it down beside her suitcase.
“That’s not mine,” she told him. “Why did you bring that inside?”
Nathan looked solemn. “Because it has all the things you had at my condo inside it. I’ll get the stuff I have here before I leave.”
Cameron felt like she’d taken a right hook to the jaw. Her legs felt wobbly all of a sudden, and she quickly sank into a chair. “What? Wh-why would you do that? Nathan – what the hell is going on?”
His voice was gentle. “Cam, I’m so sorry, but I can’t marry you. I’ve been giving it a lot of thought for awhile now, and I know that it would be a mistake.” He paused when she didn’t answer him, when she couldn’t answer him, for she was speechless with shock. “I’m sure this comes as a shock, and I’m guessing you’re pretty pissed off right now, which I totally get.”
“Jesus, Nate,” was all she could rasp. “This was the very last thing I expected. I mean, if you weren’t ready to get married you should have said so. Like before I started making wedding plans. But, okay, let’s ease off for awhile, put the plans on hold.”
He ran a hand over his face. “You don’t get it, Cam. It’s not just that the engagement is off. You and I – it’s over. For good.”
She fought down a rising sense of panic, shaking her head. “No. No, I don’t accept that. I am not going to go through this again. This was supposed to be the real thing, Nate, the one that finally worked out. How in the world can you do this to me after what I’ve been through? You can’t do this, Nate.”
She got up and started pacing almost frantically around her living/dining space, shaking her head, and wrapping her arms around her waist.
“Cam, calm down, okay?” he said soothingly. “Christ, I know this is unexpected and I wish like hell I could make it right for you.”
Cameron stopped in front of him, and threw her arms around his neck, pressing close against him. “Then do it. Don’t leave me, Nate. God, I love you so much. You’re breaking my heart here. Please, give me another chance.”
Gently, he tried to disengage her arms and step away from her. “Cameron, no. I’m sorry, but it’s over. I’ve thought about this for weeks. and it’s just not the right thing for me. For us. I’m never going to be the man you deserve, the one who can make you happy.”
The tears started falling down her cheeks and she choked on a sob. “But why? I don’t understand. What happened to change things? Was it something I said or did? Can’t we talk this out, fix whatever is wrong? God, give me a chance here!”
“It’s nothing you did or said, Cam,” he assured her. “But I should have never agreed to this engagement, not when I didn’t feel completely right about it. And I’ve tried to make it work but things are over. I know I’m being a complete bastard to break up with you this way, but I’d be a worse asshole to stay with you for the wrong reasons.”
Cameron glared at him through tear-filled eyes. “You are a bastard, no question there. How could you, Nate? My God, I’m going to be a fucking laughingstock again – the girl with three broken engagements. You have no idea how humiliating this is going to be for me. I’m thirty-five fucking years old, Nate! Who the hell is going to want to marry me now?”
He winced as her voice grew louder and louder. “Cameron, that’s ridiculous. What difference does your age make? You’re a beautiful, accomplished woman and you will meet the right man. I’m sorry but I’m not him.”
She thrust her hands through her hair, which was back to being chin-length after having the extensions removed. “How am I going to tell my parents? God, my mother is going to be furious. And I just left all my girlfriends in Vegas after talking about wedding plans all weekend. They’re planning on giving me a bridal shower, and a bachelorette party. Now I have to tell them to forget it. Jesus, how humiliating!”
“Again, I’m desperately sorry,” he told her gently. “But none of those things are valid enough reasons to stay together when one of us isn’t committed to making it work.”
“You know, now that I think of it, you’ve been distant for awhile now,” she said slowly, a niggling suspicion beginning to form in her mind. “For several months, in fact. Have you been having doubts all that time?”
Nathan shrugged. “I can’t say for certain when they began but it’s been awhile.”
Cameron pointed a finger at him accusingly. “I think you started having doubts when that little whore began working in your office. And the more I think about it, I’m fairly sure you’re breaking up with me because you’re involved with her. How long have you been fucking Julia?”
The startled expression on his face was a dead giveaway, and now Cameron knew the real truth, despite his initial attempt to deny it. “Cam, that’s not why I’m breaking up with you,” he began. “It’s just not -“
“Have you fucked her or not?” she screamed. “Just answer me.”
Nathan hesitated but finally gave a brief nod. “Yes.”
She slapped him as hard as she could, with all the anger and hurt and humiliation she was feeling at the moment. “You bastard,” she hissed. “You filthy, lying, cocksucking bastard! How could you cheat on me – and with that bitch? How long has it been going on?”
He rubbed the visibly reddened mark on his cheek gingerly, and it gave her some perverse sense of satisfaction to know she’d hurt him as he had hurt her. When he didn’t answer her, she gave him a hard shove.
“Answer me, you sonofabitch!” she demanded. “How long have you been fucking that whore?”
“Not long,” he replied quietly. “We never meant for this to happen, Cam. Never meant for you to get hurt.”
“Well, you should have thought about that before you fell into bed with her,” she spat. “You could have at least ended things with me before you fucked her. I never would have thought you to be such a heartless bastard, Nate.”
“Cameron, you need to know that I would have ended things between us soon anyway, whether Julia was in the picture or not,” he told her in a gentle but firm voice. “So don’t blame her for this.”
Cameron fought to control the rage that blazed through her. “Don’t blame her? My God, who else am I supposed to blame? If she hadn’t come to town and thrown herself at you, none of this would be happening. All of this is her fault and she’s going to pay for it.”
“No. Leave her out of this. I get that you’re pissed off and that’s to be expected. But take your anger out on me, not Julia.”
“Fuck your precious little Julia!” she screeched. “She’s probably been panting after you since her first day on the job – shoving those big tits and wiggling that ass in those tight dresses in your face every day. What a slut she is, going after someone else’s fiancé. Doesn’t she have any shame?”
“It wasn’t like that,” he told her solemnly. “Neither of us wanted this to happen this way. We wanted to do the right thing.”
“Then why didn’t you?” she yelled. “Why couldn’t you keep your dick in your pants?”
“Because I’m in love with her.”
Cameron stared at him in horror then shook her head. “No, you can’t be. Goddamit, Nate, that can’t be true. You just want to fuck her, that’s all. Once you get tired of her, you’ll see what a mistake you’re making, what you’re throwing away. Or she’ll get tired of you and dump you, move on to someone else. Then you’ll come running back to me, begging me to take you back. That’s exactly how it’s going to happen.”
“No, Cam. I’m sorry, but you can’t think that way,” he said firmly. “I’m not coming back to you. And despite what you think of Julia, she didn’t pursue me. It just – happened. I’m going to get my things now, and then I think I should go.”
She could almost taste the combined flavor of bitterness and desperation rising in her gorge, and she clamped a hand around his arm. “No, no. Please don’t go, Nate. Don’t end this. I love you so much. God, I’ll do whatever you want as long as you don’t leave me.”
Gently, Nathan removed her hand from his arm. “Cam, stop this. You’re just getting yourself more upset. I’ll be right out and then I’m going to go.”
“Nathan -“her voice drifted off as he strode resolutely down the hallway towards her bedroom, where he kept a few of his things. In the brief time he was gone, Cameron’s anger reached the boiling point as she paced furiously around the room. She grabbed a bottle of vodka from her bar, and poured herself a shot, bolting it down in one swallow.
She was on her fifth shot when he emerged, carrying another paper shopping bag. He looked expectantly contrite, sympathy in his eyes, and for some reason that infuriated her even more. The last thing she wanted was his fucking pity.
“So this is it,” she stated bitterly. “You’re just taking your stuff and walking out. I never would have pegged you as such a heartless, unfeeling bastard, Nate.”
He paused with his hand on the doorknob. “I wish there was something I could say to make all of this easier. But I know I can’t, so I’m just going to leave. Good-bye, Cam.”
As the door shut behind him, she tossed back another shot of vodka. Then, finding the bottle empty, she hurled it against the far wall, cursing vividly as it shattered.
“This isn’t over, Nate,” she hissed. “You and your little whore are really going to regret screwing me over like this. Someone needs to pay for humiliating me.”

Julia hurried to open the door at the sound of Nathan’s knock. He’d sounded awful when he had called her a few minutes earlier, and had gratefully accepted her invitation to spend the night.
Neither of them spoke as he walked inside, and Julia simply wound her arms around his waist, resting her face against his chest.
“I love you, Nathan.”
Without a word, he bent and picked her up, carrying her into her bedroom. He laid her down gently before crawling up beside her, wrapping her in his embrace.
“I love you, too,” he whispered into her hair. “Just let me hold you for awhile, okay?”
In answer, she snuggled more closely against him, entwining her legs with his. They were silent for several minutes, and Julia thought perhaps he might have fallen asleep.
“She knows about us. And I couldn’t lie.”
Startled, she propped herself up on an elbow and stared down at him. “How could she possibly know?”
“She’s been suspicious for quite awhile, apparently. When I told her it was over between us, she couldn’t let it rest and kept pushing for reasons. Guess I’m a terrible actor because she must have seen the truth in my face.”
Julia caressed his cheek. “Speaking of your face, it looks like she got you pretty good. Let me get some ice for that bruise.”
“It’s okay, baby. It doesn’t hurt, and I’m guessing it’ll fade by morning. Nothing I didn’t deserve.”
She kissed the corner of his mouth gently. “I’m sorry.”
He pulled her head down for a longer, lingering kiss. “It was worth it. And it needed to happen. We had good intentions in not telling her about us, but it’s actually a relief that the truth is out. Now we don’t have to hide.”
Julia pouted and pushed his shoulders to the mattress before straddling him. “Aw, and I was looking forward to having this secret, dirty little fling with you.”
Grinning, he untied the sash of her robe, pushing it from her shoulders. ‘Well, I want this to be much, much more than just a fling. But no reason it can’t be dirty.” He flicked her nipple through the cream lace bodice of her short nightgown.
She groaned as he slipped the thin strap off her shoulder, baring one swollen breast. “Mmm, I was always a nice girl until I met you. Now all I want is to do lots of nasty things with you.”
“You mean like this?” He suckled one erect nipple into his mouth, baring her other breast at the same time.
She clutched his head closer as he feasted on her aching breasts. “God, yes, exactly like that.”

“Hey, you got a few minutes?”
Travis looked up from the designs spread over most of his desk, and rolled his eyes in exasperation at Nathan, who had already strolled inside his office.
“No, not really, but that’s never held you back before. What’s on your mind, Nate?” he asked in resignation.
His business partner was grinning stupidly from ear to ear, and Travis cocked his head with sudden interest. Nathan hadn’t been in a good mood like this one appeared to be in a very long time – weeks, perhaps even months.
“I just have some news to share with you. I thought under the circumstances that you should be one of the first to know.” Nathan took a seat in front of the desk.
Travis leaned back in his chair. “From that dopey grin on your face, I’m guessing its good news. I’m also guessing it’s not necessarily business related.”
“Right on both counts. And I really shouldn’t be grinning about this but Cameron and I are over. I broke things off with her last night.”
Now Travis was the one who was grinning. “Well, halle-fucking-lujah! It’s about time you did something about that. I mean, no offense, but I really did not know what you saw in that woman. How did she take the news?”
Nathan grimaced, rubbing a spot on his cheek that Travis now noticed was slightly reddened and bruised. “Uh, not well. I’m lucky I got off with one good slap. She may be skinny but damn she’s strong. Overall I’d say she’s mighty pissed off and upset, and that I haven’t heard the last of her. Especially given the circumstances behind our breakup.”
Travis rose and opened a cabinet door in his credenza, drawing out two crystal tumblers and a bottle of very expensive single malt Scotch. He poured them both a drink and handed Nathan a glass. They clinked glasses and bolted down the contents.
Travis screwed up his face in distaste. “I still don’t know how you stand that shit. I keep that here mostly for clients, but give me a good martini or expensive Chardonnay any day over that stuff.”
Nathan’s grin returned. “And you’re bolting it down at only nine-thirty in the morning, too. What a badass you are at times, Travis.”
“Hey, getting that bitch out of your life is something worth drinking about. So now, spill. What are these aforementioned circumstances?”
Nathan set his glass down. “Understand that I would have broken things off at some point with Cameron anyway, okay? And I know you won’t call me a bastard for this like a lot of people probably will. But there’s someone else. And I wasn’t going to tell Cam about her initially, but she’s too sharp and guessed the truth. Naturally, her knowing that made things ten times worse.”
Travis smiled knowingly. “Yes, I would imagine that Cameron was seriously pissed off to learn you were breaking off your engagement so that you could be with Julia.” He chuckled at the look of astonishment on his partner’s face. “You honestly think I didn’t know how you felt about her? Christ, you can be awfully dense at times, Nate. I think I knew before you did.”
Nathan shook his head. “Not possible. Because what you don’t know is that I met Julia months before she started working here, when she was still living in New York. It was when I attended the convention last September.”
Travis stared for a moment, and then grinned. “I knew it. I knew when the two of you met here in my office that there was something going on. I assume when you say you quote unquote ‘met’ her in New York, that -“
“We hooked up. Oh, yeah, big time. Mind-blowing, incredible sex, nothing else can even begin to compare.”
Travis held up a hand. “Okay, no details. I have to work with both of you, remember? So let me get this straight. You met her in September. Weren’t you already engaged to Cameron by then?”
Nathan had the good grace to look guilty. “That’s the really bad part of this. I was a shit to Cameron for cheating, and an even bigger one to Julia for not being honest with her.”
Travis frowned. “So what a hell of a coincidence – you being my business partner. I’m kind of amazed that she would have even applied for this job knowing she’d have to see you every day.”
“Uh.” Nathan looked chagrined. “She actually had no idea I worked here. We, um, didn’t get around to exchanging last names at the time. Or cities of residence. Or professions. The fact that Julia already knew you and wound up in San Francisco was way more than a coincidence.”
“Serendipity.” The word popped into Travis’ head automatically.
Nathan gazed at him curiously. “Weird. Jared said exactly the same thing. How come I never heard that word before – or knew what it meant – and now two people have both used it to describe this situation with me and Julia.”
“Because you’re a moron. But I’m glad to see that your taste in women has improved by leaps and bounds.” Travis’ tone grew serious. “I trust you’re going to treat my girl like an absolute queen from here on end.”
Nathan’s grin stretched from ear to ear. “Like a fairytale princess. When I first met her I told her she was as beautiful as a princess in a storybook.”
“Oh, brother. And she actually fell for a dorky line like that?”
“Hook, line and sinker.” A smile played about Nathan’s lips. “And I fell for her like a ton of bricks. Now, I’m fresh out of clichés and I have a client coming in soon, but I wanted you to know in case any office gossip starts floating your way. But Julia and I plan on being discreet about this, especially for the next few weeks.”
“Ah, so I won’t see the two of you locked in a passionate embrace in the lunchroom?”
“Hmm, don’t tempt me. It’s been hell these past few months having to keep my hands off of her. But I’ll try to be professional about it here at the office.”
“Well, where the hell’s the fun in that?” said Travis indignantly. “Office sex is supposed to be naughty. So I wouldn’t hold it against you if you wanted to do the horizontal tango with Julia in your office.”
“Yeah, well, she might have something to say about that. But I’ll tell her we have your blessing.”
“In more ways than one, Nate. She’s the right girl for you, perfect in fact. Can I tell Anton? He’s such a romantic, he once told me he thought you and Julia would have made beautiful babies together.”
Nathan had a horrified look on his face. “God, it’s way too soon to think about babies. Tell Anton to keep those sorts of happy thoughts to himself for awhile. Julia and I are technically still getting to know each other at this point.”
“Oh, sounds like you’re very well acquainted in certain ways. And if the sex is hot, then everything else just falls into place. I’ve seen the way you two look at each other when you think no one notices. I’m guessing your bed sheets are burning up.”
Nathan winked. “That’s a pretty safe bet. Thanks for the drink. And the support.”
“Don’t forget to treat my girl like a queen. And let’s all get together for dinner soon.”
“It’s a date.”
Travis chuckled to himself as Nathan left. ‘I knew it. I just knew there was something between those two,’ he thought merrily. ‘Maybe I am psychic after all.’





Chapter Eighteen

Nathan couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in such a fantastic mood. Of course, the day had gotten off to an amazing start by waking up in Julia’s bed with him spooned up against her warm, curvy little body. Since she had really wanted to go to her yoga class at six a.m., he’d restrained himself from sliding inside of her and waking her with a slow, sleepy fuck. He had dropped her off at her class, and then gone for a brisk run, returning in time to drive her back to her flat. This time he hadn’t been able to resist her, and they’d taken a hot, steamy shower together. He’d been hard as a pistol within seconds of soaping up her wet, naked flesh, and had taken her right there in the shower, her breasts pressed up against the tiled wall while he fucked her from behind. He could easily see himself starting his day off in a similarly pleasant manner from here on end.
She’d fed him coffee, juice and granola parfaits, and then he’d thoroughly enjoyed watching her get dressed. Nathan had been instantly hard again as she’d shimmied into a bra and panty set of nude lace and silk, then rolled on sheer, thigh-high stockings.
Sweat had broken out on his brow. “Jesus, baby, do you have any idea of how fucking hot you look right now? You’re like every centerfold and lingerie model rolled into one irresistible package. You’d better put that dress on quickly or you’re going to get fucked again.”
Julia had winked at him. “Promises, promises. Hmm, not sure this is the right dress, though. I think I should try on five or six others to be sure.”
He’d growled. “Put the fucking dress on now or I’m going to drill you into that wall.”
She had laughed and obediently put her dress on, though that had given him scant relief. Her dress was also nude colored, with fitted panels in front, and a low, square neckline. The fabric clung lovingly to her hips and ass, and offered a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage. He had groaned when she bent down to fasten the ankle straps of her gold metallic platform sandals, for the action had given him a tempting view of her lush breasts.
“Christ, I don’t know how I’m going to get any work done today,” he’d complained. “All I’m going to be able to think about is what’s underneath that sexy dress. And fair warning, baby – don’t you dare bend over like that in front of anyone but me. No one else gets to see those tits, understand?”
Julia had smiled at him teasingly. “My, someone has become very possessive as of late, hasn’t he?”
He’d pulled her into a tight embrace, nuzzling the side of her neck and smelling her intoxicating perfume. “I told you Friday night, baby. I’m claiming you.”
On the drive to work they had agreed to tell only a few people that they were now together – Travis, Robyn, Lauren, Angela, and Nathan’s parents. Everyone else – including Julia’s parents who didn’t even know about her past with Nathan – would find out as time went by. It was a relief to Nathan that Cameron knew the truth, but he still didn’t want to flaunt his relationship with Julia in her face. He and Cameron had quite a few mutual friends, and word of their broken engagement would certainly spread quickly. He was more than content to let her break the news first, though he suspected she was in no hurry to tell people. And he wasn’t in any hurry to deal with the fallout that was sure to occur. But if a few friends got pissed off at him and gave him the cold shoulder for breaking up with Cameron, it would still be worth it in order to have Julia in his life.
Travis’s reaction had been expected, and Nathan was grateful for his unequivocal support. Robyn, too, had beamed at the news, and he sensed his PA had never been much of a Cameron fan.
“Julia’s the loveliest, sweetest girl,” gushed Robyn. “Always so kind to me, and such a lady. Your mother absolutely adores her, you know.”
Nathan had nodded wryly. “Yes, I’m well aware. She was asking me about her just last week.”
“I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but what the hell – seems like a good time to tell a few secrets, “snickered Robyn. “Your mother told me she wished Julia was the one you were engaged to instead of Cameron. Looks like she’s going to get her wish.”
Nathan had held up a hand. “Whoa. First, Travis mentions babies and now you’re talking engagement. Give us some time to just kind of hang out, get to know each other, enjoy things, hmm?”
“Fine. But if you let this one get away, you’re an idiot. And I might quit,” she threatened mockingly.
He shook his head. “Not a chance in hell of either of those things happening. But all in good time with Julia, okay?”
He’d been too busy the rest of the morning to call his parents, and the more he thought about it the more he wanted Julia with him – on speakerphone – when he told them.
Unfortunately, he’d had a lunch meeting with clients that he couldn’t re-schedule, so it was mid-afternoon before he saw Julia again. She, too, had been in a meeting and was just finishing up with her clients in the small conference room when he happened to walk by. The clients were an older couple – late fifties, perhaps early sixties – and judging by their well-groomed, well-dressed appearances, quite well-to-do.
Julia looked extremely pleased to see him and introduced her clients. “Burt – Diana – let me introduce you to the co-owner of our firm – Nathan Atwood. He heads the architectural division. Nathan – these are our clients, Burt and Diana Newton.”
Nathan shook hands with the couple. “A pleasure to meet you both. I trust your meeting with Ms. McKinnon went well?”
“Oh, goodness, yes,” gushed Diana. “What fabulous ideas she has for our place. Burt and I just moved to the city from Hillsborough, and none of our furniture really fits into our new space.”
“Downsizing,” explained Burt. “We had an eight thousand square foot mansion, but with our kids all grown up and scattered across the country it was way too big for us. We always wanted to live in the big city so now we’re in a condo on Russian Hill.”
“Well, San Francisco is an exciting place to live, and I’m happy you chose our firm to help you realize your dream. And equally happy that Ms. McKinnon has been able to give you some design ideas.” He fished a business card from his jacket pocket and handed it to Diana. “Please, if I can be of any assistance, don’t hesitate to call me.”
The Newtons exchanged a look and nodded as Diana took the card. “Thank you, Nathan,” she beamed. “Once we get settled into our new home, we might be looking to remodel a vacation home we also own near Lake Tahoe. I assume you handle that type of project?”
“Absolutely. I’d be delighted to assist you with that if and when the time comes. A pleasure to meet both of you.” Then he added to Julia, “Could you stop by my office for a moment when you’re finished? I have a small matter to discuss.”
Julia gave him a secretive little smile. “Of course. I’ll be there shortly.”
She was true to her word, hovering in the doorway of his office five minutes later. “You wanted to see me – sir?” she asked saucily.
He grinned and beckoned her in, relieved to see that Robyn wasn’t at her desk. “I did. Come in and shut the door.”
The second the door shut he was on her, sweeping her into an embrace and lifting her feet off the floor. She squealed in surprise, her hands gripping his biceps until he set her down.
“I missed you,” he murmured huskily, his lips tracing a hot path down the side of her throat. “It’s been hours since I’ve seen you. And even longer since I fucked you.”
She traced her fingers along the buttons of his shirt. “You’re insatiable, aren’t you? How many orgasms have you had in the past seventy-two hours?”
His lips trailed across her shoulder blades to the upper curves of her breasts. “Too many to count, but not nearly enough to satisfy me.” His hand slid down her back to cup the luscious curves of her butt, and held her still as he slowly ground his rapidly hardening erection against her cleft. “It’s your fault, baby. All I’ve been able to think about all day is how you look in this sexy dress, and the even sexier little bits you’ve got on underneath.”
She gave a little sound of pleasure as his thumb brushed over her nipple. “Ah, God, that feels so good.”
Nathan ran a hand up and down the side of her hip. “As gorgeous as you look in this dress, I wish like hell it wasn’t so tight. It makes it that much harder to pull up the skirt so I can fuck you.”
She nibbled on his earlobe. “I am not letting you fuck me here in your office. So inappropriate.”
“It’s okay. We have Travis’ permission.” He laughingly told her what Travis had said earlier that day.
Julia’s mouth dropped open. “That pervert. I’ll bet he’d get off on eavesdropping, too. Or even watching.”
He threaded his hands into her hair, holding her head still as he kissed her long and deep and wet. “Mmm, does that idea turn you on? Do you like the idea of other people watching you get fucked?”
She moaned as he slid a hand to her crotch and rubbed her ultra-sensitive flesh through the fabric of her dress. “Oh, God, that feels so good. But, no, I only want your eyes on me. I mean, kissing and stuff is fine in public to a degree, but I don’t really go for heavy PDA.”
He moved his hand and simply held her against him. “Good. I know some guys get off on voyeurism but I want you all to myself. I don’t even like anybody seeing these beautiful tits, much less watching me fuck you. It was driving me crazy just seeing the way that dirty old man was looking at you.”
“What?” She lifted her head from his shoulder and stared at him. “Who are you talking about?”
“Your new client. Burt. Oh, he was trying like hell to be discreet, especially since the missus was right there, but he was definitely sneaking peeks at these beauties.” He trailed a finger over the swell of her breasts.
Julia flushed. “Come on, that’s not true. I mean, he’s older than my dad, for God’s sake. That’s just – eww – ten kinds of creepy.”
“I agree. But the dude is old, not dead, and he’s still a man so therefore he’s going to admire the goods.”
She grimaced. “Great. Next time I meet them I’ll be sure to wear something less revealing.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve seen your closet. There isn’t much in there that isn’t revealing in one way or another. And as many clothes as you have, I might have to make a few additions to your wardrobe.”
“Like what?” she asked, frowning.
He gave her a playful swat on the ass. “Like some fuller skirts so it’s easier to pull them up and bare this sweet little butt.” He squeezed on round cheek. “One day soon I’m going to have you in here. Bend you over that sofa there, pull your dress up, and mount you. Fuck you until you’re raw and shaking, until you can’t walk a straight line.”
“Stop,” she pleaded. “You’re making me so horny I can’t bear it. And my panties are already soaked.”
“Really?” He grinned naughtily. “Well, I have an extra pair around here somewhere.”
Aware of her gaze on him, he pulled out the file drawer and fished around until he found the infamous pair of pink lace underwear. He twirled them around on his finger.
“These look familiar?”
Julia laughed. “I can’t believe you’ve kept them all this time. Did you used to take them out and stare at them or something?”
Nathan was suddenly serious. “Actually, yes. Not often – I used to have to fight the urge all the time. But sometimes I just couldn’t resist and I’d have to touch them. I know I sound like a total pervert, but they were the only thing I had of yours.”
“I guess it’s sort of romantic – in a pervy sort of way,” she admitted.
“So do you want them or not?”
“You mean to change into now?” She shook her head. “I kind of like the idea of having wet panties for the rest of the day. It makes the anticipation that much hotter.”
“Exactly what are you anticipating, baby?”
She paused with her hand on the doorknob. “That you’re going to eat me out, and then lick up all the juice running down my legs right now. For starters.”
He closed his eyes, his erection growing to painful, throbbing proportions. “Jesus, baby. You’re damned right that’s just for starters. I’m glad I had a big lunch. I’ve got a feeling I’ll be burning off a lot of calories tonight.”
She slipped her index finger into her mouth, sucking it before running it over her bottom lip. “You’d better have an afternoon snack, too. You’ve made me really, really horny.” She blew him a kiss. “Love you, baby.”
He sank down helplessly into his chair as she sashayed out of his office, mentally calculating how many hours it would be until he could be inside of her again.

Julia glanced around the interior of the restaurant uncertainly, before looking back at Nathan. “Are you sure we ought to be here? I know for a fact that several people from the office eat here all the time.”
‘Here’ was a bar and grill just around the corner from the office that served comfort food, but was usually frequented by their co-workers more for the drinks. It was the establishment of choice in the office for celebratory birthdays, promotions, snagging big projects, etc.
Nathan shrugged, seeming completely unconcerned with that fact. “So what? Baby, the news that we’re together is bound to get around eventually. Your boss is the worst secret keeper I’ve ever met, so I’m amazed he hasn’t told everyone in the office already.” He reached across the table and captured her hand. “Besides, I want everyone to know we’re together. I’ve had to hide my feelings for you for too long, Julia. Right now I’m about ready to shout at the top of my lungs that I’m crazy in love with you.”
She couldn’t help the warm, tingly feeling that rippled through her whole being at his earnestly spoken words. “Love you too, honey.” She took a sip of her water. “By the way, I got an email from Lauren earlier today. She said to tell you you’re welcomed, and that you still owe her a really expensive dinner.”
He grinned. “That I do. When is your terrorizing twin due back stateside?”
“In about ten days. Why do you ask?”
“Will she be hanging around awhile or heading back to her home? Where exactly does she live anyway?”
“Lauren lives in a cabin in Big Sur,” she told him. “A cabin that my father built by himself and where he was living when he met our mother. He was really just getting started as an architect, and Mom was spending her first summer after college on the coast to find inspiration for her paintings.”
“I take it she found that and more.”
Julia nodded. “Love at first sight they tell me. They were living together in that cabin before the summer was half over, and the rest is history. But they kept the cabin even after Dad built the house in Carmel, and Lauren always talked about living there someday.”
“But not you?”
She gave a small shudder. “No. I mean, its beautiful there and a great little getaway. But I always loved my visits to New York to see my grandparents and Aunt Maddy. From the time I was a little girl I always wanted to live in or at least near a big city.”
He kissed her hand. “I’ll take you back to New York one day soon. Book a room at the Plaza. And be there when you wake up the next morning.”
“I’d like that.” She caressed his cheek. “And I’d love for you to meet my aunt, too.”
“Not to mention your parents. Have you told them about me yet?”
“Yes. Not the part that we met in New York, or that you just broke off your engagement,” she added. “As far as I’m concerned, they don’t need to know any of that. All they need to know is that I’ve met the man of my dreams, and that I’m insanely in love with him.”
“Ditto. And speaking of parents, I understand my mother called you again. How many times does this make?”
Julia smiled, not the least bit annoyed that Alexis had phoned her several times over the last ten days. She and Nathan had called his parents together and told them the news. As expected, Alexis in particular had been over the moon, and had insisted on getting Julia’s phone number.
“Not really that many. This morning’s call was four times, I think. She called to officially invite me to Thanksgiving.”
“Christ, that’s over four months from now,” he replied in exasperation. “Let me know if she calls too often, okay? She can be a bit of a pest. And speaking of calling - that reminds me. Give me your phone for a minute, baby.”
Puzzled, she took her phone from her brown leather satchel and handed it to him, then watched as he started scrolling and typing. “What are you doing?”
Nathan’s mouth tightened. “I went ahead this morning and changed both my cell and home numbers. I want you to be the first to have them.”
“Why did you have to change them? Oh. Has it really gotten that bad?” she asked in concern.
Within forty eight hours of their breakup, Cameron had begun calling, texting, and emailing Nathan incessantly. At first the tone of her messages had been needy, pleading, begging him to reconcile and take her back. Then they had gradually become angry, insulting and borderline threatening. That was when Nathan had changed the locks on his condo, having neglected to get his keys back from Cameron. He’d blocked her email address and deleted her from his list of friends on Facebook. But he hadn’t been able to block her phone calls so changing his numbers had been a last resort.
“Yeah, it was getting to be a pain. Giving everyone my new numbers is also going to be a huge pain but it’ll be worth it. I’ve already told Reception to put Cameron’s calls directly to voice mail. And Travis and I have already discussed the idea of hiring a temporary security guard for the reception area if necessary.”
A shiver ran up Julia’s spine. “God, Nathan. Do you really think it’s going to get that bad?”
“I hope not. But some of her texts and emails were getting pretty nasty. And if she can’t get through to me any other way, it’s certainly a possibility that she’ll drop by unannounced and try to make a scene. Thank God she doesn’t have your contact info or knows where you live.”
Julia chewed nervously on her bottom lip. “Um, now that you mention it, I’ve had several hang-ups on my work phone lately. No real pattern to them and no voice on the other end. It may just be a coincidence.”
“Bullshit. It’s Cameron, no doubt about it. I’ll tell Reception no calls from her numbers to you, either. I’m not going to let her harass you, baby. Let me know if you get anymore of those calls.”
“Okay. But I’m sure it will all die down soon. You can’t expect her not to be angry and hurt.”
Their food arrived and Julia used the opportunity to change the subject. “Why did you ask me earlier when Lauren was due home?”
“I promised Travis that we’d get together soon with him and Anton. Just thought it might be amusing to have your sister there, too. This time hopefully she won’t be deliberately trying to piss me off.”
She giggled. “I guess she was trying to get a reaction out of you. I mean, you should have seen the look on your face when she talked about this so-called twin sandwich.”
“I’ll get her for that one someday,” he vowed darkly. “Jesus, please tell me you have never, ever considered -“
“God, no!” she exclaimed. “And in spite of Lauren’s smart mouth I really can’t see her being serious about it either. Now, there is a real possibility, however, that she’s had two guys at once. She’s, uh, pretty feisty.”
“Yeah, I hadn’t noticed,” he said sarcastically. “And just on the off chance you’ve got that on your wish list, forget it. I won’t share you with anyone.”
“Same here. Honey, you’re all the man I need, and I can barely walk most mornings after a night in bed with you. Sasha told me this morning that you’re ruining my yoga practice because my legs keep shaking in class.”
Nathan’s face flushed. “Shit. Sorry, baby. I know I need to be gentler with you. You just make me forget myself at times, and I feel like an animal. I’ll try to control myself.”
She reached across the table and grasped his hand. “Don’t you dare,” she whispered. “I love how you lose control, how fierce you are. How often you can make me come, and how hard. Sasha was just teasing me. Frankly, I think she’s a little jealous that she isn’t getting done as hard as I am.”
“Christ, Julia.” His eyes widened. “Sometimes I can’t believe some of the smut that comes out of that pretty mouth. For such a refined lady you can be a real dirty girl at times.”
She brought his hand to her mouth and sucked his index finger between her lips. “You’ve corrupted me. And I love it.”
He ran that same finger over and around her lips. “I’m going to corrupt you some more tonight. And make damned sure your legs are shaking like a leaf tomorrow morning.”
She bit down on his finger. “I’ll hold you to that vow, lover. And just to make sure your animal instincts are fully aroused, picture this – I’m wearing a leopard print bra and panties today.”
His gaze raked over her chocolate brown silk tank top and slim-fitting pencil skirt of palest taupe. “You devil,” he muttered. “You know that’s all I’ll be able to think about this afternoon. And I have a client meeting, a conference call, and some designs to work on.”
Julia forked a bit of her Cobb salad and chewed it slowly, a smile teasing at the corner of her mouth. “Just a little something to inspire you, honey. Help you make it through your busy afternoon.”
“I’ll tell you what would help get me through the afternoon,” he told her in a dangerous voice. “You on your knees in front of my chair, that dirty mouth of yours doing very dirty things.”
She grinned. “Ooh, sounds like fun. What time should I stop by?”
Nathan laughed. “As tempting as that sounds, I really do have a busy schedule today. But one day very, very soon you can stop by and surprise me.”
“I’ll look forward to it.”
They were just finishing up their meal when Jake, Brent and their summer intern sauntered into the restaurant. Julia immediately avoided eye contact, but Nathan had no such qualms and waved the trio over. Much to her chagrin, he also reached over and took hold of her hand, giving her a warm smile, and an almost imperceptible shake of his head.
“Hey, look who’s here,” said Jake in greeting. “And looking very cozy, I might add. Something the two of you want to share with us?”
Julia opened her mouth to protest, but Nathan beat her to it, drawing her hand to lips.
“Absolutely,” he replied. “I’m no longer engaged which makes Julia and I officially a couple.”
Jake’s mouth fell open in surprise, and Brent just stared dumbly while the intern hung back politely. Jake recovered quickly and chuckled, patting Nathan on the back.
“You sly devil,” he laughed playfully. “I should have known you had your eye on this gorgeous thing. You’re a lucky bastard.” Jake winked at Julia. “And you’ve broken my heart, beautiful girl. But the two of you do look awfully good together.”
Brent merely shook Nathan’s hand and offered up his congratulations before the trio headed off to their table.
Julia shook her head in exasperation. “Now you’ve done it. Not only is Jake the biggest flirt in the office, he’s also the biggest gossip, ten times worse than Travis, hard as that is to believe. The entire office will know before closing time.”
Nathan grinned. “That bother you?”
“Not if it doesn’t bother you. Which apparently it doesn’t or you wouldn’t have told the town crier about it.”
“Well, let’s really give him something to talk about then,” he murmured, sliding his hand to the nape of her neck and pulling her close for a slow, open-mouthed kiss. She was panting by the time he released her, her cheeks burning and rather uncomfortably aware of all the interested stares directed their way.
“Was that too much PDA for you?” he asked teasingly.
She arched a brow at him. “I think if we keep that up we might get kicked out of here.”
“Just for kissing?”
Deliberately, she slid her hand under the table and up his thigh. “No. For the hand job I’m going to give you in about thirty seconds.”
Nathan gulped, and then quickly signaled their waiter for the check.





Chapter Nineteen

August
“Do you have a minute?”
Nathan glanced up at the sound of Julia’s voice from his office doorway and grinned. “For you, baby, always. Come on in.”
His eyes raked over her admiringly as she closed the door and walked across the polished wood floor to his desk. The heels of her navy stilettos clicked with each slow, deliberate step and her curvy hips swayed within the confines of her slim fitting navy pencil skirt. She wore a cap-sleeved pleated blouse in a sheer blue-gray fabric, and he could see glimpses of some sort of lacy lingerie through it.
He had missed seeing her get dressed this morning because he’d had to be in the office for an early conference call. Normally it was one of the highlights of his day – reclining on her bed and watching her get ready for work – putting on her lingerie and stockings, zipping up her dress, stepping into her shoes – always high heels. It was the sweetest sort of torture, for all he could think about the whole time was ripping off whatever she’d just put on, tumbling her to the bed or pushing her up against the wall, and fucking her silly. But since their mornings were usually rushed, he had to force himself to keep his distance. Especially since they had already had sex at least once that morning – either upon waking or during the shower they shared after their workouts.
And, of course, there was always the undressing to look forward to once their work day was over. Tonight he would be very eager to see what sort of lacy confection she had on beneath that sheer blouse.
“So what do I owe this pleasant little visit to? You know we have to leave for the Gregson meeting in about an hour?” he reminded her.
She nodded, a slow smile crossing her radiant face. “That’s why I’m here, actually. I wanted to ask your opinion on a particular color.”
Nathan knit his brow. “I thought we had all of the color palettes settled awhile ago.”
Julia fiddled with the top button of her blouse. “Oh, the color in question isn’t for something with the hotel. It’s this.”
His eyes widened as she deftly unfastened the buttons on her blouse before spreading the two sides wide. His curiosity about her choice of undergarments was satisfied, and his tongue left hanging out as he gazed hungrily at the sight of her breasts plumped up to even more generous proportions by the strapless satin and lace bustier.
He swallowed with some difficulty. “Uh, what, uh, was the question?”
She smiled saucily, running a finger over the lace edged cups of the bustier. “Well, I wanted your opinion on the exact color of this thing. The website where I ordered it said it was periwinkle blue. But I think it’s more of a powder blue. What do you think?”
Sweat popped out by his temples as he watched her slide her hands to the undersides of her breasts, cupping them. “I’d actually call it cockteasing blue,” he croaked. “Come here and let me have a closer look to be sure.”
Obediently, Julia walked around the side of his desk, kneeling in front of him. She gasped when his hands cupped her breasts, his thumbs brushing over the tight nipples. She slid her hand up the hard muscles of his thigh to his crotch, and a low groan escaped his throat as she trailed her fingertips lightly, teasingly, along his fully erect cock.
“I think you’re right,” she whispered. “It is cockteasing blue. Here, let me, honey.”
Nathan couldn’t resist as she slowly unzipped his trousers and drew out the hard, throbbing length of his penis. His head fell back against his leather desk chair as she stroked him with her soft, warm hands. Already aroused nearly to the breaking point, he slipped his hands beneath the sexy bustier to find her lush, full breasts.
“Mmm, that feels so good,” she murmured. “But this is about making you feel good, lover. Sit back now and let me take care of you.”
It was all he could do to stifle the groan of pleasure that rose up in his throat as she bent her head and sucked him deep into her wet, eager mouth. His breathing grew harsh, his hips bucking in rhythm with the sweet, hungry pull of her mouth.
“Oh, God, baby, that’s so good,” he hissed. “You suck me so deep, Julia. I love fucking that sexy mouth of yours.”
Nathan was mindless with the pleasure she was bestowing on him – her hand pumping the root of his cock and fondling his swollen balls while her mouth worked the head up and down. His hand went to the back of her head, urging her to take him deeper, and he felt himself growing ever closer to his release.
“Fuck,” he growled in a long, low voice as he came hard, spurting his load into her welcoming mouth. She licked him clean before tucking his semi-hard cock back into his trousers and zipping him up. Then, her blouse still unbuttoned, she stood up only to straddle his lap. Her snug-fitting skirt hitched up her thighs, exposing the silky stockings clipped to the garters attached to the bustier.
His hands slid to her ass, half-bared by skimpy silk panties the same color as the bustier. “So was there a special reason for this extremely pleasant visit, or were you just feeling generous?”
She smirked, leaning forward until her breasts pressed against his chest. “I love sucking your cock,” she whispered. “Love the way you look and the sounds you make when you come. Love how hard you come in my mouth, like you’re going to blow the back of my head off.”
He slid his hands up her silk-covered things, tugging at the frilly garters teasingly. “Mmm, well, you won’t hear me complaining anytime you feel the urge to give me a BJ. Practice makes perfect after all.”
“Greedy man.” She licked a circle around his ear. “But to answer your question – yes, I did have an ulterior motive.” She slid her hands to his cheeks and looked him in the eye. “In a little while we’ll be at the Gregson meeting, and that bitch Morgan will try to flirt with you, and shove those fake tits in your face. “ She traced along the seam of his lips with her tongue. “So when she tries, the only thing I want you to think about is how amazing my boobs look in this bustier, and how awesome it felt having my mouth fucking your cock. Got all that, lover?”
He chuckled, his hands squeezing her breasts. “Baby, that pathetic, dried-up old hag can’t begin to hold a candle to you in any way. You’re the only woman I ever notice. But I will definitely keep the delightful mental pictures you just described fresh in my mind.”
She playfully nipped his chin. “Good.” She stood up gracefully and began to button her blouse, much to his regret. When she had walked to the other side of his desk she winked at him. “And just in case you need more inspiration, my panties are soaking wet. I’ll see you when we leave for the meeting.”
She blew him a teasing kiss and walked out of his office, giving her pert little ass a shake. Nathan didn’t know whether to growl, laugh, or yank her back inside and give that same butt a good spanking.

As the meeting with the Gregson group came to an end, Nathan was aware of several things at once. Across the table, Morgan was pouting and in a snit because he’d virtually ignored her for the past ninety minutes. To his left, Julia was smiling and practically glowing, and he wasn’t sure if it was because Morgan was pissed off or because they had been sneaking naughty little feels back and forth beneath the table during the meeting. And to his right, he was extremely aware of the knowing, interested glances Ian had been sending his way.
He wasn’t the least bit surprised, therefore, when Ian discreetly ushered him into his private office when the meeting adjourned. The Brit was smiling broadly.
“I’m going to assume from the recent phone call I had from Julia, and how cozy the two of you seem, that you’re officially a couple now?” he asked.
Nathan couldn’t help the answering grin he gave his client – and friend. “We are, yes. For several weeks now. Though my little minx didn’t mention that she’d called you.”
Ian shrugged dismissively. “It was quite brief, and basically to thank me for my time, but that she was now quite content with her present job. I thought perhaps it might have something to do with you, and then when I saw the pair of you together today I knew immediately. Congratulations, Nathan. She’s a beautiful woman, and you’re a very lucky man.”
“Don’t I know it. Julia is – remarkable. And I’ve never been so happy. We should all have dinner together sometime,” added Nathan. “Are you seeing anyone right now?”
Ian hesitated before shaking his head. “No, I’m still a stuffy old bachelor, my friend. Perhaps Julia has a twin she could introduce me to.”
Nathan sputtered at Ian’s lighthearted joke. “Uh, actually she does. But since you’re my best client, I’ll do you a huge favor and not introduce you to the very intimidating Ms. Lauren McKinnon. You’ll thank me for it, Ian.”
Ian regarded him quizzically. “Now I’m intrigued.”
“Tell you what. Lauren is due to visit again next month, and Julia is planning a small dinner party. If you’re still feeling brave, you should join us.”
“Perhaps I will, if it’s all right with Julia. After all, life’s too short not to live on the edge occasionally, right?”
Nathan shook his head. “Hold that thought.”





Chapter Twenty

Labor Day Weekend
The weather had been foggy and cool when they’d left San Francisco mid-morning, but had quickly turned warm and sunny about twenty miles south of town. Once they reached the Central Coast, Nathan lowered the top on his BMW so they could enjoy the warm late summer sun.
Julia signed in contentment, her long hair blowing in the breeze. “I hope the weather is this nice in Santa Barbara. It’ll be such a welcome change from all the fog we’ve been having.”
Nathan snagged her hand and brought it to his lips, his tongue flicking over her knuckles. “It’s supposed to be warm and sunny all weekend, baby. Don’t you know I arranged for it?”
She returned his impish smile. “How sweet you are. But you have ulterior motives, lover boy. You just want it to be warm so I can wear a bikini.”
“Can you blame me? I mean, you did look at yourself in the mirror when you modeled it for me, didn’t you? Your tits look twice as big in that top. You are not,” he added sternly, “leaving my side when you wear that itty bitty excuse for a bathing suit.”
“Hmm, and here I was planning on parading through the hotel lobby wearing just the bikini and my favorite pair of Louboutins,” she teased.
He bit her finger, eliciting a yelp. “I wasn’t planning on spanking you this weekend,” he threatened darkly,” but I’m sure I can fit it into my schedule. Behave yourself, minx.”
She smiled, sliding her abused finger inside his mouth and murmuring in approval when he sucked it. “I’ll try. But every time I’m with you I feel this urge to be a very bad girl.”
He ran his tongue over her finger. “Behind closed doors, baby, you can be as bad as you want to be.”
“Then I guess we should lock ourselves in our room this weekend, hmm?”
Nathan laughed in agreement, and Julia noticed that he sped up by several miles an hour, apparently in a sudden hurry to reach their destination.
They were spending the three-day weekend at the luxurious Gregson resort hotel on the coast in Santa Barbara. It had been Ian’s idea, offering them the use of the owner’s suite en gratis, and they had eagerly accepted his very generous offer. It was a relief to get away, for it had been an extremely busy, hectic summer at the office, especially since all of the plans for the Gregson hotel in Napa had to be finalized by the end of September. Since officially becoming a couple over two months ago, this was the first chance they’d had to get away for a weekend.
They were together almost constantly, though, taking turns spending the night at each other’s place. Nathan had followed through on his vow to buy a new bed for his master bedroom, and Julia had been all too happy to help him break it in. She now had a sizeable number of clothes and shoes at his condo, while he had several suits and other clothing hanging in her closet. Since both of them were neat freaks, they had been pleased at the other’s tidiness and never argued about picking up after themselves. They had begun discussing the idea of finding a bigger place where they could live together, with Nathan joking that they’d need a third bedroom just for her wardrobe. He had also pulled out the various design plans he’d drawn up for his place in Tiburon, though Julia had agreed that none of them were exactly right. Unfortunately, he’d been too busy to do any additional work on the house plans, so he was no closer to getting his dream home built.
The weather was indeed warm and sunny when they pulled up to the entrance of the resort mid-afternoon. A valet took charge of Nathan’s car, while a bellhop quickly unloaded their baggage onto a cart. Check-in was accomplished quickly and smoothly, and the front desk clerk who assisted them was exceptionally gracious. Julia was certain that he treated them with extra care because they were staying in the owners suite and quite obviously some sort of VIPs. She sent silent thanks to Ian once again for his generosity.
The suite was spectacular – far larger than either her flat or Nathan’s condo – and almost overwhelmingly opulent. There was a spacious living room, separate dining room, full kitchen, and a huge bedroom with a fabulous en suite bathroom. The carpet was thick and plush, while the terrazzo floor in the bathroom was smooth and cool. Everything was first class and top of the line, from the furnishings to the artwork to the linens. There were two enormous flat-paneled, state of the art televisions with surround sound, one each in the living room and bedroom, and a very sophisticated stereo system. The kitchen was outfitted with high end appliances and gadgets, and Julia could only imagine the incredible meals she could create there. But Nathan had forbidden her from cooking this weekend, insisting on her being totally pampered and catered to.
The suite also boasted its own spacious outdoor patio complete with fire pit, hot tub, and small, private infinity pool. The outdoor space was completely private, and Julia impishly imagined the two of them sunning and sunbathing in the nude.
She glanced at the pool and then at Nathan, and they grinned at each other knowingly.
“You bad girl,” he whispered in her ear, careful that the private concierge who was showing them around the suite couldn’t overhear. “Always thinking of ways to be naughty.”
She slid her palm to his chest, leaning in to nip at his bottom lip. “You must be rubbing off on me, you bad boy.”
He pressed a soft kiss to her temple. “I’d like you to rub something right about now. It’s been a whole seven hours since I fucked you last.”
Her cheeks grew hot and she whispered urgently, “Behave, Nathan. At least until Stuart leaves.”
He murmured back, “I haven’t paid attention to one fucking thing he’s said, have you?”
She giggled. “Some of it. Now, be nice. Please?”
He humored her by sliding an arm around her waist, and politely listening to the rest of what Stuart the concierge had to tell them about the suite and its many amenities.
“A complimentary wine and cheese cart will be delivered at five-thirty,” Stuart told them in his crisp British accent. “As for breakfast, you may have that brought in anytime tomorrow morning. Just give us a mere fifteen minutes notice and we’ll deliver it to you.”
He went on about all the spa services, the top-notch fitness center and various exercise classes, the tennis courts and beach access. Nathan assured him that all of their questions had been answered more than adequately, and after thanking Nathan for the generous tip Stuart was thankfully gone.
“Christ, I thought he’d never leave,” complained Nathan, jerking Julia into his arms. “Come here and kiss me, baby.”
Her giggles were swiftly suppressed by the hungry pressure of his mouth on hers, his tongue licking at the seam of her lips until it plunged wetly inside. Julia gave a little “mmm” of pleasure as she twined her arms around his neck and pressed up flush against him, returning his kisses eagerly. She had to lift up on her toes a bit to slant her mouth fully against his, since for once she wasn’t wearing heels. Her gold and coral jeweled flip flops coordinated with her Matthew Williamson coral chiffon dress and its embellished gold belt. The floaty fabric of the dress was thin enough that she could feel the full imprint of Nathan’s hands as they cupped her ass, lifting her so that he could nestle his hard cock into the notch of her thighs.
“If you don’t want to lose another pair of those ridiculously overpriced panties, I suggest you decide quickly where you’d like to be fucked for the first time in this suite,” he growled in her ear, even as he began to pull the hem of her dress up past her hips.
Julia groaned as his hand fondled her ass through the gossamer thin fabric of her pale apricot panties. His fingers slid along the back waistband to the cleft of her buttocks, slipping further down to briefly tease the puckered hole of her anus. At her gasp of surprise, he soothed her.
“Easy, baby. We’re not going there today. But someday I’m going to claim this gorgeous little ass. Every part of you is going to belong to me. Now, since you haven’t answered me yet, I think we’ll be traditional and head over to that big bed in the next room.”
He picked her up easily and carried her across the wide expanse of the living room to the large bedroom. He placed her gently on the vast bed, the cream colored duvet and pile of pillows matching the canopy that draped the four-poster frame. And then he proceeded to undress her slowly, deliberately. Instead of the wild, hungry fuck that she’d been breathlessly anticipating, he seduced her tenderly. Their lovemaking was sweet and slow, with long, drugging kisses, their hands gently stoking over every inch of the others body. Nathan entered her body with one long, slow thrust, wringing a gasp of pleasure from her throat.
“God, I love you,” she murmured, her lips against the base of his throat as he stroked in and out of her with exquisite control. “And I love the way you love me.”
Every part of their bodies were touching – arms and legs entwined, her breasts crushed to his chest, their lips clinging to the others, while he slid his cock in and out of her wet, clenching cunt with almost maddening slowness, savoring each sensation.
“I love you, too, baby,” he whispered in her ear. “This is perfect. You and I are perfect. I wish we could freeze-frame this moment and stay just like this forever.”
Julia felt tears well up in her eyes, her heart almost too full of emotion as she stared up at him. He was the man of her dreams, her soul mate, the other half of her. And she was so completely besotted with him, so utterly in love, that she would have done absolutely anything for him in that moment.
They took a long, decadent soak in the huge sunken bathtub, Nathan’s hands soaping and teasing her swollen breasts before his fingers plunged inside her cleft and brought her to a quick, stunning orgasm. Then, despite his half-hearted protests at being spent, she stroked and pumped his cock until he was groaning, his hips thrusting upwards in rhythm with her strokes. Just before he climaxed, she took him inside her mouth and he came long and hard down her throat.
After drying each other off, they snuggled together on the bed, pleasantly exhausted, and took a short nap. It was the knock on the door to the suite that woke them, and Nathan sleepily pulled on one of the thick, white terrycloth hotel robes before stumbling to the door. Someone – most likely Stuart – had discreetly left a cloth covered cart just outside the private entryway to the suite. Julia, now swathed in her own robe, padded barefoot into the living room to help inspect the array of dishes on the cart as Nathan wheeled it inside.
There was a beautifully arranged platter of fine cheeses and pates, and a basket of crackers and thinly sliced baguette. There were also little dishes of nuts and olives, as well as juicy melon slices with paper thin strips of prosciutto wrapped around them.
She popped one of those in her mouth and sighed with pleasure. “Mmm. Salty and sweet. The perfect combination.”
Nathan wrapped her in his arms, nuzzling the still damp tendrils of her hair. “That’s exactly how you taste, baby,” he whispered naughtily. “Salty and sweet. My very favorite dish.”
She squeezed the firm cheek of his butt through the robe. “Yes, but man cannot live by pussy alone. Besides, you need to eat up. You’ll be burning off a ton of calories tonight.”
He chuckled and pinched her cheek. “You have great faith in my stud-like abilities, baby. What makes you think I have anything left after this afternoon?”
Julia slipped her hand inside the opening of his robe and latched onto his semi-erect penis. “Because you’re Superman, lover. And I bought a bunch of new undies for this trip. You can help me pick out which ones to wear tonight.”
He groaned as she continued to stroke his cock. “Ah, baby, you know me so well. But as good as you’re making me feel, we should hold off for awhile. For what I have in mind for you tonight, you’re going to need nourishment, too.”
She kissed him, then reluctantly stepped back, continuing to inspect the cart. “Well, someone in this place must suspect what’s going to happen in here tonight. Look what’s in the ice bucket.”
Nathan grinned as he extracted the bottle of Cristal champagne. “Liquid seduction. Let’s get this opened and start getting you tipsy.”
She accepted the flute of champagne he poured for her. “You don’t have to get me tipsy to seduce me, you know.”
He snagged her free hand and brought it to his lips. “Really? So what do I have to do?”
She turned her cheek into his palm. “Look at me. Say my name. Touch my hand. Basically, just be in the same room with me. That’s all it takes to make me want to jump your bones.”
“Wanton little hussy,” he teased. “But so long as you’re that way only with me you certainly won’t hear me complain.” He brushed her hair behind her ear. “And it’s the same for me, baby. The sound of your voice makes me hard.”
They walked out to sit on their private patio, nibbling on cheese and sipping champagne, and Julia couldn’t help but think of that evening at the Plaza Hotel. It had been almost a full year since they’d met in New York, and so much had changed in her life during that time that it made her head spin to think about it. The journey to this point had certainly been filled with bumps and missteps, but the trip had been worth all the obstacles.
She reached out with her bare foot and tickled his calf. “You know how you were worried about me being too exposed in that new aqua bikini I bought?”
Nathan eyed her warily. “What about it?”
“Well, if we just swim naked in our own private pool you won’t have to worry about it.”
He burst out laughing. “Baby, some of the things that come out of that pretty mouth of yours knock me for a loop. I think I’m having a bad influence on you.”
Julia stood up, only to straddle his lap and loop her arms around his neck. “Was that a complaint I heard?”
He pulled her down for a long, hungry kiss. “Oh, hell, no.”

They ate dinner at the four-star Mediterranean-style restaurant within the hotel. Nathan wore a pale gray Prada suit with an open-necked white shirt and no tie. Julia had chosen a Narciso Rodriguez panel dress in a delicious shade of citron green with a pair of gold metallic sandals. In a restaurant filled with well-kept, well-to-do patrons, they stood out, easily the most attractive couple in the room. But the lovers seemed to ignore everyone else around them, more than content to stare at each other across the table, clearly enraptured with the other. They fed each other bites of food, shared sips of wine from the same glass, and kept their hands entwined during most of the meal.
They took a leisurely walk around the hotel grounds after dinner and dessert, not having had the opportunity to explore until now. From the back terrace, there were stairs down to the beach but Julia looked dubiously at her high feels and shook her head.
“Tomorrow, I think,” she said regretfully.
Then she was squealing in surprise as Nathan swooped her up into his arms and carried her down the stairs to the sand below. She took off her shoes and carried them in one hand as he snagged the other in his.
“Thank you, baby. My knight in shining armor,” she teased.
“My pleasure, my lady. It’s such a beautiful night I couldn’t resist walking along the beach with you.”
They strolled up the hard packed sand for long, leisurely minutes, not speaking, just enjoying the balmy evening and each other’s company. The tide was out so they didn’t have to worry about getting splashed by an errant wave.
“This is an amazing place,” she signed. “I haven’t been to Santa Barbara since I was in high school. Have you been here before?”
He hesitated a moment before nodding. “Once, several years ago.”
She grinned at him. “I’ll bet it was with a woman and you don’t want to talk about it because you think I’ll be jealous.”
Nathan shrugged. “It was a long time ago, and I’d almost forgotten about it. It was pretty casual. I didn’t really have a serious long term relationship until – well-“
“Until Cameron,” she finished for him. “So what you’re trying to tell me was that you were something of a manwhore.”
He laughed. “I am definitely not trying to tell you that. I admit I dated a lot during college and in my twenties, but even before I met Cameron I was really toning it down. There haven’t been nearly as many women in my life as you might think.”
Julia rested her head on his shoulder as they walked along. “That’s a relief. And you already know about my previous relationships. Sam, of course, and then that total asshole whose name I refuse to mention again. Two others, very brief relationships, who meant less than nothing to me. And then you.”
He kissed her forehead. “I still don’t know how I lucked out. I’ve seen you completely ignore a room filled with men and somehow you chose me.”
She ran a finger over his lips. “Hmm, must be that dirty mouth of yours. You say such nasty stuff but then do such delicious things to me with it at the same time.”
Nathan chuckled and swatted her playfully on the butt. “Good thing all those other guys don’t know the secret to your heart is a dirty mouth.”
Julia shook her head. “That’s only a small part of it, baby. While the sex is spectacular, and your body is the stuff girly dreams are made of, it’s what’s inside of you that I love the most. When I saw you for the first time in New York, I just – knew. I can’t really explain it properly.”
“You don’t have to, because I get it.” He wrapped his arm about her waist, holding her close. “It’s exactly the same for me. It’s like I was waiting my whole life for you and then one day there you were.”
“Can we go back to our room now?” she whispered. “I’m feeling in need of some dirty talk.”
He slid his hands into her hair and bent her head back for a deep, searing kiss. “Baby, I’ll talk dirty to you all night long if that’s what you crave. Do you want me to start now?”
She closed her eyes. “Yes, please.”
Nathan trailed hot kisses down the side of her neck, cupping her breast in his hand. “I’m going to take you back to our room now, Julia, and you’re going to undress for me. Very slowly. And then when you’re beautifully naked, I’m going to eat out that delicious cunt of yours until you come.”
She groaned as his thumb flicked over her nipple, and his lips continued their descent to the base of her throat. “Then you’re going to return the favor and suck me off in that sexy mouth of yours until I shoot my load down your throat,” he rasped.
Nathan ground his rapidly hardening erection against her cleft as he cupped her ass, holding her still for him. “And then I’m going to lick these pretty nipples and play with these gorgeous tits until I’m hard again.’ He squeezed one round breast. “Then I’m going to fuck you hard. From behind. And you’re going to let me do whatever I want.”
Julia was panting now from excitement, fully aroused just by his words. “Yes, Nathan. Yes, whatever you want. I love you so much.”
They were back near the staircase now, so he picked her up and carried her up to the terrace. Once they reached the top, Julia wiggled in his arms.
“You can put me down now,” she teased.
Nathan smiled, but made no move to set her down as he continued walking. “I know. But I can walk faster than you, which means you’ll be naked that much sooner.”

Nathan lowered his sunglasses and ogled Julia as she sunbathed on their private patio. The aqua bikini did a piss-poor job in covering up her curves, especially those tits that threatened to spill over the low-cut top or expose a nipple. He couldn’t resist snapping a photo of her with his phone, adding it to the considerable album he’d already compiled of her.
She turned her head and gave him a mock glare behind her oversized sunglasses. “That picture had better not wind up on your Facebook page. The last picture you posted of me with some cleavage showing got some rather pervy comments from your buddies.”
He grinned. “Just showing you off a little, baby. And every one of my friends is off the wall jealous of me.”
“Aren’t most of your friends married?”
He snapped another photo, this one a close up of her cleavage. “Yeah, and they’re all eating their hearts out. And relax – there’s no way I’d share a photo of you baring this much of your tits with anyone. These are for my eyes only, baby.”
She took a drink of the ice-cold margarita that had been delivered along with Nathan’s Corona just a few minutes ago. “Lucky for you. I’ve met a few of your friends, don’t forget, and I can’t say for one hundred percent certain that some of them wouldn’t plaster photos like that all over the place.”
“Well, I know my buddies a lot better than you do, and I can say with one hundred percent certainty that a few of them are perverted enough to do just that. And since I don’t want my girl to be the next Internet sensation, the photos stay private. I don’t share, Julia, and that includes a photo like this one.”
She patted his hand and took another sip of her drink. “I know you don’t. And I love how protective and possessive you get at times. You make me feel cherished.”
He squeezed her hand in return. “That’s because you are. I adore you, Julia. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you.”
She smiled at him saucily. “How about skinny dipping in the pool? Would you do that for me?”
He shot to his feet. “Absolutely, except I think that would be more for my benefit than yours.”
Julia allowed him to help her to her feet, and then took a long drink of the margarita before divesting herself of the bikini in two swift motions. Nathan stared at her slack-jawed as she strode to the edge of the pool, proudly nude. She crooked a finger at him.
“What are you waiting for?”
He watched as she slid gracefully into the heated infinity pool, then yanked off his swim trunks and dove in after her. Julia gave a little yelp of alarm as he caught her around the waist, pressing his chest against her back.
“Temptress,” he scolded. “Do you enjoy provoking me?”
She wiggled her bare buttocks against his rapidly hardening erection. “Of course. I mean, after all, you’re so easy to provoke. But only with me, lover. I don’t share either.”
Nathan’s hands slid up the side of her waist to cup her swollen breasts. “Like I’d have anything left to share after you had your way with me, wench. Keeping you satisfied is a lot of work.”
“Mmm, sounds like you’re due some overtime pay.” She gasped as he pinched her nipples. “Could you be persuaded to accept your compensation with sexual favors?”
He groaned as she reached behind her and took hold of his throbbing cock. “Oh, hell yes.”
They swam and played in the warm water for awhile, kissing and fondling each other in between. Julia splashed him and Nathan retaliated by diving beneath the surface to grab her ankle and tug her underwater. She was sputtering indignantly but giggling at the same time when they both surfaced, her arms looped around his neck and her legs wrapped around his waist.
“Having fun?’ he asked her, grinning.
She gave him a wet, smacking kiss in reply. “Absolutely. This has been the best weekend of my life so far. And it’s not even half over.”
“I’m glad you’re enjoying it. We both needed this break. And it’s been the most fantastic time of my life, too. I owe Ian big time for this.”
Julia ran her fingers through his wet hair. “Hmm, we should set him up with a nice girl. I can’t believe someone as yummy as he is doesn’t have a steady girlfriend or wife.”
He tweaked her nipple playfully. “Yummy, huh? Just keep that particular observation to yourself, okay? I think if I wasn’t in the picture – and he wasn’t our client – that he’d be all over you, baby. He asked me jokingly if you had a twin sister.”
She stared at him in dismay. “Oh, God, please tell me you did not offer to fix him up with Lauren.”
Nathan gave a mock shudder. “Good Lord, no. Not that Ian wouldn’t be able to hold his own against her, but he might come out with a few scratches. Worse, he might fire us.”
“Trust me, he’s not Lauren’s type. She either likes the dangerous, tattooed bad boys, or the outdoorsy, adventure seeking guys. Somehow I don’t think Ian has a tattoo or a piercing, nor can I picture him rock climbing or ocean kayaking.”
He walked her over to the edge of the pool, with her legs still wrapped around his hips, and lifted her to sit on the patio, her feet dangling in the water. “Well, as it happens, I can vouch for both. No tattoos or piercings, and he prefers golf or tennis or swimming laps to anything more extreme.”
Julia ran her hands over his shoulders. “You’ve seen him naked? Come on, I want details.”
He glared. “Hey, I didn’t exactly give him the once over, you know. He invited me to play a round of golf at his club once and we showered afterwards in the locker room. I can’t give you any other details save that I did not notice any ink or jewelry. And stop sounding so interested in what Ian Gregson looks like naked.”
“You’re right. I mean, I’ve got my hands full here, don’t I?” She squeezed his biceps.
He bent his head and licked a drop of water from her nipple. “I’ll tell you what I’d like to have your hand full of. Not to mention what I want a handful of.”
She gave a low sound of pleasure as he cupped her breasts, his thumbs rasping over the nipples.
“Except that my hands aren’t big enough to hold all of you at once,” he murmured huskily. “And by the feel of how hard I’m getting, it might be too much for you to handle as well.”
“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?” she teased. “Come here, lover.”
She slid her hand down his rock-hard, sculpted abs to find his fully erect cock. “Mmm, you’re right,” she breathed sultrily. “Way, way more than a handful. Have you ever fucked in a pool before?”
He nuzzled her neck. “No. And I’m not going to do it now, either. The footing is too slippery for as hard as I need to give it to you. Come on, I have an idea.”
His idea was to pull the thick, dark blue cushions off their chaise lounges and lay them side by side on the patio. The warm sun beat down on their wet bodies, quickly drying them as they kissed and caressed each other boldly, hungrily. Nathan rolled to his knees, and then sat back on his heels, pulling her up to straddle his lap.
“I want to take you this way,” he told her in hushed tones. “Tell me if it’s too much.”
In answer, she lowered herself slowly, impaling herself on his cock an inch at a time until he was buried to the balls inside of her. For long seconds they didn’t move – Nathan savoring the incredible feeling of being so deep, and Julia letting her body adjust to accommodate his thick length. Then she began to move, slowly at first, and then with increasing speed, his hands at her hips guiding their movements. He bent his head and took a nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, and eliciting a moan from her.
“Christ, you feel so good,” he rasped against her breast. “Lean back now, baby. My turn to ride you.”
Julia obliged, her yoga-toned body giving her the flexibility to lower herself onto her back with her knees still bent beneath her. Nathan reared up onto his knees, and plunged into her hard.
She bit her lip to control the scream that would otherwise have escaped. “Ah, Nathan, oh, God,” she panted, as he continued to fuck her relentlessly, his body pounding into her. The same hot sun that had dried the pool water from their bodies now caused a fine layer of perspiration to form on their skin. Sweat dropped from his forehead onto her bare torso as he worked her over, pushing her hard.
“I want your legs around my neck,” he demanded. “Do it now.”
Again she obeyed instantly, hooking her ankles behind his head as his hands slid beneath her buttocks, lifting and positioning her to the angle he desired. And still he continued to drive into her, each thrust somehow harder than the one before, until she was dizzy and almost incoherent from the intensity, half-afraid that it was more than she could take. He kept at her for what felt like forever, drawing out their mutual pleasure to the limits of their endurance. She didn’t know how he was able to hold back for so long, for he felt harder and thicker and hotter than she could ever remember, his cock stroking into her again and again. She was so wet that she could vaguely hear slurping sounds where their bodies were joined as he continued to work her over. And then, when she feared she might pass out from his demanding, almost brutal possession, it took only the smallest flick of his thumb on her clit to send her crashing into orgasm, her pussy convulsing around his cock until he, too, came hard, his body shuddering over and over. Groaning, he collapsed next to her on the cushions, his breathing as labored as hers.
“I’m not sure I’m going to be able to walk after that.” She stretched her arms and legs in opposite directions, giving a low groan as she did so.
He propped himself up on one elbow and grinned down at her. “I’ll just have to carry you everywhere, then. Though my legs feel pretty shaky right now, too. Once again you’ve wiped me out.”
Julia wiggled her toes, relieved to see she could move at least one body part. “I’ll probably fall asleep during my massage this afternoon. Good thing I forced myself to get up early for that yoga class, because there’s no way I could move a muscle after this.”
“Hmm, I was just thinking I don’t need a workout this afternoon after all. Think I just found the ultimate aerobic exercise. And it’s a hell of a lot more fun than swimming laps or running five miles.”
She trailed her fingers down his chest to his stomach. “We both worked up a sweat, that’s for sure. Shower or bath?”
The glint in his eyes should have warned her, but she was still caught unawares when he stood, hefted her up into his arms, and strode towards the pool.
Julia kept her arms tightly locked around his neck. “You’re not really thinking about throwing me in, are you?”
In answer he tossed her into the pool, grinning broadly at the sound of her shrieks and sputtering when she surfaced a moment later. She was glaring at him through the wet curtain of her hair.
“Just for that, I’m going to request that my masseuse be the tallest, hottest guy they have on staff,” she threatened.
“Too late, baby,” he smirked. “When I so nicely offered to make the reservation for you, I specifically asked for a female masseuse.”
She stuck her tongue out at him. “Well, then, you don’t get to pick my undies for tonight. I might decide to wear plain white cotton ones.”
Nathan hooted. “Sweetie, you don’t own any plain white cotton anything. But even if you did, you’d still look hot in it.”
“Speaking of hot – you still look pretty sweaty. I think you need to cool off.”
Then it was Nathan’s turn to yelp as she splashed him from head to toe, just before tugging at his ankle and pulling him into the pool.





Chapter Twenty-One

Mid-September
“You are just about the luckiest SOB I’ve ever met, Atwood. No other explanation for how you snagged someone as hot as Julia.”
Nathan grinned over the rim of his wine glass before taking a healthy swallow of the mellow Merlot. “You won’t hear any arguments from me about that. I thank my lucky stars several times a day that she even considers me worthy to hold her hand.”
Rick signed. “Goddamn, she is really something, isn’t she? Does she look that smokin’ hot every day?”
The two men stared admiringly across the patio at the alluring sight Julia made tonight. She wore a black floral print dress with a corset styled bodice and slim fitting skirt. Nathan knew it was from one of her favorite designers – Dolce & Gabbana – and it showed her ample cleavage off without being too revealing. Her red patent platform stilettos were another pair of the sexy Louboutins she favored. Her glorious hair fell in its usual loose waves about her back and shoulders, and that lush mouth he longed to kiss right this very second was glossed over in bright scarlet. She looked so sexy and tempting that he didn’t know how he was holding himself back from dragging her back to their room and fucking her again. But he’d already received a scolding from her once this evening, having made them a few minutes late for the party, and he didn’t want to push his luck.
It really hadn’t been his fault, though, he thought sheepishly. He couldn’t name one man here tonight – married or otherwise – who could have resisted Julia once they’d seen her dressing for tonight’s party. It had only taken one long, steamy look at the low-cut, strapless black lace bra and matching lace boy shorts she’d put on for him to grow instantly and almost violently aroused. And then, despite her protests that they were already running late, he’d picked her up and wrapped her legs around his waist before fucking her hard and fast against the hotel room wall.
The scolding had followed soon after that, as she’d had to quickly clean up and repair her makeup, and he’d been sufficiently chastised. But her annoyance with him had been well worth the deep sexual satisfaction that had hummed through his body after coming so thoroughly and so pleasurably.
He met Julia’s eyes across the patio and they smiled at each other knowingly. And despite her initial displeasure with him at mussing her up, he knew damned well that she’d enjoyed their quick, sexy encounter just a short while ago. And she was hopefully looking forward to picking up where they’d left off just as soon as this party was over with.
They were spending this gorgeous September night at a resort in the Napa Valley to attend a thirtieth birthday party. The honoree was Jada Wright, whose husband Matt was an old water polo teammate of Nathan’s. Matt worked at a tech firm in Silicon Valley and was raking in big bucks, so he was sparing no expense for this bash. There were at least a hundred and fifty guests gathered out her on the spacious patio, drinking fine wine and sampling hors d’oeuvres. A sit-down dinner would be following shortly, and then dancing and more drinking, probably into the wee hours. Nathan was doubly glad that he and Julia had decided to stay overnight so that they could both enjoy themselves freely and not have to worry about the long drive back to San Francisco.
And he was really, really enjoying showing Julia off to so many of his friends. The party was turning out to be a mini-reunion of his college buddies and water polo teammates, and very few of them had met Julia yet. She had, in fact, met hardly any of his friends, mostly because he’d been greedy about keeping her all to himself. Additionally, he hadn’t wanted to seem totally insensitive to the fact that he’d recently broken off his engagement to Cameron by flaunting his hot new girlfriend too soon afterwards.
Fortunately, all of his friends plus their wives or girlfriends had all seemed very pleased to meet Julia, and everyone had been welcoming and friendly. Even now Julia was deep in conversation with Ryan and Sophie Latimer, the couple he’d last seen at the Design Awards dinner. Their new baby girl was less than two months old and currently being cared for by Sophie’s parents. Nathan had gone to get another glass of wine for him and Julia only to be waylaid by Rick Marshall on the way back.
“So how come you didn’t attend the convention this year?” asked Rick. The AID Convention was due to start in a couple of days in Dallas. Rick was missing it because he was due to fly out to Hawaii on Monday to attend his sister’s wedding later in the week. It had been a fortunate coincidence that this party had given him a reason for a layover in San Francisco.
Nathan shrugged. “Just way too busy at work this year. We’ve got this big resort hotel we’re almost ready to break ground on, just a few miles away from here in fact. Besides,” he added with a knowing grin, “I didn’t want to leave my girl behind for five days. I think I’d have gone blind if I had to go without for that long.”
Rick groaned. “You are such a lucky bastard. So, uh, how often do you guys, uh – “
“Daily. At least. Shit, I feel like sixteen-year-old when I’m near her,” marveled Nathan. “Constantly horny. And it’s never enough, I always want more.”
“Cut it out, Nate. Now you’re making me horny just thinking about the two of you getting it on that often. And to think you didn’t believe she was even interested in you.”
Nathan shook his head. “Hard to imagine that was a whole year ago. A lot has happened since the last time I saw you in New York. Never thought I’d get this lucky. You were right, Rick – Julia’s definitely a once in a lifetime kind of woman.”
Rick snorted. “Took you long enough to figure that one out, dumbass. Speaking of which, you’d better get back to your woman. Jonathan is here solo tonight and he was really panting after Julia earlier.”
Nathan scowled. “Jonathan can go piss off. And he’d better put his tongue back in his head and find his own girl.”
He strode purposefully across the patio until he reached his girl, sliding a possessive arm around her waist and handing her a glass of wine.
She beamed at him. “Thanks. You were gone awhile.”
“Miss me?” he asked, nuzzling her neck.
“Always. Sophie and Ryan were just showing me photos of Carina. She is the sweetest baby.”
While Nathan also admired the photos of the baby, Matt breezed by, camera in hand.
“Gotta commemorate the occasion for Jada,” he told them cheerfully. “So let’s smile and say cheese, everyone!”
He took a photo of the four of them, then individual shots of each couple. Nathan wrapped his arms around Julia’s waist, while she entwined hers about his neck, and then they smiled widely for Matt. Even after Matt moved on to the next group, they remained locked together tightly.
Ryan grinned. “I’d tell you two to get a room but I hear you already have one.”
Julia flushed but merely rested her head on Nathan’s shoulder while he squeezed her waist. Both of them sent a silent message to the other that the night couldn’t go by fast enough until they could retire to the aforementioned room and take up where they’d left off a short while ago.
But despite their desire to be alone, the evening did turn out to be a great time and Nathan was thrilled that Julia got along so well with his friends. He didn’t miss all the admiring, if not lustful, gazes the guys gave Julia and most of them whispered to him that he was the luckiest fucker in the universe.
The dinner was fabulous, and he took great enjoyment in watching Julia savor each bite. Both of them imbibed freely of the wine, and by the end of the meal they were each feeling more than a little tipsy.
Matt was making the rounds with his camera again, and this time Nathan impulsively tugged Julia onto his lap. She laughed in delight, wrapping her arms around his neck as Matt snapped their photo. Nathan kept her firmly in place once Matt walked away.
“Mmm, I like having you on my lap this way,” he murmured in her ear. “Too bad this dress is so tight. There’s no way I can slide my hand up underneath it discreetly. And it’s really too bad that the weather is too warm for you to have worn stockings. Those ones with the seam up the back that I love so much would have looked really hot with this dress.”
She wiggled her derriere intentionally against his rapidly hardening erection. “Sorry to disappoint you, honey. But even for you I’m not putting on hosiery when it’s eighty degrees outside.”
He ran a hand up the back of her calf. “I’ll just have to content myself with all this bare, silky skin. And look forward to the days getting colder soon.”
Nathan reluctantly returned Julia to her own seat when dessert and coffee were served. Dessert was a fabulous red velvet birthday cake, and he watched his girl with a grin as she licked the thick glob of cream cheese frosting off her fork.
“Yum, this is sooo good,” she groaned. “I wish I hadn’t had so much to eat at dinner. Otherwise, I would totally get a second piece of that cake. Remind me to ask Jada what bakery they ordered it from.”
He took a leisurely sip of his coffee. “You’re going to have to find a way to work off all those calories, baby. I’ve got a great suggestion.”
She rolled her eyes at him. “Yeah, I’ll just bet you do. If I keep using your methods to burn off calories, I’m going to drop a dress size pretty soon.”
Nathan snickered, running his hand up the side of her waist to brush teasingly against her breast. “Just as long as you don’t drop a bra size. I like the girls just the way they are.” He ran his tongue around the shell of her ear. “In fact, I like them so much I’m thinking seriously about fucking them later.”
Julia gave a little shiver of arousal at the enticing picture he painted. “Um, I think they’d really, really like that,” she murmured. “When can we duck out of here without seeming rude?”
His hand stroked the nape of her neck. “If we left now everyone at this party will know we’re headed out to fuck. Ten of my buddies would follow us to our room and try to eavesdrop or call out lewd suggestions from outside the door.”
“Oh.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Guess we’ll wait awhile longer, then.”
He chuckled. “Probably a good idea. Besides, think of how much hotter it’ll be if we have to wait for a couple more hours.”
Julia leaned over and whispered naughtily, “But my panties are already wet. If we have to wait another two hours, it’s going to take you forever to lick me dry.”
Nathan threaded a hand in her hair and pulled her close for a long, deep kiss. She was panting when he finally lifted his mouth from hers, only to nuzzle the side of her neck. He completely ignored the cat calls and semi-obscene suggestions several of his buddies seated around their table made.
“You’re always getting your underwear wet, baby,” he purred low enough for only her ears. “Maybe you should just stop wearing them. Think how much money you’d save if you don’t have to buy anymore ridiculously overpriced panties.”
She laughed along with him, even as he pulled her to her feet and then out to the area that had been cleared for dancing. Matt had gone all out and hired a six-piece band, and numerous pairs of eyes were drawn to Julia and Nathan as they tore up the dance floor. And Julia grew more and more turned on with each new song the band played – whether it was a slow, sultry number here they danced wrapped in the other’s arms, her head on his shoulder, or a faster one where they dirty danced, grinding up against each other suggestively. She laughed at the whistles and cheers several of Nathan’s friends give in encouragement as his hands gripped her hips from behind, moving her in sync with his gyrating pelvis.
Then the music changed again, and Nathan pulled her close for another slow dance.
“I hope like hell this band starts winding down soon,” he murmured in her ear. “I’m so fucking horny right now it’s getting painful.”
“Poor baby,” she crooned. “I guess this would be a bad time to tell you about how wet I am.”
He groaned. “Yeah, it really, really would. Jesus, all I want to do is slide inside that sweet cunt of yours and stay there for at least a couple of hours.”
“Maybe the bandleader takes bribes. To stop playing, that is, not for requests.”
Nathan chuckled. “I like the way you think.” He bent his head and captured her mouth if a long, slow kiss, ignoring the cat calls as well as the flash of a camera. He lifted his head in time to see a grinning Matt, camera in hand yet again, and managed to discreetly flip him off.

“Ah, God, that’s so good, Nathan. “Ohh, yes, just like that.”
Julia’s head thrashed back and forth on the pillow while Nathan’s head was busy between her legs, his tongue licking at her soaking wet slit. She had already been so aroused, no needy, from their earlier cuddling and dancing, that it had taken the merest thrust of his fingers inside of her, while his talented mouth had sucked her nipple, for her to go off. But that hadn’t been nearly enough for Nathan, and was in the very enjoyable process of wringing another orgasm from her.
Her back bowed off the bed as his tongue thrust inside of her, his finger circling the hard nub of her clit over and over.
“Ohh, I’m going to come again. Ah, Nathan, I love you!”
He rested his head on her belly, placing kisses along her hipbone as she quivered uncontrollably from orgasm number two. It never failed to amaze Julia at how quickly and effortlessly he could make her come. He was so skilled, so knowledgeable about what she craved, and seemed to be more familiar with her body than she was.
But when he lowered his head to begin round three, she pulled on his hair, tugging him up.
“God, I can’t,” she breathed. “I’m still coming down to earth from the last one.”
Nathan slid up beside her, wrapping her in his arms and kissing her slowly, his lips still shiny with her muskiness. “I love making you come. I could do that for hours, baby, just eat you out all night long.”
“Mmm, but that hardly seems fair,” she whispered, her hand slowly stroking his rock hard erection. At his groan, she began to gradually increase the rhythm of her strokes. “I mean, you need equal attention, after all. We could switch off – one orgasm for me, one for you.”
He chuckled, tumbling her onto her back. “I doubt that I could keep up with you, baby. Though it would be a hell of a lot of fun to try. Now, as I recall, I promised my favorite girls a special treat.”
Julia cupped her full, achy breasts and pushed them even closer together, until there was virtually no space in between them. Nathan gave an almost feral smile, his light blue eyes glittering with arousal.
“That’s it, baby. Push those tits together so they’re nice and tight for my cock.”
He guided the tip of his penis between her breasts, and then slowly began to thrust up and down. With each upward thrust, Julia flicked her tongue over the broad head of his cock.
“Jesus,” he gritted out. “That feels to fucking amazing. I’m going to come all over your tits if I keep this up.”
She sucked the tip of his cock between her lips at the next thrust. “Do it,” she urged, as he slid back down through her deep cleavage.
Then she was gasping, for in two swift movements had slid down her body and thrust deep inside her dripping wet pussy. Her legs instantly wrapped around his hips as he rode her hard. Nathan laced his fingers with hers, drawing her arms over her head and pinning them in place. And then he slowed the pace of his movements to long, deliberate thrusts, pulling out of her nearly to the tip and then sliding back inside with exquisite control.
He nuzzled his face into the side of her neck, his sweat dampened hair brushing against her cheek. “God, I could stay just like this forever, Julia,” he breathed. “I don’t want to move because then it’ll be over with too soon and I want to make this last as long as possible.”
She turned her head to meet his deep, searching kiss, their tongues tangling together in a slow, erotic mating. “I want that, too,” she whispered back. “I always want you. Too much, I think.”
“No.” He rose up, lifting his chest from her breasts and shaking his head as he gazed down at her. “Never too much. It’s just right, baby.”
Julia gasped as he began to move again, more quickly this time. Bracing himself on his hands, he used the leverage to do her hard, fucking into her over and over. A long, low moan began to rise up from her throat as she began to feel the stirring of yet another climax he was wringing from her body. Then he slid his hands to her thighs, lifting her knees and bending them towards her shoulders so that he could penetrate her even deeper.
“Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God,” she chanted wildly, consumed with the half-pleasure, half-pain she was experiencing at having him buried so deeply inside of her. Tears were streaming down her cheeks at the intensity, the raw, primal beauty of their lovemaking, and she screamed his name as she came for long, shuddering moments.
“Ah, Christ, I want to make this last, feel this fucking good for hours yet, but I need to come so badly. Jesus, it hurts from being so hard,” he grunted.
She pulled his head down to hers, kissing him long and deep, before murmuring in his ear, “Then come. I promise to get you hard again real fast.”
Groaning, he gave in, finding the release his body so desperately craved. He continued to pump into her long after she would have imagined him empty. Even before he slowly, reluctantly, withdrew from her, she could feel the hot, wet trickle of his semen seeping down her thighs.
Nathan collapsed on the bed next to her, instantly drawing her close against him as their limbs entwined. Julia felt incredibly sated, her legs like wet noodles, but at the same time her body continued to react to his and her erect nipples poked into his chest, her hand rubbing up and down his hipbone.
“It’s never enough, is it?” he rasped, caressing her cheek, his thumb brushing over her kiss-swollen lips.
She sucked his thumb into her mouth, loving the way his eyes darkened as she did so. “No, never. I’m glad you feel that way, too. I was starting to worry that I was abnormal or something, wanting you as much as I do.”
He chuckled, sliding his hand down to cup her breast, tweaking the nipple. “Baby, there isn’t one single abnormal thing about you.” He licked the side of her neck. “Especially not your insatiable sex drive.”
“Mmm.” She purred like a kitten beneath the slow, sensual kiss he gave her. “You’re just as insatiable.”
Nathan splayed his hand over her soft belly, his fingers tickling the curls between her thighs. “Can you blame me? All I have to do is look at you and I get hard. And as soon as I come, all I can think about is fucking you again. I’m obsessed with you, Julia.”
“It’s the same for me,” she confessed. “All day long at work all I can think about is when it will finally be time to go home so I can be with you again. Do you think we need therapy or something? I mean, is this really normal or healthy?”
He laughed, rolling onto his back and pulling her astride him. He caressed the bare curves of her ass before giving her a playful swat. “No, we definitely don’t need therapy. We probably have the healthiest sex life in San Francisco. And I guarantee you that out of all the rooms in this hotel ours is getting the most action by far. I’m guessing my buddies have probably figured that out by now, too.”
Julia gasped in indignation. “Please tell me that those perverts are not at the door listening.”
“Oh, hell, no. Baby, I told you that I’m not into exhibitionism. Especially not with my horndog friends. But every one of them had their tongue hanging out after meeting you tonight, and told me what a lucky bastard I am. Not that I didn’t already know that.”
“Ohh, that’s so good,” she moaned, as his hand slid up the side of her waist to fondle one engorged breast, his thumb brushing over the nipple. Beneath her she could feel his cock starting to swell again, and she smiled at the sharp intake of his breath as she ran just the tip of her finger up and down his length.
“Christ, I’m already getting hard again,” he hissed, as her hand closed over him fully, stroking him persuasively.
She lowered herself to lie on top of him, her breasts crushed to his chest. “I did promise you, didn’t I?” she murmured naughtily, her teeth nipping at his earlobe.
Their lips met and clung in a wet, open-mouthed kiss. Nathan groaned beneath her sultry kiss, the feel of her full breasts as she rubbed them against his skin, and the slow, deliberate strokes of her hand on his cock.
“God, what you do to me, Julia,” he uttered harshly. “I’ve never, ever been able to get this hard so fast, so soon. You’re going to kill me with so much sex.”
“Fucked to death.” She nodded in amused agreement. “But what a way to go, huh?”
“Put me inside you. Real slow.” He bit his lip as she followed his command to the tee, inserting just the tip of his cock inside her drenched slit before lowering herself a mere inch at a time until he was fully sheathed.
Sweat dripped from his forehead as he gazed up at her. Their hotel room was fully lit so that he could see her in exquisite detail – the pink flush on her cheeks, the way her lushly swollen mouth trembled in anticipation, the beads of sweat trickling ever so slowly between the heavy mounds of her breasts. His hands gripped her hips, guiding the motion as she screwed him slowly.
“Jesus, you look so fucking hot,” he growled. “You’re so beautiful, Julia, almost too beautiful to be real.”
“But I am real,” she breathed, rocking her pelvis to and fro, riding him in slow, measured movements. “Touch me, feel me, own me, Nathan. This is what I live for – to be with you just like this, every day, as many times as possible. I am definitely obsessed with you.”
“Julia.” Her name was a long, drawn-out moan that came from deep in his chest. He reared up to his knees, draping her thighs over his as he silently urged her to ride him harder. She clutched his shoulders, holding on tight as she did his bidding. His arms banded around her waist, his lips sucking at a tender spot on the side of her neck, and she recognized hazily that he was marking her. But her neck wasn’t the only place he was leaving a brand – she belonged to him body and soul and the same was true for him. They were bound together in every way, and it was a sweet, intoxicating craving that never seemed sated, no matter how many times they were together this way.
They made love to each other all night long – using hands, mouths, bodies – until they were both exhausted. And even then – when Nathan knew he was physically incapable of summoning up one more erection, and Julia was raw and aching in every part of her body – they still craved the other. They lay cuddled together, too wrung out to even lift their heads, and when Julia spoke it was in a hoarse little whisper.
“I think – I need to sleep now,” she told him weakly. “We might have finally managed to wear each other out.”
He exhaled deeply, flinging an arm across her body and burying his face in her pillow. “Jesus, no kidding. I came so many times tonight I think it’ll be days before I can get it up again.”
“Really? Guess I’ll have to forget about my idea of waking you up with a blowjob, then,” she murmured teasingly, running her hands through the damp strands of his hair.
Nathan lifted his head from the pillow with some difficulty, squinting at her with one eye half-open. “Oh. Shit. Um, well, let’s not give up hope just yet. I’ll bet if we get a few hours of sleep I’d be as good as new. So don’t put that idea by the wayside so soon.”
She gave him one final, sweet goodnight kiss. “Sleep tight, baby. I’m so tired I feel like I could sleep for two whole days.”
“Mmm, sounds good. But not nearly as good as that wake-up call you just mentioned.”
Julia laughed softly. “See? I knew that would get your attention. I love you, Nathan.”
He kissed the top of her head tenderly. “And God knows how much I love you, baby. Sleep now.”





Chapter Twenty-Two

Late September
Cameron stared at her computer monitor, growing angrier and angrier as she paged through one photo after another. She’d been both pissed off and deeply hurt when Nathan had removed her from his list of Facebook friends, not to mention blocking her email address and changing his phone numbers. But she was still friends with several of their mutual acquaintances, including Matt and Jada Wright. The photos that Cameron was currently fuming over had been taken at Jada’s thirtieth birthday party, and several of them featured Nathan and his little bitch Julia.
She snarled at the shot of them with their arms wrapped around each other, smiling happily for the camera. She cursed both of them vividly when she saw the photo of Julia sitting on Nathan’s lap, her arms entwined around his neck. But the picture that caused her to throw her wine glass against the wall was a candid one that had caught the lovebirds kissing passionately.
“Fucking boyfriend-stealing bitch!” she screamed, her rage growing in leaps and bounds. “You are so going to pay for this, you skank!”
It had been almost three months now since Nathan had broken their engagement, and her heart along with it. But Cameron was no closer to getting over it today than she had been back in June. When her other two engagements had ended, she hadn’t wasted any time in going back on the prowl, looking for a new boyfriend. This time was different.
Her sister and girlfriends had tried their best to cheer her up and help her get over the heartache. But nothing had helped – dinners out, barhopping, shopping trips, spa days. Stephanie had convinced her to spend a long weekend in Palm Springs, but Cameron had been morose and despondent the whole time, and spent most of it drinking.
She’d been drinking a lot lately, truth be told, and it was starting to show in her puffy face and bloodshot eyes. At the same time she had no appetite and was skinnier than ever. She hadn’t bothered to cut her hair or have the color touched up for weeks now, and her brown roots were really showing. She’d missed several manicure appointments, and her nails looked appalling. But none of that mattered to her. All she could dwell on, day after day, was how miserable she was, how betrayed she felt, how alone she was. She despaired of ever finding a man, of being married or being happy. She had no interest in dating, or even having a one-night stand. Instead, she was obsessed with finding a way to get Nathan back, and to exact her well-deserved revenge on Julia.
But since Nathan had virtually cut off all ties with her, and made it extremely difficult to see or talk to him, her frustration mounted daily. She had started toying with the idea of hiring a private detective to shadow Nathan’s daily activities so that she would know where to find him. But even in her highly emotional state, Cameron realized just how desperate that idea was and had nixed it.
It wasn’t out of the question, however, for her to follow him by herself. She could hang outside his condo undetected and wait for him to emerge, or linger outside his office building when he left work. If she was discreet, he would never notice her. And then, when the time felt right, she could approach him and tell him how much she still loved him, how much she needed to be with him, and how happy they could still be together.
Cameron felt a little calmer now that she had some semblance of a plan. It would mean spending even more time away from the gallery, but that was why she paid her employees so well. What was the point of being the boss if she couldn’t make her own hours?
She would begin the next day, waiting outside the parking garage next to Nathan’s office building for his car to exit. Then she would follow him in her own vehicle, and hope the opportunity presented itself to talk to him. One way or the other, she would find a way to get Julia out of his life and resume her rightful place as Nathan’s fiancée.

“I love to watch you eat.”
Julia looked up self-consciously at Nathan’s comment, aware that her cheeks were currently stuffed full of mushroom risotto. She swallowed carefully and took a sip of her wine to wash it down before asking him warily, “Uh, and why is that?”
He grinned, chucking her playfully on the chin. “Because you get such enjoyment from whatever you eat. It’s almost like a sexual experience to watch you sometimes, the way you moan in pleasure and lick your lips. I’m more than a little turned on right now.”
She laughed. “You want me to re-enact the famous orgasm scene from When Harry Met Sally? That’s one of my favorite movies of all time. I think I know that scene word for word.”
He glanced around the crowded restaurant uncertainly. “Um, better not. But you can have a real orgasm when we get back to my place.”
“Is that a guarantee? You’re very confident in your abilities, aren’t you?” she challenged.
He clasped her hand. “Where you’re concerned, yes. Just consider me your sex slave, baby. My sole purpose in life is to give you pleasure.”
Her green eyes twinkled merrily. “Well, if that’s the case, I want at least three orgasms tonight – slave.”
“Ah, a tall order, my lady, but your loyal slave will do his utmost to satisfy you.”
They laughed at their silly little role playing, before resuming their meal. Because they had worked so late, Julia hadn’t argued for once when Nathan had insisted on going out to dinner. She cooked as often as possible, especially at his condo where she adored the spacious kitchen and professional grade appliances. His formerly austere kitchen now held an ever increasing inventory of pots, pans, utensils, spices and food. They divided their time almost equally between their two places, not having made much progress in finding a larger place so they could officially move in together.
Nathan made a mental note to contact one of his friends who was a property manager to see if he could help them find a larger place to rent. He had already decided to rent out his condo, and would eventually sell it when – and if – the dream home in Tiburon got built.
They were just finishing up their meal when Julia froze, an expression of alarm on her features. He frowned, but before he could ask what was wrong, the sound of an all-too-familiar voice answered his own questions.
“Well, look who’s here. My backstabbing ex-fiancé and his boyfriend-stealing little bitch.”
Cameron’s voice could have cut glass, and the look on her face was one of pure hatred. Nathan stared at her in shock, for the woman hovering menacingly over their table bore little resemblance to the sleek, sophisticated woman he’d dated for two years. Cameron was scary-skinny, her face gaunt with dark circles under her eyes. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, or it had already worn off, and her hair was lank and limp, as though she hadn’t washed it for days. Her skirt and blouse were wrinkled and hung loosely on her body. But what really concerned Nathan was the almost manic look in her eyes.
He tried valiantly to keep things calm, speaking in a soft, gentle voice. “Cameron, what are you doing here? Are you having dinner with someone?”
Cameron looked from him to Julia and back again, her agitation mounting. “No. I just walked by and saw you through the window.”
Nathan frowned, for their table was set far back in a corner, and it would have been extremely difficult to see them from the sidewalk. Tactfully, though, he decided not to push the issue, especially since he now feared that Cameron had followed them here from the office.
“Was there something you wanted?” he asked politely.
Cameron’s mouth curled up into an expression that resembled a snarl. “Yes. I want things to go back to the way they were before this whore stole you away from me. I want my fiancé back. And I’m going to make sure it happens.”
Nathan flinched, especially when the ever-increasing volume of her voice started attracting stares from other diners. “Cam, this really isn’t the time or place to have this discussion,” he told her firmly. “Don’t make a scene, okay?”
“A scene?” she screeched. “I’ll make a goddamn scene if I goddamn feel like it! Here – how’s this for a scene?”
In a flash, she’d picked up Nathan’s half-empty wine glass and flung the liquid in Julia’s face. Aware of all the gasps and stares coming from the surrounding tables, as well as the distress on Julia’s face, he surged to his feet and grabbed Cameron’s forearm.
“You need to get out of here now,” he hissed. “You’re way out of line. I don’t want to see or hear from you ever again, Cameron. You need to leave us alone.”
“Screw you both!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “I’ll leave when I’m fucking ready to leave. Let go of me, you bastard!”
Fortunately, the maitre‘d and two waiters were hurriedly approaching the table, and Nathan was all too happy to have them forcibly escort an irate Cameron from the premises. His legs were shaking as he took his seat, and he could finally tend to Julia.
She was trembling, and tears had pooled in her eyes. She’d blotted up the wine from her face and dress, and had wrapped her arms around herself. Tenderly, he tilted her chin up.
“Are you okay, baby?” he murmured in concern. “God, what a disaster that was. I’m so sorry.”
Julia shook her head. “It’s okay, not your fault. How could you possibly have known she’d show up here?”
Nathan hesitated before sharing his concerns with her. “I think she might have followed us here after work,” he admitted. “I didn’t want to tell you this because frankly I thought I was probably just imagining it. But I think she’s been stalking us a bit over the past couple of weeks.”
“What?” Julia’s eyes went wide with shock. “Oh, my God, that’s crazy. Why do you think that?”
“Now that I think of it, I swear I’ve seen someone resembling her hanging outside both the office and the condo a few times recently. I put it down to coincidence or paranoia, but after this incident I’m pretty sure it was her.”
“What can we do about it?” she asked in a worried tone.
“Not sure exactly. Tonight was the first time she’s actually approached either of us, so hopefully she’ll leave us alone from here on end. If she does start harassing us, though, we call the police and get a restraining order. Right now we can’t do much, I’m afraid. Just be aware and if you do see her try your best to avoid a confrontation.”
Julia glared. “She’s damned lucky that was white wine she doused me with, not red. And the bitch had better hope the dry cleaner can get the stain out of this dress. It’s Donna Karan, you know, and one of my new favorites.”
He chuckled, admiring anew how hot she looked in the camel colored dress with its little cap sleeves and draped neckline that revealed a tantalizing bit of cleavage. “Baby, how do you keep track of all that stuff in your closet? Your aunt sends you stuff faster than you can wear it.”
“Its Fashion Week time of year,” she explained. “All of the designers are showing their spring collections, so Aunt Maddy is getting tons of stuff sent her way. Therefore, I’m getting tons of stuff sent my way.”
“We’re definitely going to need a separate room just for your clothes and shoes.”
Julia was about to make a retort when the maître‘d approached their table, apologizing profusely for having let Cameron slip past him.
“I’m so sorry, madam, sir,” he told them earnestly. “I could sense that the lady was in something of a state, but I was busy helping other customers and she just walked in. Are you both all right? Can I offer you a glass of wine, perhaps, to calm the nerves?”
Julia shuddered. “Not wine, no.”
“I think maybe just some hot tea for the lady. And a brandy for me,” added Nathan. “And I apologize as well for the scene she caused. It was very unexpected.”
The maître‘d assured him it was no problem, and summoned a waiter to get their drinks.
“I didn’t think to ask. Did you want dessert?”
She shook her head at Nathan’s questions. “No. This pretty much ruined my appetite. And that’s a real shame because I saw chocolate cream pie on the menu.”
He grinned. “We’ll get two slices to go. Hopefully your appetite will return later tonight. Otherwise the pie will keep until tomorrow.”
Her eyes sparkled. “I knew there was a reason I loved you besides your hot body and your ability to give me multiple orgasms. Speaking of which – that particular appetite hasn’t been affected.”
He squeezed her hand. “Well, that’s a relief. Good to know a crazy ex-girlfriend doesn’t impair your libido.”
“Honey, I think you’d have to go bald, gain fifty pounds, and eat whole cloves of garlic in order to impair my libido,” she joked. “So let’s order that pie so you can start working on those three orgasms you promised me.”





Chapter Twenty-Three

October
Nathan had only been inside the McKinnon home in the Carmel Highlands for a few minutes, but still felt an instant connection to the place. The architect in him greatly admired the design of the spacious home and its abundance of natural light. Nearly every room had an ocean or cove view, and there was access to the wraparound deck from multiple locations.
And the homebody in him felt an immediate sense of peace and tranquility from the way the place had been decorated. It seemed that each piece of furniture, each sculpture or bowl or memento had been lovingly and carefully chosen. And of course, the house boasted some of Natalie Benoit’s finest works hanging on the walls.
Because work had been so crazy these past few months, and factoring in the month Julia’s parents had spent vacationing in South America, this weekend was the first time Nathan had met Robert McKinnon and his wife Natalie. He had been admittedly more than a little nervous to meet Julia’s parents, especially her father who Nathan had hero-worshipped since deciding to become an architect. He had been pleasantly surprised at how warm and welcoming both of them had been, and how they had made him feel instantly at home.
It was late Friday afternoon, and the four of them were sitting on the main deck at the back of the house which had a spectacular ocean view. The weather was perfect – sunny, a little warm, and very little breeze – the sort of ideal Indian summer day that Northern California often enjoyed at this time of year. Natalie had opened a bottle of crisp, chilled Chardonnay and set out little dishes of olives, ceviche, mango salsa, and goat cheese with assorted breads and crackers.
Upon their arrival less than an hour ago, Nathan and Julia had been enthusiastically greeted by her parents’ three Australian shepherds. Julia had called each of them by name – Gracie, Duncan and Mickey – and explained that the female was the mother to the two younger, friskier boys. All three dogs had followed Nathan in a pack, clearly enchanted by the newcomer and demanding his attention. They had finally mellowed out, retreating to their own corner of the deck, rousing now and then to bark at an errant seagull.
He was glad he’d followed Julia’s instructions to dress casually in jeans and a gray Armani T-shirt, for both of her parents were equally casual. Both wore jeans, Robert in a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, while Natalie’s floaty tunic was half a dozen shades of blue and lavender. Both were barefoot. Julia, of course, wore her version of casual – a dainty white ruffled chemise top paired with a tiered floral print cotton skirt. To Nathan’s surprise, she actually kicked off her wedge sandals upon arrival and was now padding around barefoot like her parents.
It was clear that Julia and Lauren greatly resembled their mother, for Natalie had the same classically beautiful features and caramel colored hair. But the twins’ huge mossy green eyes had been inherited from their father – a handsome, dark-haired man with touches of gray at the temples.
The peaceful serenity was abruptly interrupted by the arrival of Lauren. They could see her approach from the road below, and Nathan was not the least bit surprised to see her drive up in a four-wheel drive Jeep Wrangler. Given the tough-girl image she worked so hard to project, it was small wonder that she would be driving such a heavy duty vehicle. The dogs went nuts when they saw her, barking and running around excitedly before greeting her with enthusiastic licks. She dropped her backpack and an overstuffed canvas tote bag in her tracks, and gave everyone a hug, Nathan included.
“So you finally got the balls to meet the parents, huh?” she asked in her usual forthright manner.
Natalie rolled her eyes. “Lauren, darling, language.”
Lauren merely gave her mother a resounding smack on the cheek in reply. “Nathan’s a big boy. He can handle whatever I dish out.”
Julia shook her head in exasperation as she greeted her twin with a hug. “One of these days that smart mouth of yours is going to get you into trouble.”
Lauren hooted. “Baby sister, what makes you think it already hasn’t? Remind me to tell you about the latest blow-up I had with my boss. I can still see the steam coming out of his ears.”
Julia frowned. “Careful he doesn’t fire your butt.”
“Nah. It’s way too cute a butt and besides, Ben knows how valuable I am to the magazine. Doesn’t hurt to keep him on his toes every so often. So – you don’t look a year older, baby girl.”
Julia laughed. “Yeah, neither do you, big sis.”
“That’s because your birthday isn’t until tomorrow,” retorted Robert. “And both of my girls look beautiful. Though I can’t believe you’re already twenty-six. It seems like just yesterday you were small enough that your mother could still dress you alike.”
Lauren shuddered. “Thank God Mom got over that whole notion by the time we were two.”
“That’s because Julia refused to wear anything but cute, frilly dresses and you would only wear pants or shorts,” replied Natalie dryly. “Some things haven’t changed.”
“Hey, I wore a dress last month,” protested Lauren. “It was at a dinner party that Jules and Nathan gave. One of their big clients attended so Julia dragged me into her closet and got me all girly.”
Julia smiled. “And she looked gorgeous. Enough so that Ian stuck by your side all evening.”
Lauren shrugged. “He’s a sweetheart. Such a gentleman and really, really attractive. But nothing happening there, I’m afraid. Not my type.”
“Honestly, Lauren?” asked Julia in exasperation. “Mom, you should see this guy. Six four, shoulders like a linebacker, Savile Row suits, British accent. And he’s filthy rich. But Lauren would rather go out with some grungy guy in a two-bit rock band who lives above a garage somewhere.”
“If Ian Gregson is so fabulous, why aren’t you dating him?” challenged Lauren.
“Um, hey? Over here? Remember me – the boyfriend?” Nathan glared at Lauren. “I saw her first. And Ian is a client – our best client.”
Lauren looked unimpressed. “So? You’re Julia’s boss – employer – whatever. How is that anymore appropriate?”
“Enough.” Robert McKinnon’s voice was brisk and authoritative, and both girls were instantly quiet. “It’s like the two of you were back in high school with your arguing. Let’s have a peaceful weekend, young ladies. I don’t get to see both of my girls together very often so cease your bickering.”
Nathan wasn’t surprised when Julia obediently murmured, “Yes, Daddy,” but he was startled when the ballsy Lauren also backed down and gave her father a hug. It was obvious that Robert adored his twin daughters and that they in turn doted on their father.
Julia helped Natalie get dinner together while Lauren fed the dogs. That left Nathan alone with Robert.
“I’ve been admiring this house since we drove up,” admitted Nathan. “It’s given me a few ideas about a project I’m working on. A personal project.”
Robert nodded. “Julia mentioned that you’re designing a home of your own. And that you’ve got designers block or some such thing.”
Nathan grinned. “I’m not sure that’s an actual condition but yes, nothing I’ve started so far feels right. There’s something I’m missing, and it’s been driving me mad for months now.”
The older man finished his wine. “Did you bring any of your designs along?”
“I did, actually,” admitted Nathan. “I thought spending time by the ocean might inspire me. I don’t know how much Julia has told you about the lot but it’s on the waterfront.”
“Aye, she told me that much.” A trace of Robert’s Scottish brogue could be plainly heard now and then, though living in the U.S. for over forty years had erased most of it. “Perhaps after dinner we’ll take a look at some of your ideas, brainstorm a bit. Natalie has a good eye for these things, too. Such a talent that woman has for art and design. Simply brilliant.”
Nathan was almost speechless with surprise. “I - that’s fantastic, Mr. McKinnon. But I don’t want to intrude, especially since you don’t get to see your daughters that often.”
“Not to worry, young man. I see our Laurie quite a bit, and Natalie and I are planning to visit Julia at the end of the month. In fact, we can take a first- hand look at this property of yours, maybe refine any ideas we might come up with this weekend. And Nathan – “he paused until Nathan met his eye, then smiled reassuringly. “It’s Robert. We’re not much for formalities around here.”
Nathan couldn’t help but contrast the relaxed and informal atmosphere that filled the McKinnon home with the stiff, uncomfortable and stuffy feeling he’d always had when associating with Cameron’s family. The Tollivers would never have dreamed of dining alfresco in bare feet, eating off Mexican pottery and enjoying a casual but delicious meal of clam chowder, cracked crab, and a huge green salad. The conversation around the dinner table was lively and stimulating, and Nathan never felt that he had to choose his words carefully or avoid particular topics. The McKinnons made him feel instantly welcomed and part of the family. Even the dogs liked him, judging by the fact that one rested a furry head in his lap, while another lounged at his feet.
“You’ve made some friends there, Nathan,” observed Natalie with a smile.
Lauren snickered. “Don’t flatter him, Mom. These mutts will hang around anyone they think will cave in and feed them. They must scent your susceptibility, Nathan.”
“Hey, missy, these are purebred, pedigreed Aussies,” said Robert in indignation. “Don’t be calling my boys and my best girl here mutts.” He scratched an adoring Gracie behind the ears.
“Dad’s dogs got away with murder when we were growing up,” groused Julia. “Far more spoiled and indulged than Lauren and I were.”
“And more obedient, too,” retorted Robert.
Julia tapped Mickey on the nose, his head still resting in Nathan’s lap. “Hey, you, stop begging. Never mind that look. I stopped falling for those sorts of looks a long time ago.” She looked curiously from the dog’s pale blue eyes to Nathan’s and smiled. “Look, you two have the same eyes.”
Nathan grinned. “Maybe Mickey thinks I’m a long lost brother or cousin. He sees the family resemblance.”
That comment brought a round of laughter from everyone at the table and made Nathan feel even more at ease.
When dinner was over, everyone did their part in clearing the table and tidying up the dishes. Robert took several shot glasses from a cabinet in the dining room.
“What say we hold off on coffee and dessert for a bit and break open this lovely bottle of Macallan that Nathan brought down?” he suggested.
There were no arguments to be heard as everyone settled around the spacious oak pedestal table in the dining room. The sun had set and with it the day’s balmy temperatures, so it felt good to be inside the house. At Robert’s urgings, Nathan fetched the house designs he’d brought with him and spread them out on the huge table. It didn’t take long for all the McKinnons to jump into the discussion and offer up their opinions, in between shots of twenty-one year old single malt Scotch.
After listening to his wife’s and daughters’ ideas, Robert furrowed his brow and tapped a finger against his lips.
“Here’s a thought, Nathan. What if you were to change this over here – “he drew a few lines, erased others. “And then, in this section, you tried something like this.”
Fifteen minutes later, Nathan could only stare in wide-eyed admiration at the small but significant changes Robert had made. All of a sudden the missing pieces clicked into place, and he had a clear and vivid picture of what he wanted to do.
The two men worked on the design for another hour until the smell of freshly brewed coffee and warm cinnamon scented bread budding lured them away from their project. It was after midnight by the time he was cuddling in bed with Julia, and he offered up an apology.
“I’m sorry if I neglected you tonight, baby. I just couldn’t believe how that design came together so easily with your dad’s input. He really is a genius,” marveled Nathan.
Julia entwined her legs with his, pressing a kiss to his throat. “I don’t mind at all. I’m just happy you seem to get on so well with him. Daddy isn’t always an easy one to get close to. But he likes you, I can tell.”
He stilled her hand as it caressed his hip. “Well, he won’t like me at all if he thinks we’re getting it on in his house. As tempting as you are, I’m not going to ravish you with your parents’ bedroom on one side, and your sister’s on another. Not to mention our roommate here.”
Julia laughed softly as Mickey’s ears twitched in his sleep. The dog had followed them into their bedroom and promptly settled in for a long night’s sleep at the foot of the bed.
“Don’t mind Mickey. Not much wakes him – or the other two for that matter. But you’re right – I’d be more than a little self-conscious with my parents and Lauren both within earshot. Guess we should have stayed at a hotel, huh?”
He cuddled her close, kissing her temple. “Don’t be silly. I wouldn’t have passed up the opportunity to sleep in a Robert McKinnon designed house. And it’s been great meeting your parents and seeing where you grew up.”
“I’ll get to return the favor when we head to Michigan for Thanksgiving. I’m really looking forward to seeing your parents again and meeting the rest of your family.”
“You’re sure you don’t mind not seeing your family then?”
Julia shook her head. “It’s okay. My parents and Lauren always fly to New York to spend Thanksgiving with Aunt Maddy. With the holiday shopping season already in full swing, it’s impossible for her to get away then. Besides, we’ll get to spend Christmas with my family so it’s a fair trade.”
They fell asleep soon after, one of the very few times they’d slept together without having sex first. It took a great deal of self control on Nathan’s part the next morning to gingerly extricate himself from her arms and slip out of bed. The temptation to wake her with a bout of sleepy sex was almost too much to resist, but the recollection that they were far from alone in this house greatly cooled his ardor. Not to mention the fact that Mickey suddenly bounced up like a jackrabbit, evidently well rested from his long sleep, and began licking Nathan happily, his tail wagging furiously. Nathan was barely able to struggle into some running clothes and pick up his shoes without the dog lavishing him with attention.
He’d figured to be the only one awake at this hour, but the smell of coffee dispelled that idea. Lauren was in the kitchen, sipping from her coffee mug, and also dressed in workout gear. The other two dogs were resting at her feet.
“So you survived the night with Mickey, I see,” she said dryly. “He snores pretty loud.”
Nathan accepted the mug she handed him and poured some coffee. “Yeah, well, he’s also a very effective cockblocker.”
Lauren snickered. “Like you would have really had the balls to hump my sister with our father in the next room anyway. Jules and I might be twenty-five – ah, twenty-six actually – but Daddy still thinks of us as his little girls. Do you know I still have to call him every time I’m on assignment? One time I was in a really remote locale with no cell or internet service, and he actually called my boss in New York because he hadn’t heard from me yet. Ben had to reach me by satellite phone and tell me to call my Daddy. He still ribs me unmercifully about it, the bastard.”
“He just cares about you. And he’s right to worry, given some of the godforsaken places Julia’s told me you’ve been to. You’ve got more guts than I do.”
She grinned. “Yeah, and I’ll bet I can kick your ass on this run, too. I hope you’ve been doing some hill training, because there aren’t too many flat spots around here.”
Nathan finished his coffee and gave her a mock glare. “Oh, it is on like Donkey Kong. Come on, let’s see how tough you really are.”
An hour later, he was grateful he hadn’t eaten anything that morning for he was sure he’d be puking it up right now. Lauren had been merciless, running him up one ridiculously steep hill after another, until his lungs were ready to burst and his quadriceps shaking. The only satisfaction he got from the punishing workout was that Lauren, too, seemed more than a little spent.
They staggered up the outside stairs to the upper level deck just off the kitchen. Natalie was seated outside sipping coffee and sketching on a big pad. She smiled at them serenely.
“Lovely morning for a run. Lauren, I hope you weren’t too tough on Nathan.”
“He can take it,” she replied without even a hint of compassion. “Where is everyone?”
“Your father’s walking on the beach with the dogs as usual, and Julia is still asleep last I checked. She always was a much better sleeper than you were, Lauren.”
Lauren snorted. “Lazy slug. I can’t believe she actually drags her butt out of bed for a six a.m. yoga class.”
“She does,” verified Nathan. “Most mornings, anyway. But I’ve learned not to try and actually talk to her until after class. She’s not much of a morning person.”
Natalie smiled. “You’re a wise man to have figured that out. But I did want to get breakfast started soon. We’ll have our hands full as the day goes on getting ready for tonight’s festivities.”
There was a party planned to celebrate the twins’ birthday, though Julia had told him not to expect anything too big or fancy. Maybe two dozen people, mostly family and old friends, and a very casual, laid-back buffet dinner. But it had been evident from last night’s dinner that Julia had inherited her love of cooking from her mother, and Nathan was certain that Natalie had something special planned for tonight.
He finished the bottle of water that Natalie had thoughtfully had waiting for him and Lauren. “I’ll go wake up Sleeping Beauty,” he offered. “We’ll be out after I shower.”
He removed his shoes before entering the house, conscious of the beautiful white birch floors. They were a key element of the Nantucket style of the house, with its high wood-beamed ceilings and wainscoting in nearly every room.
He carefully shut the bedroom door behind him, and stripped off his sweaty workout clothes before kneeling beside the bed. Julia was still sleeping peacefully, her cheeks rosy and her mouth softly parted. With her hair tumbling around her shoulders, she looked very much like the fairytale princess he’d once compared her to, so beautiful she took his breath away. Gently, he pulled the covers off her, revealing her petite, curvy body garbed in a slip-style nightie of gold satin. One of the thin straps had fallen down her shoulder, baring half of her breast. Unable to resist, he slid the strap farther down, and groaned when her full, round breast popped out. He bent his head to lick the pink nipple before drawing it into his mouth.
Julia stirred beneath him, her legs moving restlessly. He pushed the short hem of her nightie up, baring the lower half of her body. She wasn’t wearing panties and his nostrils flared at the sight of her naked cunt, and the musky scent of her female essence. He couldn’t help nuzzling his face into her public hair, and then running his tongue over her satiny slit.
She gasped when he sucked at her clit, her eyes flying open as her hands tangled in his hair. “Oh, God, Nathan. God, that’s good,” she breathed.
He replaced his tongue with two long fingers, thrusting them in and out of her slickness. “Good morning, baby,” he told her wickedly. “Sleep well?”
Julia panted as his fingers grew bolder. “You – ah, you should have woken me sooner. Especially if you’re going to give me an orgasm.”
Nathan chuckled. “That’s the plan, baby. But I think we should continue this in the shower. I don’t trust your sister not to eavesdrop. That girl needs to get laid more regularly. Maybe then she wouldn’t be such a –“
She laid two fingers over his mouth, only to have him suck them hard. “You’re right. Let’s shower. Especially since I can tell you’ve been for a run. Please tell me you didn’t go with Lauren.”
He groaned. “Too late. Just don’t tell her how badly she kicked my ass.”
Minutes later they were happily ensconced in the en suite shower, soaping each other up and confident that the sound of the water running would drown out their amorous activities. They kissed wetly, Nathan’s palms overflowing with Julia’s lush breasts, while she stroked his rigid cock with both of her hands. When she reached further back to lightly squeeze his balls, he growled and spun her around, pressing the front of her body against the white and blue tiled shower wall.
“I haven’t been inside you for over twenty-four hours,” he rasped in her ear. “I think that’s some sort of record for us. One I have no intention of ever trying to break.”
He guided his cock inside of her, then held on to her hips as he began to move, his thrusts growing faster and harder. Julia’s moans were muffled against the hand she thrust into her mouth, and his groans were stifled by burying his face in her neck. He slid one hand over her belly before dipping into her pubic hair and finding her swollen clit. Her head fell back against his shoulder as he continued to fuck her hard while flicking his thumb over her clit.
She came mere moments before he did, spilling himself deep inside of her. He held her back against him, steadying her while she quivered, and then turning her in his arms to meet his deep kiss.
“Now that’s a proper good morning kiss,” she whispered. “My very favorite way to start the day.”
“Better than yoga class?” he teased. “And I can’t believe it’s better than a café au lait and a chocolate croissant.”
Julia giggled. “Well, both of those are pretty close. But nothing says good morning like a big cock fucking your brains out.”
He smacked her bare ass a little too hard to be considered playful. “You’ve become such a bad, dirty girl. We’re going to have to start talking about punishments if you don’t watch that filthy mouth.”
“Hah. You love it and you know it.”
Fifteen minutes later they were dressed and joining the others for breakfast on the deck. It was a simple but delicious meal of waffles, brown sugar-glazed bacon, fresh fruit and coffee. After the meal was served and the dishes cleared, everyone was tasked with doing their part to get ready for the birthday party. Lauren, who admittedly wasn’t much of a cook, instead did some cleaning and rearranging of furniture. Natalie and Julia busied themselves in the kitchen to turn out platters and bowls of food. Nathan helped Robert set up the bar and the sound system, but after that there wasn’t much else for them to do. But when Nathan suggested they help Julia and her mother with the food, Robert shuddered.
“It’s a brave man – or a foolish one – who tries to invade Natalie’s kitchen. It took years for her to get comfortable with Julia helping in there. Lauren is all too happy to stay out of there, as is my sister-in-law. Let’s do some more work on those house plans of yours instead.”
Nathan was thrilled at the opportunity to work alongside the architect he’d admired and emulated for more than a dozen years. And it didn’t hurt that he was also forming a real rapport with Julia’s father.
At some point, when they were looking at designs for the master bedroom, Robert lifted a brow in question. “I assume you’ve seen the contents of Julia’s closet?”
Nathan nodded. “It’s quite impressive, isn’t it?”
Robert looked rather revolted. “More like obsessive. That’s Madelyn’s influence, not Natalie’s. But be that as it may, all that stuff needs a place to reside. You’d best plan on making this walk in closet a whole lot bigger.” He paused for long seconds before adding, “That is, assuming you intend for my Julia to live in this house one day.”
Nathan flushed under the older man’s intense regard. “Yes, of course. I mean, we haven’t discussed marriage just yet, we haven’t officially been dating all that long. But I’m crazy about her, she’s everything I could ever want, and having her as my wife one day – well, it would be a dream come true.”
Robert smiled, clearly pleased with this answer. “That’s good enough for me, then. All in due time, I suppose.” He returned his attention to the house plans. “On second thought, you may just want to build a whole separate room for her clothes. I don’t know if a mere closet could hold them all.”

Guests began to arrive around six o’clock for the party, and within half an hour the upper deck was filled with people. Julia happily introduced Nathan to everyone – neighbors, old friends from school, friends of her parents, and Robert’s younger brother Malcolm. Nathan learned that Julia’s uncle lived in nearby Monterey and was also a renowned photographer. It was his influence that had set Lauren on her chosen career path.
To Nathan’s surprise, another guest at the party was none other than Sam Patterson, the NFL quarterback and Julia’s old high school sweetheart. His team was playing the San Francisco 49ers on Monday night, and thus he’d been able to break away for a quick visit to his parents, who were also at the party.
Nathan clenched his fists when he saw Sam sweep Julia into a fierce hug and plant a resounding smooch on her lips. But from the way both of them laughed as he let her go, Nathan felt reassured that the embrace had been a friendly one only.
Sam grinned at Nathan as they shook hands. “So you’re the dude dating my Julia. You’d better be taking good care of my girl here.”
Nathan scowled at him, not caring if he was one of the top sports figures in the country. “Actually, I think she’s officially my girl now. You blew your chance a few years ago.”
Sam chuckled. “Yeah, that’s for sure. If I thought I stood a chance, I might try stealing her back from you, Nathan. But Jules seems pretty taken with you.”
“There’s always her identical twin,” teased Nathan.
The look of horror on Sam’s face was almost comical. “Oh, hell, no. I’d rather get sacked by a three hundred pound defensive lineman than tangle with Lauren. She scares the shit out of me.”
Nathan nodded in agreement. “One of these days she’ll meet her match. Kind of like Taming of the Shrew.”
Julia gave him a playful punch on the upper arm. “Hey, that’s my sister you’re dissing. And while Lauren may be a little intimidating she’s a great girl. Any guy would be lucky to have her.”
Sam gave a little shudder. “Not touching that one. I still haven’t forgotten the roundhouse kick she landed on my head junior year. Almost knocked me out cold.”
Nathan was pleasantly surprised to find that Sam was one of the most likeable guys he’d ever met, and they conversed easily. It turned out that Sam had actually met Jared a couple of years ago at some celebrity golf tournament, and the two of them had kept in touch. Sam’s parents were also terrific people and spent quite a bit of time talking to Nathan.
Sam’s mother – Wendy – gave Julia a fond hug. “I’m still not sure why my idiot son let this one slip away,” she confided. “She’s the sweetest girl. You’re a lucky man, Nathan.”
Nathan proudly admired the glowing picture Julia made tonight in a flowing gold chiffon Alexander McQueen dress belted at the waist. With her strappy gold sandals and long, curly hair, she positively shined.
“Don’t I know it,” he acknowledged. “Though I still don’t know why she picked me.”
Wendy winked at him. “Think I can guess. You two make a gorgeous couple. Meanwhile, my dimwit son is dating some vapid supermodel who never eats.”
Everyone laughed at Wendy’s half-joking comment, including Sam.
The rest of the party was as casual and relaxed as the McKinnons themselves. The platters of food were hungrily devoured, the wine and beer consumed in rather startling quantities, and the soft jazz and blues music that played through the speakers entirely appropriate to the surroundings. Nathan had a very pleasant buzz going on that was only partially due to the alcohol. The rest was from being completely content and blissfully happy, and he couldn’t remember too many times in his life when he’d felt this way. Even though this was his first visit to Julia’s childhood home, he felt welcomed and at ease, as though he’d been coming here for years. As for Julia, she looked happier than he’d ever seen her, and it made his heart ready to burst from how much he loved her.
It was far past midnight by the time all the guests had departed and the house cleaned up. Julia was yawning sleepily as she scrubbed off her makeup, and he forced himself to check his lusts when she stripped down to her pale yellow lace bra and sheer panties.
“Not fair,” he groaned, clenching his fists. “You shouldn’t wear such sexy undies when I know you’re too wiped out for sex. Not to mention the parents on one side of us, and the nosy, bossy sister on the other.”
Julia tried to giggle, but another yawn escaped instead. “Sorry. I’ll make it up to you tomorrow night.”
Nathan growled as she stripped off her lingerie and quickly shimmied into her nightie. “Night? Hell no am I waiting that long. I’ll warn you now, baby. The minute we get inside your place I’m tossing you on the sofa and having my wicked way with you.”
She shivered. “Oh. I wonder how early we can get out of here tomorrow.”
He guffawed as he slid into bed and he cuddled her close. “I have definitely corrupted you.”
She nuzzled her face into his chest. “Complaining?”
“Not on your life.” He kissed her long and deep before reluctantly lifting his mouth. “Let’s get some sleep now, baby. And rest up for tomorrow. You’ll need all the energy you can spare.”





Chapter Twenty-Four

Late October
“Hey, baby. How’s your day going?”
Julia smiled at the sound of Nathan’s voice on the other end of the phone. “Kind of crazy, but in a good way. Very productive so far. How about yours?”
He sighed. “Not quite as productive as yours, I’m afraid. This site survey is taking a lot longer than I’d planned. Will you be mad if I can’t make lunch?”
“You can make it up by buying me a really expensive dinner,” she joked. “And, no, I’m not mad. It was going to have to be a quick lunch anyway since I’m meeting that new client at two-thirty at her home.”
“I forgot about that. Tell you what – I’ll definitely be back in the city by then. Give me the address and I’ll pick you up there.”
“Sounds great, let me get the address.” She searched through her normally tidy desk for the form she needed. In the meanwhile, a beep sounded on the phone, signaling that Nathan had another call coming in.
“Damn,” he muttered. “Look, just send me a text when you find the address. Gotta go, baby. Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
Sure enough, she located the form with all the contact information for her new prospective client mere seconds after Nathan ended the call. Before she forgot, she sent him a quick text with the address, adding that she’d likely be finished with the appointment by three-thirty.
She hadn’t been too thrilled to take on this client – whom she’d yet to meet or even speak to personally. She’d received the call about a week ago from the woman’s PA - a young woman who had been a little too pushy for Julia’s liking - to set up an appointment as soon as possible. The client – a woman named Elizabeth Gardiner – wanted to have her entire condo redecorated, and had been referred to Julia via Jackson West. It was only because of her association with the winery owner that Julia had accepted the job. She was already so busy these days with all the projects Travis kept throwing her way that she really didn’t have time for Ms. Gardiner. But the PA had been almost obnoxiously persistent, and Julia had finally relented just to get the woman off her back.
Not having enough hours in the day notwithstanding, life was pretty damned perfect these days. She loved her job and her co-workers; was really starting to adore San Francisco and learn her way around, making Manhattan a distant memory; and she was head over heels in love with her Nathan. They were always together, never spending a night apart, though still shuttling back and forth between his condo and her flat. Nathan had finally contacted a friend who was a leasing agent, and he was actively searching for a larger place for them to rent together. He was certain he could rent Nathan’s condo out as well until the time was right to sell it.
And the most exciting development was that Nathan had almost finalized the plans for his dream home in Tiburon. After spending the weekend at her parents’ house and soaking up her father’s considerable experience, Nathan had found new inspiration to finish the plans. Her parents were due for a visit in less than a week’s time, and they had already planned to see the Tiburon property up close.
Julia was also making plans for entertaining her parents during their visit. It had already been decided that they would stay at her flat while she and Nathan would bunk at his condo.
Nathan had also been after her lately to finally buy a car, and she was quickly running out of excuses. In fact, he was planning for them to go car shopping this weekend, and she had more or less resigned herself to canvassing car lots instead of browsing the sale at Neiman Marcus.
At two twenty-five, the cab let her off in front of the building where her new client lived. The building was located in a high-priced, high-class neighborhood, as evidenced by the bevy of luxury automobiles parked nearby, and the well-dressed residents who walked past. She was glad she’d chosen an elegant black Ralph Lauren dress. Paired with her go-to black Louboutins and a Prada tote, she more than fit in with this elite crowd.
The condo was in an older building and appeared to only have about a dozen units in all. It was nothing like the ultra-modern high-rise structure where Nathan lived, with its spacious lobby and 24-hour security. This small building had a keypad entry, for which Elizabeth Gardiner’s pushy assistant had given Julia the code. She had thought that a bit odd, but had been anxious to get the obnoxious PA off the phone and hadn’t questioned it. Checking her notes, she keyed in the security code and pushed the door open into the small lobby. There were only three floors in the building, and Ms. Gardiner lived on the top one. Julia contemplated taking the stairs, but decided instead on the elevator, given her four-inch heels.
She was further puzzled when she reached Elizabeth Gardiners’ front door and found it slightly ajar. She knocked and called out. “Ms. Gardiner? It’s Julia McKinnon, the interior designer.”
Moments later, a somewhat muffled voice called out, “Yes, come in. I’ll be right there.”
Fighting off a growing sense of unease, Julia nonetheless stepped inside the condo and shut the door behind her. A quick glance around the living/dining space revealed sleek, modern furnishings, tasteful artwork, and a variety of carefully chosen sculptures, vases and pottery. It did not look in the least bit like a space that needed to be redecorated.
“Hello, Julia. So nice of you to stop by.”
Julia froze at the sound of that familiar, menacing voice and her blood chilled as Cameron walked slowly into the room. Cameron looked even worse than she had in the restaurant a few weeks earlier – gaunt and thin, her clothes wrinkled and stained, and her hair unkempt. But what really, really concerned Julia was the pistol Cameron held in her hand – a pistol that was now pointed at Julia.
“Cameron.” Julia expelled a long breath, trying to stay calm and rational, something that wasn’t easy to do in the presence of a semi-crazed woman holding a gun. “I assume this Elizabeth Gardiner ruse was meant to get me here alone.”
Cameron shrugged. “I gave my assistant a nice bonus for pushing so hard to get you here. You apparently weren’t too eager to get my business. I told my assistant I was just trying to play an elaborate prank on a friend.”
“Except that the joke’s on me, I suppose,” stated Julia flatly.
“You’re a smart girl. Guess that fancy Ivy League education paid off,” said Cameron with heavy sarcasm. “What a smug bitch you are, thinking you’re better than I am because you went to Cornell and lived in New York and speak French. Big fucking deal.”
Julia winced as Cameron’s voice increased in volume. “I never thought I was better than you,” she told her softly, trying to keep her calm.
Cameron’s eyes blazed angrily. “Shut up! I don’t want you to talk. You fucked up my life so badly, you little whore. Why didn’t you just stay in goddamned New York and leave my fiancé alone? You’ve ruined everything – everything!”
Cameron was screaming at this point, and Julia began to gingerly start backing up towards the door. She wondered wildly if she could possibly hope to outrun Cameron and make it safely outside. She’d have to ditch her shoes, of course, and even then –
“Don’t fucking move, bitch!” screeched Cameron. “I see what you’re trying to do. You’re not going anywhere, Julia. Not until you pay for what you did to me. You’ve ruined me, made me a fucking laughingstock with all my friends, made me an object of pity. Poor Cameron, dumped again. She’ll meet the right guy one of these days. Fuck them! I did meet the right guy. Nathan was perfect for me, until you stole him away. You’re not going to get away with it!”
Now Julia was really beginning to quiver with fear, especially when she noticed how Cameron’s gun hand was waving around erratically. How in the world had Cameron obtained a gun anyway?
“Cameron, calm down, please. Let’s talk about this rationally. And please put the gun down. You don’t want it going off accidentally.” Julia spoke with a calm she sure as hell didn’t feel.
Cameron gave a hysterical laugh. “Accidentally? Oh, please. I’ve been handling guns since I was a child. Daddy is on the board of the NRA and he made sure all of us could shoot. I still go to the shooting range once or twice a month to stay in practice. No, Julia, there will be nothing accidental about shooting you. In fact, it will be quite intentional.”
Julia was frozen with fear, and strove to keep her voice from breaking. “Cameron, that’s crazy. You can’t possibly think you could get away with something like that.”
“Oh, but I have it all figured out,” declared Cameron. “I’ll say I thought you were an intruder and shot you in self-defense. My father will get me the best attorney in the state, and I won’t even be charged with anything. Money talks, Julia.”
Julia could only stare in horrified disbelief. “That – you’re insane. Insane. Cameron, you can’t do something like that. My God, I know you’re angry and hurt but you aren’t a cold-blooded murderer.”
“Shut up!” shrieked Cameron. “You don’t know fuck about me, Julia. I was the best fucking thing that ever happened to Nathan until you shoved those big tits in his face and wiggled your ass in those tight skirts and stole him away. He was in love with me, we were supposed to be married, were going to be so happy. And then you had to come along and fuck everything up. You need to pay for that, bitch.”
“And how do you think Nathan is going to react when he knows what you’ve done?” asked Julia quietly. “You know he’ll never believe your story.”
Cameron’s eyes looked glazed. “That’s not true. He will believe me. And with you out of the picture he’ll realize how much he still loves me and will come back to me. But he won’t do that until you’re not around anymore. So be prepared to die now, bitch.”
As Julia recognized the sound of the trigger of the gun being pulled, she barely had time to react, ducking behind a cabinet filled with objects d’art. She could see the bullet ricochet off the cabinet, and then felt a sudden, searing pain on her upper left arm. Glancing down she saw blood begin to pour down her arm from where the bullet had grazed her, and she bit her lip to hold back the scream of terror bubbling up in her throat.
The sight of Julia’s blood seemed to have caused Cameron to freeze in place, as though she couldn’t believe she’d actually pulled the trigger. Julia reacted quickly, taking advantage of Cameron’s sudden confusion, and grabbed an undoubtedly priceless sculpture from a nearby table, flinging it wildly at Cameron. The marble piece caught Cameron square on the arm, and she dropped the gun from her shaking fingers. As she fell to her knees, intent on retrieving the gun, Julia snatched a heavy crystal vase and smashed it over Cameron’s head. Cameron groaned and slumped to the floor.
Julia’s heart was racing so hard she feared she’d faint, but wasted no time in tearing madly out of the condo.

Nathan was tired and irritable when he finally wrapped up surveying the site of a potential new office building. The site was in a community a few miles south of San Francisco, one he wasn’t too familiar with, so he’d had to wait on the arrival of the city planner and civil engineer, and they had both been late. The builder who’d been selected for the project had had dozens of questions, and what should have been a relatively quick survey had taken far too long.
He was back in San Francisco now, and he debated whether he had time to return to the office before picking Julia up from her client’s. It occurred to him that he didn’t even know the address, and hoped that she’d sent him the promised text. While stopped at a red light, he quickly found the text and immediately felt his blood turn to ice.
Cameron. It was her address. Somehow she’d managed to lure Julia to her home, obviously under false pretenses, because there was no possible way Julia would have gone there willingly.
“Shit!” he cursed, and immediately started figuring out the absolute fastest route to Cameron’s condo. He couldn’t imagine that his ex-fiancée would actually harm Julia, until he recalled the hard slap Cameron had given her once, hard enough to leave a bruise and a cut.
The light turned green and he surged ahead, grateful he’d driven the BMW today for it was much faster and easier to maneuver than his SUV. He hoped fervently he didn’t cross paths with a police car, because he was intent on breaking every speeding record in the book to get to Cameron’s the fastest possible way. He ignored the honks from pissed-off drivers as he cut them off, veered into lanes without signaling, and tailgated unmercifully. All the while he was half-praying, half reassuring himself that nothing was wrong, that Julia was fine, that Cameron was probably doing nothing more than insulting her or screaming like the shrew she was. God, if that crazy bitch even dared to lift a finger against Julia, he’d wring her skinny neck until it snapped!
His heart was pounding like crazy, and he felt sick to his stomach as he drew ever closer to Cameron’s condo. A glance at the clock revealed it to be two forty-five, only fifteen minutes past the time Julia was supposed to have arrived. Nathan thanked the powers that be that had made him check Julia’s text before heading for the office instead.
His leg was shaking with fear as he came within three blocks of his destination. Parking was an absolute nightmare in this area no matter the time of day, and he only hoped he could find a space nearby.
He had circled the block twice already, cursing vividly when there was no parking to be found. He was going around for the third time when his blood chilled at the horrifying sight that greeted his eyes – a bloodied, disheveled, hysterical Julia stumbling out the front door of the condo building. Immediately, he double parked the car and raced over to the sidewalk to catch her as she collapsed tearfully in his arms.
“Jesus, baby, what the hell happened? Julia – you’re bleeding. Let me call 911. Jesus.”
She was sobbing, clutching his arm as they sunk to the sidewalk together. “Oh, God, Nathan. It’s Cameron – she has a gun – and she tried to kill me – I think it’s just a graze, but –“
“Shh.” He kept an arm wrapped around her while he searched for his phone, somehow managing to punch in 9-1-1 with badly shaking fingers. He ignored the gathering crowd of passers-by, most of whom just gawked in alarm before hurrying on their way, but a few who hovered in the background, and one man who hunkered down next to them. He introduced himself briefly as Charlie, and identified himself as an off-duty nurse. Charlie began checking Julia’s arm as Nathan answered the 911 operator’s questions rather brusquely, and ignored the woman’s repeated admonishments to calm down. After barking out the required information, he was assured by the operator that both an ambulance and a police unit would arrive very soon.
Charlie, meanwhile, was doing his best to calm Julia down, and desperately searching for something to staunch the flow of blood, which seemed to Nathan to be substantial.
“Do you have a first aid kit in your car?” he asked Nathan, when he learned the BMW was his. “Or a towel, anything like that? I’m almost sure this is just a deep graze, but it’s bleeding like crazy and I’m sure it must hurt her like hell.
Nathan was reluctant to leave Julia even for a second, especially when he saw how pale she was and how clammy her skin felt. But he dashed to his car, not giving a flying fuck if he got three tickets for double-parking, and found a towel inside the gym bag he always kept stashed in the trunk.
As Charlie began to wrap the towel around Julia’s arm to staunch the flow of blood, Nathan heard the telltale sound of a siren nearby and felt a mild relief. He clutched Julia’s hand tightly, and kept kissing her forehead, brushing her damp curls behind her ear.
“It’ll be okay, baby. You’re going to be just fine,” he assured her even as her eyes shut and her head lolled back limply.
“Shit,” muttered Charlie. “She’s passed out. I sure hope that’s the ambulance and not the cops I hear approaching. Here, let’s rest her head on your lap.
Nathan felt a hot tear run down his cheek as he tenderly cradled Julia’s head in his lap. “Is she going to be okay? Christ, that’s a helluva lot of blood.”
Charlie nodded as he tightened the towel around her arm. “Yep, probably why she passed out. She might need a transfusion but I’m fairly sure she’ll be okay. Ah, here’s the ambulance.”
Nathan bent and kissed Julia gently on the lips. “Hang on baby. Everything’s going to be just fine.”

Cameron staggered to her feet, her vision impaired by the sluggish trickle of blood that ran from her temple into her eye. She was more than a little woozy but still alert enough to find the gun she’d dropped earlier and picked it up. A quick glance around revealed that Julia had escaped, leaving the front door wide open behind her. Enraged, Cameron grabbed her keys from the entryway table and ran down the three flights of stairs. That bitch couldn’t have gotten far, especially in those ridiculous fuck-me stilettos, and Cameron was certain she could overtake her. Julia wouldn’t be so lucky to escape with just a flesh wound this time. She’d shoot the bitch in the brain, the heart, the gut, to make sure she was well and truly dead.
But when she stumbled unsteadily into the lobby, she froze in her tracks as she saw the scene unfolding just outside the front door of the building. A small crowd had gathered on the sidewalk, including two paramedics who were lifting Julia onto a gurney.
And Nathan was there, too, somehow. How in the world had he arrived so quickly? How had Julia managed to contact him since it appeared she was passed out cold? Cameron watched, her heart shattering into a thousand pieces, as Nathan tenderly bent over Julia, clutching her hand and kissing her forehead. He was crying, shaken, and looked absolutely devastated. And it was in that moment Cameron realized how completely in love with Julia he really was, and how she could never, ever hope to get him back. Her legs wobbled, and she fought the urge to sink to the floor and weep.
And then another siren sounded, and Cameron’s despair turned to fear at the arrival of the police cruiser. Aware all of a sudden that she was clutching a gun, she turned and ran down the flight of stairs that led to the small underground parking garage.
Her hands were shaking as she unlocked the door to her Mercedes sedan, and then tore out of the garage as fast as she could. Her heart was racing as panic surged through her. With Julia still alive, there was no way now that anyone would believe the fabricated tale of Cameron mistaking her for an intruder. God, she’d be arrested and charged with who knew what and all of her father’s money and connections wouldn’t save her from jail. She would be destroyed socially, her family would cut her off, she’d lose her business – the list went on.
Tears poured down her cheeks, mingling with the blood and sweat already streaming from her forehead, and her vision grew blurry. In the distance she could hear sirens, and she panicked, assuming the police were after her. She drove faster, recklessly, swerving into lanes of traffic, at one point driving over a curb, and had no clear idea of where she was headed or what she would do when she got there.
Cameron was so terrified, so panic-stricken, and so bewildered that she didn’t notice she’d turned down a dead-end street, still traveling at a reckless speed. The last thing she thought before the darkness claimed her was that this was a strange place for a concrete wall to be.

“The doctor said you can leave tomorrow, baby.”
Julia gave Nathan a weak smile and squeezed his hand. She was more than a little dopey from the pains meds they’d shot her up with, and still shocky from everything that had happened earlier today. Since she had apparently fainted from shock and blood loss, she’d had to rely on Nathan’s recounting of what had happened after she’d managed to escape a crazed Cameron.
The bullet had indeed only been a graze, but it had cut a deep groove and she’d lost a lot of blood. She’d received a transfusion, plus antibiotics and a tetanus shot, and been bandaged up. Though in no danger, the doctor wanted to keep her overnight for observation. Nathan had already called her parents and Lauren, and they were understandably upset but also grateful that she was okay. Julia had managed a small smile through her woozy state when she’d heard that Lauren was ready to drive up tonight, round up three or four friends, and go on the hunt for Cameron until they found her and broke every bone in her skinny body.
“Travis should be here any minute,” Nathan told her, brushing her tangled hair off her shoulders. He’d been hovering over her, fretting and pacing, as though he was afraid to let her out of his sight for even a second. Even through her drug-addled state, she could see how agitated he was, how his suit and shirt were hopelessly rumpled and stained with her blood. His hair was a mess, sticking up haphazardly and in total disarray.
“I hope he’s bringing you dinner,” she said sleepily. “It’s after seven and I know you haven’t had a thing to eat or drink. You also look kind of scary with all those bloodstains.”
He brought her hand to his lips. “Imagine then how terrified I was when I saw you falling to the sidewalk with all that blood pouring from your arm. Jesus, if I’d lost you, Julia, if she’d managed to really hurt you – I’d want to die, too.”
“Shhh.” She tenderly ran her fingers over his lips. “I’m okay. Just sleepy. And I’m sure this arm will hurt like hell when the meds wear off. At least it’s not my drawing hand so I won’t miss any work.”
“Your boss might have something to say about that.”
Julia and Nathan looked up as Travis strode into the room, carrying a takeout bag in one hand and a fuzzy stuffed pink unicorn in the other. He handed the bag to Nathan, proclaiming it dinner, and then tucked the stuffed toy next to Julia’s pillow as he bent to kiss her cheek.
“Even bloodied and bandaged and drugged up, with that appalling hospital gown on, you still manage to look gorgeous,” he told her with a smile.
She managed a small chuckle as she cuddled the unicorn. “Yes, well, forgive me if I don’t believe you at the moment.”
Travis shooed Nathan away from the hospital bed as he carefully sat down on the edge. “But he looks twice as bad as you do. You should have told me to bring you a clean shirt, Nate. Ugh, glad I already had my dinner because you look very unappetizing right now. Go over to that chair and eat your dinner there, out of my sight.”
Scowling, Nathan did as he bid and took out the to-go order of pasta vongole, green salad, and garlic bread that Travis had brought, along with a can of soda. When Travis was satisfied that Nathan was digging into the food, he turned his attention back to Julia.
“I didn’t think to ask, sweetie. Should I have brought something for you to eat?” he asked in concern.
She grimaced and shook her head. “For once in my life, I’m not the least bit hungry. The pain meds are making me a little nauseous, I think. They brought me some broth and Jell-O awhile ago. That was more than I could manage.”
Travis shook his head as he gently clasped her hand. “Who’d have thought Cameron was actually capable of something like this? Jesus, when Nathan called me from the ER I thought I’d pass out. Why in the world were you at her condo to begin with?”
Yawning sleepily, Julia told him how Cameron’s employee at the gallery had duped her. Nathan chimed in between bites of pasta, confirming that the police had talked to the tearful young woman, who’d had no idea of Cameron’s real intent. She’d been under the impression that all she was doing was playing a little practical joke on a friend of Cameron’s.
Travis expressed his sympathies, told her that Anton sent his love, and assured her that she was to take the rest of the week off from work and longer if needed. It was only when Nathan touched his arm and motioned him outside the hospital room with a tilt of his head that Travis realized Julia had fallen asleep.
“You really do look like shit,” he told Nathan as they stepped into the hallway. “You’re going to have to throw that shirt out, probably the tie, too.”
Nathan shrugged. “Like I give a fuck. When I think about what Cameron was intending to do, what could have happened to Julia if she hadn’t gotten lucky – what a fucking disaster. And I feel responsible. I knew how unhinged Cameron had become, how she was stalking us. I should have called the police. Or hired a bodyguard. Something.”
“The police haven’t located her yet?”
Nathan shook his head. “They’ve got patrols stationed by her condo, the gallery, her parents’ home. Of course they’re keeping a watch on her credit card and passport to make sure she doesn’t try to get a flight out. But nothing yet.”
“Unbelievable. I mean, I always knew she was a coldhearted bitch but I never thought she’d be capable of actually trying to kill someone,” mused Travis. “Bet her old man is shitting a brick.”
“Good. He deserves to suffer, the evil old dick,” muttered Nathan. “Thank God I never had to suffer having him as my father-in-law. What the hell was I thinking?”
Travis gave him a reassuring pat on the back. “Hey, Cameron could certainly be charming and fun and engaging. That’s the side of her she made sure you saw. Obviously, the breakup made something inside of her snap. And before you say anything,” he pointed a warning finger, “that was not your fault. She’s probably been a little crazy most of her life. It wouldn’t have taken much at all to push her over the edge.”
Nathan sighed. “I don’t dare tell Julia this, at least not now. When the police interviewed her employees at the gallery, nearly every one of them expressed concern about her erratic behavior these past few months. Last week – Jesus – she slashed the two Benoits she owned, just destroyed two of the most valuable paintings in the whole gallery.”
“Crazy fucking bitch,” muttered Travis. “You’re right – Julia doesn’t need to know that, maybe not ever. And please tell me you weren’t planning on going back to your condo tonight. Crazy bitch might be waiting there for you.”
Nathan hesitated. “She’d have a hell of a time getting past security, especially since the police have already notified them to be on the alert. But I figured on staying at Julia’s since its closer to the hospital.”
“My place is even closer. You’ll stay in our guest room, it’s the most sensible solution. If the police haven’t found Cameron by tomorrow, you should hire security. Thank God we took precautions at the office weeks ago and already have them in place.”
Nathan nodded tiredly and was about to reply when his phone rang. He frowned when he didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway. Travis watched with concern as he paled, and then closed his eyes. Nathan turned away and walked down the hall a short distance, obviously intent on keeping the conversation private. It was several minutes later when he walked back to where Travis stood, visibly shaken.
“That was the detective in charge of this case,” he told a concerned Travis. “They – Christ – they found Cameron. She rammed her car into a concrete wall at the end of a cul-de-sac about five miles from her place. She’s dead – probably died on impact. Holy fuck, Travis.”
As Nathan swayed slightly, Travis grabbed hold of his arm and steered him around the corner from the nurses’ station to a visitors waiting area. Both men sank down to sit on the padded bench.
“I’m sorry, Nate,” said Travis gently. “Despite all of her craziness, I realize she was still your girlfriend for two years. This must be upsetting for you.”
Nathan waved a hand in dismissal. “Not in the way you think. Sorry, but that bitch deserved everything she got for what she tried to do to Julia. You won’t see me mourning her or attending her funeral. Any feelings I had for her are long gone. No, I’m just relieved this whole fucking mess is over. Julia and I don’t have to keep worrying about her any longer.”
Travis winked. “And now you can ask Julia to marry you.”
In spite of the hell he’d been through in the past several hours, Nathan grinned. “All in good time, my friend. All in good time.”





Epilogue

New Year’s Eve
“Have I thanked you for wearing that dress tonight? Especially since I know it’s really not meant for New Year’s Eve weather in Paris.”
Julia smiled and took a sip of her French champagne. “You haven’t thanked me but the look in your eyes is all the thanks I need. And yes, it’s a little lightweight for winter in France, but you’ll just have to make sure you keep me real warm.”
Nathan chuckled. “Oh, baby, you have no idea how hot I’m going to make you tonight. We’ll probably have to turn the air conditioner on to cool off.”
She raised a dainty brow. “Mmm, I hope our suite is suitably soundproofed. We might get kicked out of the Plaza Athenee for making too much noise.”
He clinked his champagne flute against hers. “If you’re trying to challenge me, you should know better by now. Especially when it comes to making you scream during sex.”
Julia’s cheeks pinkened and she glanced around the restaurant uncertainly. “Shhh. I know we’re in Paris but I’m guessing most of the people here understand English. Especially the S-E-X word.”
Nathan leaned over the table, tipping her chin up and giving her a lingering kiss. “Don’t worry, baby. I promise I won’t embarrass you in a three-star Michelin restaurant.”
They were dining at Le Meurice, one of the top dining establishments in Paris. Julia’s head was still spinning at the blatant luxury he’d been showering on her with this surprise trip – the trip that had been part of her Christmas gift. They had arrived two days ago – via a first-class flight, of course – and would be spending a whole week in the fabulous suite at the Plaza Athenee.
God knew they needed this time away, given everything that had happened over the past two months. Fortunately, the office was closed for two weeks over the holidays so they would only be missing a few days of work.
Physically, Julia had recovered from the bullet graze quickly, returning to work after just a few days. There was still a scar from the wound, though it was continuing to fade. With the cool fall and winter weather she’d been wearing dresses or blouses that covered the scar, which she was quite self-conscious about. And even though Nathan insisted he hardly noticed it, she was still contemplating having some minor plastic surgery done to erase the scar.
Predictably, Cameron’s father had gone to great lengths to have the real story behind his daughter’s fatal accident covered up. There had been no mention in the news of the fact that Cameron had tried to kill Julia, or that she’d crashed her car while fleeing the crime scene. Nathan had been furious that the truth had been buried away, wanting people to know what an evil, twisted bitch Cameron had really been. But Julia had felt quite differently, convincing him that all she really wanted was to forget the whole awful mess.
Her parents had arrived for their scheduled visit just a few days after the incident, and both had hugged her tight, Natalie visibly weeping. They had spent the first day and night of their visit just hanging out at Julia’s flat, not wanting to be separated from their precious daughter whom they’d come too close to losing.
Julia had indulged them for one day, and then insisted on sticking to their original plans after that. Going out and having fun had been the best medicine, taking her mind off the trauma she’d suffered.
With Robert’s input, Nathan had finalized the plans for the Tiburon house, and just a few weeks earlier had decided on a contractor. Groundbreaking on the house was due to start sometime in February, and by this time next year they would hopefully be celebrating New Year’s Eve at the new place.
They’d flown out to Michigan to spend Thanksgiving with his family, though Nathan had seen very little of Julia during their visit. His overjoyed mother had monopolized a great deal of Julia’s time - taking her shopping, introducing her to friends, and spending hours just chatting. Julia had loved meeting the rest of Nathan’s family – his sister-in-law Brooke and young nephew Damien, and his younger brother Greg. There were also a host of other relatives who stopped in for a visit during their stay –grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins as well as neighbors and old friends from school. Julia’s head had been spinning from meeting so many people in such a short period of time. It was evident that the Atwoods were a very sociable, funloving family, and some of the larger gatherings were a bit overwhelming for her at times.
December had been a crazy month, between the demands of their jobs, a round of holiday parties, and Christmas shopping. They had set up two Christmas trees – one at each of their places. Nathan had decided to hold on to his condo for now, given that the Tiburon house would be ready in about a year’s time, and they would just continue to split their time between their two residences until then.
They left for Carmel the day before Christmas Eve, having agreed to exchange their gifts before departing. Nathan had been touched by the things she’d chosen with such care for him – an Omega watch he’d looked at several times during shopping excursions, a pair of gold and onyx cufflinks, a black wool overcoat, and – his favorite – a charcoal sketch she’d drawn of him without his knowledge when they had visited her parents back in October.
He’d given her a lingering kiss. “You are so talented, Julia. I swear you missed your calling. You could be as successful as your mother if you really wanted to.”
She’d shrugged. “That is not possible, but I must admit I’d love to find the time to draw more often. But, you see, I’ve got this employer who just works me like a slave.”
“Mmm, especially after hours,” he’d told her suggestively. “I’m not surprised you don’t have more time or energy to draw. I hear that boss of yours is very demanding.”
“Oh, he is,” Julia had agreed mischievously. “Most days he’s so demanding I can barely walk the next morning.”
Nathan had grinned, drawing her onto his lap for a cuddle. “Thank you for such wonderful presents, baby. Now it’s my turn.”
Her first present had turned out to be a brand new silver BMW sedan. With Angela’s help, he’d managed to smuggle it into the garage downstairs. Julia had been speechless upon seeing it, and he’d had to open the driver’s door and urge her inside.
As they had taken the car for a test drive around the neighborhood, Nathan had told her, “I got tired of all the excuses you kept giving for why you didn’t need a car. But when you move in with me to the new house, you’ll definitely need wheels to commute back and forth every day.”
That had provoked a raised brow from Julia. “Is that right? And here I wasn’t sure I’d even be invited to this new place, much less live there.”
Nathan had snorted in derision. “Oh, please. Your father made sure that the damned walk-in closet was big enough for all your stuff. It’s certainly way too big for my paltry wardrobe. So you have to move in. Besides, you promised me free decorating advice, so the least I can do is give you free rent in return.”
Stupidly, Julia had felt her eyes fill with tears, and had impatiently brushed them away. “I would love to live with you in your dream house.”
“Correction, baby. Our dream house.”
As over-the-top extravagant as the new car had been, it was his next gift that had really made her swoon.
“Paris!” she’d squealed in delight. “You’re taking me to Paris for New Year’s Eve?”
Julia had studied the itinerary – with the flight and hotel information – as well as the hotel brochure carefully, and this time the tears had indeed spilled from her eyes. She’d flung her arms around his neck, kissing him thoroughly, before resting her head on his shoulder.
“I can’t imagine a more perfect way to celebrate the New Year than with my lover in the City of Love,” she’d murmured. “Aunt Maddy took me to Paris when I was eighteen for Fashion Week, but I hardly got to see any sights. And seeing Paris with your aunt isn’t anywhere near the same as being there with your man. Thank you, Nathan. I think this is the best gift ever.”
He had grinned in delight. “Oh, I can think of a better gift. In fact, I’m holding it in my arms right now.” He’d dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose. “Merry Christmas, baby. I love you so much, Julia. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t give you if it was in my power.”
Her arms had tightened around his neck. “Well, since the only thing I really want is you, then I suppose your shopping list is complete.”
The Christmas holidays at the McKinnons were a somewhat quieter but no less joyous affair than Thanksgiving in Michigan had been. There had been neverending dishes of some of the best food Nathan had ever tasted, lots of wine and spirits, and nonstop conversation. In addition to being one of the top architects of his generation, Robert was also an impressive vocalist, and kept the family entertained with his piano playing and singing.
Nathan met the much-mentioned Aunt Maddy at last, and it was quite obvious that Julia had acquired her exquisite fashion sense from the older woman. It was interesting to notice that Lauren more closely took after Natalie with their casual, semi-bohemian style, while Julia and Maddy both loved high end fashion.
Madelyn Benoit was a very attractive, poised and sophisticated woman, and quite probably what Julia would look like in about twenty-five more years. She arrived at her sister’s home with no boyfriend tagging along, and when Nathan had asked Julia very casually if her aunt had ever been married or engaged, Julia had given a rather brusque shake of her head.
“That’s not a topic we discuss with Aunt Maddy,” she’d explained. “There’s definitely a story there but not one she or my mother have ever shared.”
It was hard to imagine that a woman as beautiful as Madelyn had never been seriously involved with a man at some point, so Nathan surmised there had been some ill-fated love affair at one time or another. Not to mention the fact that someone with a job as high-profile and demanding as hers must not have had much time to devote to a relationship. Her career was very likely the reason she’d never married or had a family of her own.
They had flown to Paris three days after Christmas, and had spent their first day mostly recuperating from jet lag. But yesterday they had done a whirlwind tour of the Louvre, Notre Dame, and the Champs-Elysees. Not to mention browsing in a variety of boutiques and buying rather large quantities of French pastries.
Julia had grinned as she’d licked whipped cream off her fingers. “This is such a great city. It has all of my favorite things in the whole world – incredible art, beautiful clothes, delicious food, and you. I think I would be very happy living here.”
Nathan had grown pensive while sipping his espresso inside the little bakery café they’d escaped into after a chilly walk back towards their hotel. “And to think you might have had that opportunity if you’d pursued that job with Gregson Hotels. I’m sure Ian would have found the right spot for you here.”
Julia had picked up his hand, running her thumb over his knuckles. “Is that why we aren’t staying at the Gregson hotel here? You think I might change my mind or something?”
“Maybe. No sense putting thoughts into that pretty little head. Because you aren’t moving to Paris, baby. The only place you’ll be moving is into our new home in Tiburon.” He placed his hand over hers. “I made the huge mistake of letting you go once. That isn’t going to happen ever again.”
And now here they were, celebrating New Year’s Eve with a romantic dinner in one of the best restaurants in Paris, if not the entire world. Nathan had intentionally worn the suit and tie he’d had on that magical evening in New York, even though the suit was admittedly a bit lightweight for wintertime in Paris. Fortunately for both of them, it would only be a matter of walking between the restaurant’s front door and a warm, waiting taxi. At least until their next stop of the evening.
The dinner was sumptuous, each course more delicious and beautifully prepared than the one before it. Julia relished each bite, closing her eyes in appreciation as she smacked her lips.
“Ohh, I could get used to eating like this every day,” she told him with a satisfied smile.
He chuckled and pinched her cheek. “Baby, if you ate like this every day – not to mention what you’ve already put away for breakfast, lunch and coffee break – you’d need a whole new wardrobe. And that would be a real shame, because I’d be very upset if you couldn’t fit into that beautiful pink dress any longer.”
Julia pouted playfully. “Are you trying to tell me I’m getting fat?”
“Hell, no. After all, I’m planning on getting laid tonight. Several times. So I would never imply that you might put on a few pounds if you keep eating two pastries every afternoon.”
The mischievous twinkle in his light blue eyes did not amuse her, and she gave him a little kick beneath the table.
“Ow.” He grimaced. “Guess I should be grateful you aren’t wearing a pair of those pointy-toed things. I’d have a bruise for sure.”
Julia looked guiltily at her empty dinner plate. “You’re right. I’m making a pig of myself. No dessert tonight and definitely no pastries tomorrow.”
“Silly girl.” He caressed her cheek gently. “How often are we in Paris? Have dessert. We’ll figure out a way to burn off those extra calories later.”
She made a little face at him. “But it’s too cold to go for a long walk after dinner.”
“Brat.” He stuck his tongue out at her. “Let me clarify. The physical activity I had in mind was of the indoor variety. And I guarantee you’ll work up a sweat.”
Julia smiled impishly. “Okay, you twisted my arm. Let’s have the waiter bring us the dessert menu.”
They were both pleasantly full from the gourmet dinner, and more than a little tipsy from both the champagne and the fine French wine. They bundled up into their new winter coats – Nathan’s the black wool one that she had bought him for Christmas, and Julia’s a chic white cashmere that Maddy had shipped to her a few months ago. He kept an arm wrapped around her as they ducked into a waiting taxi, but she frowned in bemusement as he asked the driver to take them to the Eiffel Tower.
“I thought we were going there tomorrow,” she reminded him.
He smiled mysteriously. “Change of plans. Trust me. And I know it’s freezing outside but we won’t be there very long.”
Julia was intrigued now but decided to indulge Nathan and sit back for the short drive to the world famous landmark. He had, after all, been pampering and spoiling her rotten these past few days, so she could certainly cede to his wishes now.
There were throngs of people already gathering near the Eiffel Tower in anticipation of the fireworks display scheduled for midnight, even though it was barely nine o’clock. Julia began to have her doubts about this, given her overall dislike of large crowds. She’d always avoided Times Square on New Year’s Eve during her time in Manhattan, and now Nathan was drawing her out of the taxi into an ever-growing sea of humanity.
Somehow, Nathan convinced the taxi driver to wait for them, and then grabbed her hand, tugging her along until they were standing as close as possible to the Tower.
And it was then, as he pulled something out of his coat pocket, took her hand, and sank to one knee, that she realized his purpose in dragging her here. The tears were already starting to well in her eyes even before he began to speak.
“Julia Elizabeth McKinnon,” he began, in a less than steady voice. “I fell in love with you the moment I first saw you on a crowded New York street. You took my breath away then and every single time I’ve seen you since. You are the most beautiful, talented and loving woman I’ve ever known, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want you to cook incredible dinners for me, to create amazing artwork, to decorate our dream home, and one day to give me babies – even if they’re twins. But mostly, I just want you.”
Nathan opened the small black velvet jewelry box with shaking fingers and held it up for her inspection. The diamond was exquisite, flawless; the square cut the perfect size and shape for her dainty fingers.
“Will you do me the greatest honor I can imagine and marry me?” he murmured hoarsely, his own eyes now shiny with tears.
Julia clapped a hand over her mouth, her legs trembling and the tears streaming down her cheeks in earnest. “Oh, God, Nathan,” she whispered. “Yes, of course I’ll marry you! I love you so much.”
He slid the ring onto her finger, then rose and swept her into a fierce embrace. It was only then that they realized they’d attracted quite a crowd who’d been watching the romantic scene unfold before their eyes. As Nathan captured her lips in a long kiss, the crowd of people around them erupted into applause and shouts of encouragement and congratulations. At least that’s what Nathan assumed they were all shouting, given his very limited command of the French language.
“Are those shouts of approval?” he whispered in Julia’s ear, “Or did I spur a riot?”
She laughed, snuggling into his embrace. “They were definitely shouts of approval. Peppered with a few cruder suggestions, something like the French equivalent of ‘get a room’.”
He burst into laughter. “Well, we’ve already got a room. And I suggest we head there posthaste before this crowd gets much bigger.”
They hurried back to their waiting taxi amid the continued shouts of congratulations. Once inside the taxi Julia launched into a stream of rapid French, and the rather dour driver grinned in response.
“I told him you finally decided to make an honest woman out of me,” she whispered in Nathan’s ear. “He approves.”
He whispered back to her naughtily,” Ask him if he approves of me bending you over the sofa in our suite, and lifting that pretty pink dress up so I can fuck you from behind. Or would he be more likely to approve of you riding my cock?”
Julia gasped and gave him a playful swat on the chest. “Would you stop that? We don’t know if he understands English or not. Now behave yourself.”
He grinned broadly as he cuddled her close. “But I thought you like it when I misbehaved.”
She nipped his earlobe. “Not in a taxi, lover boy. Keep that bad boy under control until we’re in our room, okay? Then he can be as bad as he wants to be.”
They laughed and snuggled during the drive to their hotel. Once at their destination, Nathan paid the driver, giving him a generous tip, and thanked him for his good wishes. They hurried inside the hotel, which was a warm and cozy contrast to the chill air outside where sleet was beginning to fall.
The elegantly appointed elevator was empty as they rode up to their suite, and Nathan took full advantage of the opportunity, pinning Julia against the back wall and kissing her senseless. By the time the elevator doors opened on their floor, they were both panting and fully aroused.
He kept his arms wrapped around her as they walked the short distance to their room. “You’re sure you want to go back to our room already? It’s barely ten p.m. on New Year’s Eve. Shouldn’t we be out dancing or partying somewhere?”
Julia shook her head as he unlocked the door to their suite. “It’s too cold to be outside, you know I’m not much into crowds, and I figured we could have a much better party with just the two of us.”
He locked the door behind him and hung up his coat. “I like the way you think, baby. May I take your coat?”
She winked at him suggestively. “For starters.”
“Well, that goes without saying,” he murmured, drawing the soft white coat down her arms, and hanging it up in the entry closet next to his. “Now, come here, future Mrs. Nathan Atwood. I need to hold my fiancée.”
Julia went willingly into his embrace, twining her arms around his waist. “Should we be calling our families and sharing our happy news?”
His lips clung to her forehead. “It’ll keep until tomorrow. If I call my folks now, my mother will keep you on the phone for over an hour, and that is definitely not on the agenda for this evening. And your parents already know.”
She gasped, staring up at him. “How is that possible? How could they know before I did?”
He smiled, smoothing her long curls off her shoulders. “Because my mother raised me to be a gentleman and part of that includes formally asking my beloved’s father for her hand in marriage. He said yes, by the way, but insisted I had to okay it with your mother, too. Apparently they have a very equal marriage.”
Julia nodded. “That’s for sure.” Then a sudden thought caused her to sober. “Did you ask Mr. Tolliver for his approval?”
Nathan grimaced. “No. I told you how the whole thing went down. And considering I was Cameron’s third fiancé, asking for her father’s permission seemed a bit silly. Now, I thought we agreed to never mention her name again.”
She caressed her cheek. “We did. I’m sorry. The last thing I want to do on this lovely evening is ruin it with bad memories. So, let’s make some good memories instead.”
Slowly he unzipped her dress, nuzzling her neck. “I thought you’d never ask.”
Julia wore the same pink and cream lingerie she’d had on the first time they’d been together, including the infamous pink lace panties that he’d finally returned to her. And tonight she’d added the matching lacy pink garter belt and sheer, sexy stockings.
He ran his fingertips up and down her arms, causing her to shiver in reaction. Then, without further preliminaries, he shoved his hands into her hair, titling her head back and kissed her savagely. Julia whimpered beneath the force of his kiss as he held her head still.
“You are so fucking sexy,” he growled in her ear, as his hands caressed the curve of her hip. “My favorite time of the whole day is watching you put all these tempting bits of lace and silk on this perfect body. Because then I get to think all day long about how hot you look, and how much I’m going to enjoy undressing you at the end of the day.”
“Ahh,” she panted, as he cupped her breast, his thumb teasing her nipple through the fragile lace covering it.
He kissed a slow, seductive path down her throat and across the high, upper curves of her breasts before tugging a bra strap off her shoulder. Julia groaned as he pinched her nipple, and then cupped her full, swollen breast as he suckled her hard. He repeated the action on her other breast until both nipples were wet and glistening, her breasts achy and tender.
“Have I told you how much I love your tits?” he muttered hoarsely, burying his face in her cleavage.
“Hmm, maybe three times a day or so,” she giggled, running her hands through his hair. “I don’t think that’s anywhere near often enough.”
“Oh, I agree Mrs. Atwood-to-be.” He kissed his way down her cleavage, dropping to his knees as his mouth dipped to her navel. “But that’s probably because I’m too busy telling you how much I also love your ass. And your legs. And especially this sweet, juicy cunt.”
“Nathan.” His name escaped her lips on a long, drawn-out moan, as he pushed aside the crotch of her panties to slide two fingers deep inside her.
“Always wet, always ready for me,” he crooned as his thrust his fingers in and out. “And once again you got these pretty panties soaked. You know what that means.”
He slid the pink lace boy shorts down her legs, and then carefully set them aside.
“We don’t want to lose them again, do we?” he asked with a smirk. “After all the trouble I went through retrieving them the first time.”
“N-n-no,” she agreed shakily, as he licked at her moist folds. Her legs were trembling, unsteadily in the sky-high stilettos as he proceeded to savor her with almost maddening slowness. He ate her out with exquisite care, opening her for his tongue and fingers, stimulating her clit until her hips began to rock against his mouth and he could feel her core convulse.
Nathan wrapped his arms around her knees, resting his forehead on her thighs, holding her steady as her body quivered with the long, drawn-out release he’d brought her to. He slid back up her body, unhooking her bra, and then led her over to the sofa. He bent her over the edge, her ass sticking up in the air, and he gave her buttocks a lingering caress.
“Don’t move. And leave the shoes on.” He ordered. “Stay exactly like that or I’ll spank you.”
In response, Julia wiggled her butt back and forth, drawing a chuckle from him as he swiftly undressed. When he was naked, he stepped behind her, his foot wedging its way in between hers.
“Spread them.”
She obeyed instantly, recognizing the command in his voice, and feeling the surge of excitement shimmer through her. She groaned as he rubbed his rock hard erection between the cleft of her buttocks.
“Mmm, I’d love to slide inside this tight, delicious little ass,” he breathed. “But not tonight, baby. We’d need to take that real slow and gentle and I need to fuck you hard and fast.”
Julie cried out as he suddenly thrust fully inside her wet, clenching pussy, and then commenced to ride her with deep, rapid strokes. He held her immobile, bent over the sofa, his hands on her hips and his thighs pressed against the back of her legs. Her breath escaped in short, audible gasps, overwhelmed by his total possession, and half-afraid she’d faint from the intensity. With each deep stroke of his cock, she whimpered with the near-painful pleasure, felt him butting against the entrance to her womb.
He reached his hand between her legs, his thumb finding her tender, swollen clit and flicked over it again and again until she felt her orgasm building.
“Oh, God, Nathan, yes, just like that. Ohhh, I’m so close, so close. Just – ahhh!” she cried, as her body was wracked with the strong spasms of her climax, even as he continued to pound into her fiercely.
“Christ, I love you, Julia!” he called out just seconds before he came, filling her with his hot seed. He wrapped his arms around her waist, holding her close against his chest as his body shook over and over again.
He carried her still trembling body – sans the stilettos - into the huge white marble bathroom. A short time later, the sunken tub was filled with hot, fragrant water and the room lit with a dozen vanilla scented candles. Nathan sat with his back against the tub, and Julia nestled in between his spread legs. She’d hastily piled her hair atop her head with a clip but several errant curls tumbled down her back to tease the surface of the water. He picked up one silky strand and wrapped it around his finger.
“We should order a bottle of champagne.”
She shook her head at his suggestion. “I think we indulged plenty at dinner, between a full bottle of champagne and another one of wine. Any more booze tonight and I’ll fall asleep right here in the tub.”
“You’re right. I’ll call room service for a pot of coffee instead. Or a few espressos. I plan on keeping you up for hours yet.”
Julia snickered, reaching between his legs to squeeze his semi-erect cock. “I believe that’s supposed to be my line.”
And then her snickers turned to gasps as he cupped her breasts, his fingers twisting the nipples.
“I haven’t fucked these beauties for awhile,” he murmured, licking the side of her neck. “Maybe we’ll get around to that before sunrise.”
“Hmm.” Her head had lolled back against his shoulder as he continued to pluck her nipples. “If you’re serious about having sex until dawn, maybe that pot of coffee isn’t a bad idea.”
Nathan laughed heartily, his arms wrapping around her waist as he nuzzled behind her ear. “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll allow you short naps in between. And last time I looked you had a stash of pastries inside the fridge in case you need nourishment.”
She swatted his playfully on the forearm. “Fiend. Considering I’ve probably already burned off like a thousand calories I probably will need to replenish if you’re going to ravish me all night long.”
He pinched her ass, drawing a yelp of protest from her. “Let’s get dried off. It’s almost midnight and we should watch the fireworks from our balcony. Then we’ll come back inside and set off our own fireworks.”
Despite the frigid temperatures and the freezing sleet, they wrapped themselves in the thick, fleecy hotel bathrobes and stepped out on the balcony.
“Should be any minute now, baby. Watch just over there,” he said, wrapping her tight in his arms to keep her warm.
“Hmm, this is much better than being out there with thousands of other people getting pushed and shoved. Best seat in the house,” she joked.
And then they could only ooh and ahh at the majestic display of fireworks that lit the Paris sky far above the Eiffel Tower.
“Happy New Year!” they told each other simultaneously, and shared a long, deep kiss.
“I love you, Nathan,” she murmured. “This is the most wonderful New Year’s Eve of my life.”
He kissed her sweetly. “Mine, too. And next year’s will be even better because we’ll be ringing in the New Year in our brand new home. As husband and wife.”
Julia tugged on his hair teasingly. “Married that soon, huh? And here I figured we’d have a very long engagement.”
She squeaked when he slid his hand inside her robe and gave her a pinch on the ass. “Brat. If you think I’m waiting more than a year to marry you, guess again. What’s the weather like in Carmel in June?” he asked.
She laughed as he swung her around, lifting her bare feet off the chilly tiles of the balcony. “A lot warmer than Paris in January.” Her eyes were shining as she planted a smacking kiss on his mouth. “And absolutely perfect for a wedding.”
The End
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Chapter One

September

There were very few things that could rattle Ian Gregson, or threaten the iron control he typically wielded over his emotions. If he were to attempt to explain this state of affairs, he would likely point to the years spent in strict, rule-abiding English boarding schools. As a young, often rowdy boy of ten he might not have appreciated the discipline imposed on him by his teachers, but as a grown man of thirty-seven he was able to fully appreciate the guidelines that had been instilled in him so long ago.

In the high-profile position he held within his family’s company, Ian made crucial decisions, dealt with multiple levels of managers within his region, and met with patrons and potential new customers of his hotels on a daily basis. It was during these times that he was most grateful for what the years in boarding school had instilled in him – supreme self-control and the ability to mask his emotions when needed. He seldom if ever lost his temper, but it typically only took a slightly raised eyebrow or the merest hint of a frown to signal his displeasure, and those barely imperceptible gestures were often all it took to get his message across loud and clear.

But no amount of schooling or years of experience dealing with argumentative employees or difficult customers had prepared him for the very unexpected – and very compelling – reaction he had to the young woman who stood framed in the doorway of his office.

Ian’s very capable and almost frighteningly efficient PA – Andrew Doherty – was ushering the girl inside, but he paid scant attention to what his assistant was saying. Instead, his gaze was fixated on the arresting face and figure of the stunningly beautiful blonde who was approaching his desk hesitantly, hanging back behind Andrew uncertainly.

“Mr. Gregson, may I introduce you to the newest member of our Management Support Team?” asked Andrew briskly. “This is Tessa Lockwood, sir. She’s just transferred here from the Tucson resort two weeks ago.”

Ian had just returned to the office this very morning after a nearly three week business trip visiting several of the hotels under his direction. That would explain why he hadn’t met the lusciously tempting Tessa until now. He knew instinctively that he would never have forgotten seeing that face before today.

He rose to his feet smoothly, extending his hand across the desk. The smile he pasted on his face was, he hoped fervently, one of polite welcome and nothing more blatant.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Tessa,” he told her gently. “I trust you’re settling in here without any difficulty?”

Tessa placed her slim, smooth hand in his rather tentatively and returned his smile sweetly. “Yes, sir. Everything has been just fine, thank you. I’m – it’s an honor to be working here for you.”

Her voice was breathy, a little high, and astonishingly the sound made him instantly and uncomfortably aroused.

Ian was shocked at his uncharacteristic reaction to this girl, and he drew his hand away almost brusquely. “Well, I’m pleased to hear that. And I’m certain you’ll be a fine addition to our team here.”

“Thank you, Mr. Gregson. I’ll do my very best, I promise,” she told him in that sweet voice that went right to his groin.

There was a somewhat awkward silence for a few moments, until Tessa glanced down at the carpet uncertainly, and Andrew began to steer her out of the office. As his PA was about to leave, Ian called out to him.

“Andrew. A moment, please.”

His usually unflappable assistant looked a bit on the uncomfortable side but merely nodded. “Of course, sir. Just let me get Tessa some data she needs for a spreadsheet and I’ll be right back.”

While Ian awaited the return of his PA – who would definitely have some things to answer for – the image of young Tessa Lockwood refused to erase itself from his mind. For a man who could easily have his pick of beautiful, desirable women around the globe, it was rare that he was rendered virtually speechless by the mere sight of one. And rarer still that he was instantly and almost uncontrollably aroused by one. Ian was as controlled and in command of his sexual needs as he was of every other aspect of his life, so it was more than a little unsettling for him to have this sort of reaction to a woman.

And Tessa Lockwood was barely a woman. ‘Christ,’ he thought in near-disgust. ‘She looks like a damned teenager.’ But the fact that he was likely almost twice her age did absolutely nothing to diminish the attraction he felt for the breathtakingly beautiful girl who, by some rather unfortunate set of circumstances, was now working for him.

Ian’s Management Support Team was a group of six administrative assistants who worked both for Ian and roughly a dozen of his highest level managers. Each manager had their own PA to perform more complex and confidential duties, but relied on the support team to handle jobs such as word processing, making travel arrangements, setting up A/V equipment and ordering refreshments for meetings, compiling reports, and a long list of other tasks. In past decades, before political correctness had prevailed, the team would have been called a secretarial pool. Ian’s father Edward and his uncle Richard, now both semi-retired, would most certainly still refer to the team by that rather antiquated term.

He recalled now that just prior to his departure on this most recent business trip one of the team – Sarah – had requested an immediate transfer out of the regional headquarters, and a position at the hotel here in San Francisco had been found for her. Ian grimaced as he remembered the reason behind Sarah’s eagerness to be transferred – namely, the overly amorous attentions she’d received from one of his managers.

Unfortunately, it hadn’t been the first time that a female employee had caught the attention of Jason Baldwin, or the first time that upper management had been forced to smooth over the resulting fallout. With nearly any other employee – manager or not – such actions would have resulted in immediate termination. However, Jason had the extreme good fortune to be married to Ian’s cousin Charlotte, the only child of his Uncle Richard. Jason and Charlotte were parents to three very young children, and it was for this reason and this reason only that he hadn’t been canned some time ago. He was a decent enough employee but definitely expendable.

And Jason would most certainly be very attracted to the gorgeous, tempting girl who had just walked out of Ian’s office moments earlier. Ian somewhat vaguely recalled Sarah, Tessa’s predecessor, as a cute little brunette who tended to wear her skirts a bit too short and her blouses a bit too low to be appropriate for the type of office environment he insisted on maintaining. All in all, Sarah had been nothing remarkable and most assuredly had never caught his attention even for a moment. But if Jason had pursued her to the point where she’d felt the need to transfer immediately, Ian shuddered to imagine how his cousin’s reprehensible husband was going to react when he saw Tessa Lockwood for the first time.

The red sheath dress she’d worn had skimmed over a tall, curvy figure. A thin black patent leather belt encircled her slim waist, setting off the fuller curves of her breasts and hips. Ian knew without having to glance at the label that the dress was inexpensive, as were the plain black patent leather pumps on her feet. Ian had grown up among fashionable, well-dressed women – his mother, grandmothers, aunts, cousins – not to mention the countless number of women he’d met over the years in his business and social circles, all of whom dressed in expensive designer apparel. But it didn’t really matter that Tessa’s simple dress had likely been bought at a discount store or off a sale rack, for she had the sort of figure that would look stunning in anything she wore.

As if the lush curves of her body weren’t attraction enough, she also had a heartbreakingly beautiful face – high, sculpted cheekbones; big blue eyes framed by long, curly lashes; a full, kissable mouth; and the sort of flawless, porcelain complexion that only the very young or the very rich could boast of. And the cherry on top of the most delicious sundae he’d ever seen was the thick, lustrous fall of golden blonde hair that spilled over her shoulders and halfway down her back.

Tessa was stunning – young, ripe and sexy – and yet she somehow seemed to be unaware of how tempting she was. She had been shy and uncertain, and more than a little nervous when being introduced to him just a short time ago, behavior that was not in the least bit typical for a female who was supremely confident of her looks and sex appeal. It made him wonder anew just how young she was.

‘Too damned young for you, mate’ he told himself almost angrily. ‘You’re as bad as that bastard Jason, except at least you’re not a married father of three.’

Ian was pacing distractedly back and forth in front of his desk when Andrew returned, and the PA could only blink and stare in disbelief at his boss. Mr. Gregson was always cool and controlled, was never agitated or even the least bit anxious. The only person Andrew had ever known to be in better control of their emotions was his own self. So it was with some amazement that he observed his normally formal, restrained employer so clearly displaying agitation.

Ian glanced up, his mouth tightening as he brusquely motioned Andrew inside. “Close the door. And then you can explain why a teenager is working for me.”

Andrew suppressed the rather undignified urge to roll his eyes at his boss’ uncharacteristic sarcasm. “Of course, sir. And if you’re speaking of Tessa – which I assume you are – she is certainly young but not that young. She’s twenty-two, Mr. Gregson. More importantly, she’s been working for the company for three years already.”

Ian frowned. “Straight out of high school?”

“Not quite.” Andrew pulled some papers out of a dark blue folder, the sort used for employee files. “Apparently she was hired as a part-time employee after completing a year at community college. She transitioned to full-time a year later after earning an office technology certificate from said college.”

Ian was only mildly appeased to learn the girl wasn’t quite a teenager, and had already been employed by the Gregson Group for a few years. “She still seems a trifle young – and inexperienced – to work at this level, Andrew. I realize I left the matter of Sarah’s replacement in your capable hands, but I have to question your decision on this issue.”

Andrew adjusted his glasses and cleared his throat. “I can understand your concern, Mr. Gregson. But I assure you there were several very good reasons for placing Tessa in this position. If I may?”

Ian gave a terse nod before sitting down in his imposing leather desk chair. “By all means. Convince me why that child is qualified to work on the executive floor.”

“Of course. First, the timing with Sarah’s very abrupt transfer happened to coincide almost exactly with Tessa’s arrival in San Francisco. Placing her in Sarah’s position was quick and seamless. We avoided the need to interview and do security clearance for a new employee, or worry about having to replace an in-house transfer.”

Ian waved a hand somewhat irritably. “Convenient, yes, but hardly a valid reason for giving her such a high profile job.”

“She’s got advanced training in Excel, sir. Certificates from continuing education classes, things like that. She’s an expert at the program, able to perform functions that none of the others on the team could even begin to guess at. Even I’m not proficient at some of the more advanced functions she is,” admitted Andrew somewhat reluctantly.

That revelation mollified Ian a bit. He relied heavily on the use of spreadsheets to keep track of all the aspects of the dozens of hotels he oversaw – expenses, profitability, occupancy rates, employee statistics, property maintenance, etc. It had always been a source of some annoyance that none of the support team seemed to be especially proficient in a program that was such a vital necessity to his business. Knowing that Tessa would possibly be able to produce the complex reports he needed might be reason enough to keep her on the team.

And, as if that wasn’t sufficient cause, Andrew had another weapon in his arsenal. “Also, Tessa comes very highly recommended by her previous manager – a Mrs. Francine Carrington.”

That name got Ian’s attention and he stared at Andrew in mild shock. Andrew realized he’d seen his normally unflappable boss show more emotion in the past ten minutes that in the entire three years they had worked together.

A slow smile crossed Ian’s features. “It’s hard to imagine Mrs. C. recommending anyone, much less highly so. Let me see that letter, please.”

After scanning the sheet of paper, his smile broadened. “Well, I suppose that settles it, then. If Tessa made this sort of impression on Mrs. C. – the toughest boss I ever had – then she must be qualified. There’s just one more thing, then.”

Andrew raised a brow expectantly, wondering what else his boss could possibly object to. “What’s that, sir?”

Ian grimaced. “Keeping her as far away from that bastard Jason Baldwin as possible. He’ll think Christmas and his birthday have arrived wrapped up in one big shiny package when he sees Tessa for the first time. We are not going to have a repeat of the Sarah incident with Tessa. Not to mention the previous two sexual harassment incidents my uncle swept under the rug.”

“Three, sir. There were actually three incidents on his record prior to this most recent one with Sarah,” pointed out Andrew. “But in regards to Tessa, I doubt that Mr. Baldwin will bother her under the circumstances.”

Ian frowned. “What circumstances would those be?”

“Tessa is married, sir. Hopefully that knowledge will keep all the males in this office at bay – whether they happen to be married themselves or not.”

Ian thought he’d received all the shocks one person could handle in one day, but the knowledge that the beautiful, golden girl - who had caught his attention like no other woman ever had before - belonged to another man was almost enough to knock him on his arse. “Married?” he repeated hoarsely. “How is that possible? I mean – she’s too damned young to be married.”

“I happen to agree, sir, but the fact of the matter is that she’s a married woman. Married to a Peter Lockwood. He’s evidently a journalist.”

“Children?”

Andrew glanced up from Tessa’s personnel file in surprise at the almost desperate tone of his boss’ voice. “No, sir. At least none that she listed as covered dependents for her medical insurance. And I’ve spent a good deal of time showing her the ropes these past two weeks so the topic of any children would certainly have come up. An unplanned pregnancy is most likely not the reason she got married so young.”

‘No,’ thought Ian with a sense of near-despair. ‘Her husband is probably as young and attractive as she is, and the boy wisely snatched her up before someone else could. Lucky little bastard.’

Andrew left his office moments later, leaving Ian to mull over everything they had just discussed. Almost without being aware of his actions, he pulled up the employee directory for the Tucson resort on his computer and dialed in directly to the woman who’d once put the fear of God into his nineteen-year-old heart.

“I was wondering when I might hear from you, young Ian,” greeted the austere, no-nonsense voice of Francine Carrington. “I assume from this long overdue call to your former manager that you’ve met Tessa.”

Ian couldn’t help chuckling, recalling as though it were yesterday the first time he’d met the very intimidating and extremely daunting Mrs. Carrington. She had been in charge of the entire administrative staff at the company’s worldwide headquarters in London, and Ian had been assigned to work under her direction during his summer break from Oxford. He and his brothers had been required since the time they entered their teens to learn the family business from the ground up. That meant spending school breaks working at one of the hundreds of worldwide properties owned by the Gregson Group, and most assuredly not at a cushy, executive level position. Ian and his siblings – Hugh and Colin – had all worked a wide variety of jobs – bellhop, front desk clerk, gardener, housekeeping, janitor, hotel laundry, and busboy. As they grew older and graduated from university, they had moved on to desk jobs and began the long, gradual climb up the managerial and executive ladders until each had achieved the position of Managing Director. Hugh, as the eldest, oversaw all of their European properties; Ian was in charge of the North and South American hotels and resorts; Colin, the youngest, worked out of their Hong Kong offices and was responsible for the Asian and South Pacific divisions.

Ian had learned a great deal from his formative years working in a variety of entry level and clerical jobs, but never as much as he had the one summer he’d spent under Mrs. C’s stern eye. She cared not a whit that he was the company founder’s grandson, and gave him zero leeway or tolerance. Like all of the employees under her direction, he’d been terrified of her and had done his utmost to abide by her strict rules of conduct and live up to her lofty expectations. But her Draconian-like rules had had the desired affect his father and uncle had hoped for – Ian and his siblings had emerged from their summers under Mrs. C’s direction as capable, steadfast employees, ready to take on any task.

He’d kept in touch with Mrs. C. over the years, exchanging emails and popping in for a quick visit whenever he was in London. He recalled now that she had requested a transfer to the Tucson resort several years ago since her husband suffered from some type of pulmonary disease and would benefit from the drier climate of Arizona.

“Yes, I’ve met your dear Tessa,” agreed Ian. “For a few moments I found it hard to believe that the Mrs. C. I knew could ever write such a glowing recommendation for anyone. So initially I had to assume that either the letter was forged or that you’d gone soft.”

“Pah!” exclaimed Francine in mild disgust. “You know me better than that, boy. If anything I’ve become crankier and even harder to please in my old age. As for forging a letter, Tessa is the very last person who would think of doing something so unethical. The girl is the most timid little thing I’ve ever met, afraid of her own shadow half the time.”

Ian drummed his long fingers on his desk. “So everything you detailed in your letter is true, then?”

“Every word. She’s a good girl, Tessa is. Hardest worker I’ve ever seen, never slacks off, doesn’t gossip – which you know I detest – no excuses, never late. She dragged herself in once sick as a dog and wouldn’t leave until she’d finished some reports.” Francine’s voice quieted as she added, “You know how difficult it is to earn my respect, Ian, and Tessa has it in spades. She’ll make an excellent addition to your staff. You’re lucky to have her. Meanwhile, I’m left to deal with the nitwit who was hired to replace her. Useless, annoying girl – I give her two months tops before I have to fire her or she runs out of here crying.”

Ian couldn’t suppress a chuckle. “Go easy on her, Mrs. C. It sounds like your Tessa is going to be a hard act to follow.”

“She’s your Tessa now, my boy. And you’d better treat her well. She’s - ” Francine hesitated. “Well, let’s just say she’s had a rough time of it in her young life. I admire her all the more for how she’s overcome her misfortune.”

“What sort of misfortune?”

“I can’t discuss that with you, Ian, as I’m certain you know,” admonished Francine. “Not to mention I’m not sure that even I know all of it. Tessa is a very private person, not one to broadcast her life’s story around the office. Another admirable trait that I value. Just – go easy on the girl, Ian. Trust me, it won’t take you long at all to realize her value. Not to mention,” she added slyly, “she’s quite easy on the eye, isn’t she?”

Ian chose his next words carefully before replying. “She’s a lovely girl, yes. But is it really true that she’s already married at such a young age?”

Francine sighed. “Yes, it’s true. It’s – complicated, Ian. That’s all I can say on the matter. Tessa rarely discusses her husband but he definitely exists. Nice enough boy and she dotes on him, but there’s something a bit odd there.”

He decided not to question her further about Tessa’s marital status, not wanting to betray even the slightest indication to the extremely perceptive Mrs. C. that he was attracted to the girl.

“I am a bit worried about how Jason is going to act around her,” confessed Ian. He knew that Francine had met his smarmy cousin-in-law on more than one occasion, and that she had an extremely low opinion of him. “Tessa’s predecessor requested a transfer because of some difficulty with him.”

Francine’s voice was as biting as a whip crack. “Ian, promise me right now that you’ll keep that randy bastard Jason away from Tessa. If I learn that he’s so much as blinked at her the wrong way, I swear I’ll pack Oliver into the car along with my brand new shotgun and drive up there to deal with the little weasel myself. And I’m quite a good shot these days. They like their guns in Arizona.”

Ian smiled in spite of himself at the ferocity of Francine’s words. “You’re quite the protective mama bear about this girl, aren’t you?”

“She needs looking out for, Ian. More so than anyone I’ve ever met. So, please, do me the greatest favor and keep an eye on her, would you? Discreetly, of course, she can be quite stubborn when it comes to asking for help.”

“I promise,” he assured his former mentor gently. “And – thank you for sending her my way. If she managed to make this sort of impression on you, then I know she must be an excellent employee.”

They exchanged pleasantries for a few more minutes before bidding each other good-bye. Ian replaced his phone receiver then shut his eyes, massaging the beginnings of a headache he felt welling up near his temples.

‘Good Lord, what a disaster,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘How in the world are you going to cope with this one, mate?’

Against his will, the tempting image of Tessa invaded his thoughts once again. He longed to spread all of that glorious golden hair out against his pillow; to gently remove that discreetly sexy red dress and bare her lush, curvy body to his eager gaze; to wrap those long, shapely legs around his waist. Ian grew hard instantly as he imagined having her – nothing as crude as a quick, hard fuck - for Tessa was worth so much more than that. Instead, he would linger over her for hours, kissing, caressing, arousing, and making love to her over and over until he was finally sated. For a while, anyway, for he feared that Tessa was the sort of woman he could never truly have his fill of.

It would have been oh, so easy without the unexpected and inconvenient complication of her marital status. Had she been a single woman, the first thing he’d do would be to find her a job of equal pay and rank at another luxury hotel in San Francisco. The Gregson Group had a very strict policy forbidding managers and executives from dating an employee who could be deemed their subordinate, and frowned on employees in general dating each other. Ian in particular held himself to extremely high standards when it came to this rule. He’d fended off too many eager advances from female employees over the years, and each had received the message loud and clear. Except, of course, for the obnoxiously persistent Morgan Cottrell, his current Business Development Manager. When he’d transferred to San Francisco three years ago, the blonde had made it very clear on numerous occasions that she found him extremely attractive and would be open to any sort of after-hours relationship he liked. After several firm but polite brush-offs, he’d finally had to take the gloves off and let Ms. Cottrell know in no uncertain terms – and in a very icy tone – that if she wished to keep her elevated position in the company – or any position at all – that she’d keep her distance from now on. Morgan had been the model of professional decorum from that moment on.

After ensuring that Tessa was safely employed elsewhere, he would have pulled out all the stops to make her his own. Ian had rarely courted or seduced a woman before, for he’d never really had to make the effort. From the time he’d reached his teens, women had flocked to his side, attracted not only by his looks but by his money, his well-bred British family who could trace their roots back several centuries, and by his high-powered position in arguably the top luxury hotel chain in the world. He could at any given time have his pick of gorgeous women – executives, socialites, celebrities, models.

But Ian was picky and somewhat fastidious about his taste in women, unlike his brothers. Hugh had married his longtime sweetheart, a girl he’d met at university, and they’d been happily wed for years, parents to four children. Colin had been quite the notorious playboy for years, much to their mother’s dismay, until he, too, had finally settled down just two years ago. He was married to a strikingly beautiful Eurasian woman from Hong Kong and they were expecting their first child in a few months.

That left Ian as the only bachelor among his siblings, and he didn’t envision that status changing anytime soon. Since his one failed engagement more than six years ago, he’d kept busy with work and hadn’t really let himself think about settling down.

That is, until a ridiculously young, breathtakingly beautiful, and delightfully sweet girl had tentatively walked into his office a short time ago. He’d known – just known somehow – that she had been made for him. It had been the biggest shock of his life to realize that she’d already been claimed by another man.

And now, he was going to have to man up and find some way to keep his wayward emotions under control in her presence. Transferring her out of the team would raise too many red flags, especially given her level of competency and the shockingly glowing recommendation from Mrs. C. Ian knew he’d have to call on every ounce of self-control he possessed to treat young Tessa in a professional but impersonal manner, to keep her and his rampaging desire for her at arm’s length at all times, and to remind himself constantly that she was strictly forbidden to him for more reasons than he wanted to count.

‘Damn it,’ he cursed beneath his breath. ‘What in hell was Mrs. C. thinking of sending her my way? If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that old witch was still trying to let me know who’s really in charge around here.’



Chapter Two

September, two years later

Tessa Lockwood did not like Wednesdays. She was well aware that most people didn’t share her feelings, that the majority of the world thought of this day as “hump day”, when their busy work weeks were half over and they could begin winding down for the weekend ahead. But for Tessa, it seemed that nearly every bad thing that had happened in her life so far had occurred on a Wednesday.

Bad things didn’t happen every Wednesday, of course, but when they did she usually had some sort of uneasy premonition. Like the butterflies kicking around in her stomach as she brushed her hair and got ready for work this morning. Or the chill that shimmered up her spine as she hurriedly ate a piece of toast with jam and drank a cup of tea before dashing out the door of her apartment.

The unsettled feeling continued during the crowded bus ride to work, and she tried desperately to quell her nerves. She wondered if her sense of unease had anything to do with the fact that Peter was supposed to be flying home today. After almost two years, one would think she’d stop worrying when he had to take a long flight home from a job assignment in Asia. Even though he frequently flew in and out of some less than stable socio-political countries, he’d never had any problems, at least none that he’d ever told her about. So she knew that her unsettled emotions this morning weren’t due to unnecessary worry about her husband’s incoming flight from Cambodia. But there was definitely something, some niggling little fear that something bad was going to happen. And her spidey-sense had yet to be wrong.

Tessa had to stand on the bus, as usual, and she assumed her normal position of never really making eye contact with anyone else on board. Most of the people riding the bus at this time of the morning were either going to work like her, or to school, but there were definitely a fair number of weirdoes along, too. San Francisco was a very diverse city, after all, with people of varying ethnicities, sexual orientations, and socio-economic classes, and Tessa was pretty sure she’d seen a really good sampling of them all in the two years she’d been living here and riding the city buses.

The bus left her off a block away from her office building, and she exited the stuffy, crowded vehicle with relief. It had taken her a long time to get used to relying on public transportation when she and Peter had moved here from Tucson. Because both of their cars had been old and in dire need of repairs, they’d unloaded them before moving to San Francisco. Now they relied on buses, rapid transit, and walking to get around, which made good economic sense because the cost of maintaining even one car in this very expensive city would not have fit into their extremely tight budget.

And money was always tight, the budget always stretched thin. Tessa made a good salary but Peter only got paid when one of his news stories actually sold. Not to mention the fact that the cost of living in San Francisco was exorbitant, the rent on their tiny, cramped apartment more than twice what they’d been paying for a much larger place in Tucson.

As Tessa entered the building that housed the corporate offices for the Gregson Hotel Group’s American headquarters, she hoped that Peter would arrive home with good news about his job. When they had moved to San Francisco two years ago, it had been for Peter’s new job as a freelance reporter for an international news agency based in the city. His assigned territory was Asia, requiring him to make frequent and lengthy trips to such places as Vietnam, Malaysia, China, and Thailand. He was hoping to find a better position that didn’t require nearly as much travel in addition to offering a regular salary, and had recently begun sending out resumes and doing some networking among the contacts he’d developed.

The past couple of years had been hard on Tessa, left alone and lonely for such frequent periods of time. Peter was all she had – he wasn’t just her husband but her best friend, her family, her everything. And when he was away for weeks at a time she struggled constantly with her fears, her loneliness, her sadness. The fear that she would descend into darkness like her mother had done for so many years plagued her often, and she was determined that she wouldn’t suffer the same fate. But it was hard to be alone, and she had to wage a constant battle with her emotions to keep positive and happy, to stay busy and not dwell on her sadness.

Tessa liked her job, finding the work both challenging and rewarding, though of course she would have preferred being a PA for one of the executives. Not only was the salary considerably higher but the position carried more prestige and responsibility, with some of the PA’s even traveling with their managers on occasion. But she also knew she would need a college degree before she could even think of applying for a job like that, and going back to school at this time just wasn’t in the cards. Her super-tight budget would never allow for college tuition and books. And, ironically, even though she and Peter lived in a cramped apartment in a questionable neighborhood; couldn’t afford to own a car; and ate a lot of cereal, ramen noodles, and peanut butter sandwiches to stretch their dollars, they made too much money for her to qualify for most grants or scholarships. It was a cruel sort of Catch-22.

As Tessa put away her jacket and purse and booted up her computer, she thought it was likely all for the best that she couldn’t afford to go to college. She’d admittedly never been a brain or the best student, getting by with mostly B’s and C’s during high school. Of course, there had been some real extenuating circumstances behind that – a mentally ill mother, moving around and changing schools multiple times, always teetering on the edge of poverty.

At least she’d done very well with the computer and business classes she had taken at community college back in Tucson. The certificate she’d earned from their Office Technology program had enabled her to get a job at the Gregson Resort in Tucson, and the eventual transfer to the American headquarters here two years ago.

But this would likely be as far as she could reasonably expect to advance in the company without that college degree, so Tessa had made up her mind some time ago to simply do the very best job she possibly could. She took a lot of pride in her work, and worked very hard to be an exemplary employee. She was never late, never left early, never took more than her allotted time for lunch. She’d dragged herself into the office on more than one occasion with a cold or the flu, doggedly refusing to call in sick. And unlike most of her co-workers, she didn’t waste time during the work day gossiping, checking her personal email, sending texts or making phone calls. She was well aware that everyone who worked on the Management Support Team were watched like a hawk by Andrew Doherty, the Managing Director’s sharp-tongued, eagle-eyed PA.

In the time she’d worked here, Tessa couldn’t recall even one occasion when Andrew had so much as cracked a smile. He was all business all the time, and he didn’t miss even a single detail. Tessa had seen him chastise her co-workers for all manner of minor errors or oversights, everything from a misspelled word on a contract to ordering the wrong sandwich for a lunch meeting to an executive’s dissatisfaction with the flight that had been booked for a recent business trip. Andrew never raised his voice or used bad language or issued threats, but it was more than obvious by his icy, formal demeanor when he was displeased. So Tessa worked very, very hard to make certain she wasn’t on the receiving end of one of his famously scathing dressing-downs.

The Iceman – as one of Tessa’s co-workers had irreverently dubbed Andrew – arrived at the office about five minutes after she did. She knew he’d likely been at the office until early evening on the previous day, and probably had to deal with phone calls and emails after hours as well.

She offered him up a warm but businesslike smile as he passed by on the way to his office. “Good morning, Andrew.”

He gave her a brief nod. “Hello, Tessa. First one in again, I see.”

Her cheeks pinkened and she gave a small shrug. “I got the early bus. It’s a bit less crowded than the next one.”

“Mr. Gregson is going to need some spreadsheets done today,” he told her briskly. “I’ll be sending the information your way shortly.”

It was a great source of pride for Tessa to know that her expertise with producing complex spreadsheets was highly valued by the Managing Director. Mr. Gregson used them on a regular basis for his reports and presentations, and the vast majority of them were delegated to her for processing.

“Of course, Andrew. Send them along at your convenience and I’ll get right to them,” she assured him. “I don’t have anything else pressing on my schedule for today.”

“Good to know. I’ll email you the supporting data within the hour.”

Tessa always paid extra attention to her work when she knew the project was for Mr. Gregson. It wasn’t just the fact that he was the Managing Director – in charge of all the hotels in North and South America plus all of the employees here at the regional office. She couldn’t – or perhaps more truthfully – wouldn’t define her feelings for the incredibly handsome, dynamic man but she knew that they were not appropriate emotions for a married woman to be having for a man who wasn’t her husband.

She felt guilty every single time she saw Ian Gregson, or even thought about him, and recognized the little thrill that shimmered through her body as attraction. Tessa always dismissed her reactions to her charismatic, compelling boss as nothing more than a silly little schoolgirl crush, the same sort of harmless infatuation one might harbor for a movie star. God knew she would never, ever consider acting on her awareness of him. Besides the very obvious fact that she was completely devoted to Peter and would never consider being unfaithful to him, there was the matter of Ian Gregson being her employer. And he was so far above her in every way – intellectually, socially, economically – that it was laughable to think he would ever notice a lowly employee like herself. He dated socialites, businesswomen, and occasionally celebrities. Tessa’s co-workers were constantly tracking their boss in the society and gossip columns online, and chatting about the current woman in his life. And whether Tessa cared to hear about Ian Gregson’s personal life or not, she typically wasn’t given a choice in the matter. Just like she was rarely given a choice of the other mind numbing topics they chattered about incessantly – clothes, makeup, celebrities, a variety of TV shows, what club they had hit last weekend, the latest argument they’d had with their boyfriend. The list went on but none of the topics of conversation were of particular interest to Tessa, and certainly none of them could be called intellectually stimulating.

But she was far too shy and retiring, and too intimidated by her co-workers, to speak up. It had been that way for her ever since childhood. Moving and changing schools so often had made it difficult for her to make friends easily. She had always felt like the new girl, the outsider, and just when she’d finally started to fit in and make a friend or two, her flighty, emotionally unstable mother would uproot them and move on to the next town where Tessa would have to start all over again. And old habits died hard it seemed, for Tessa still felt like the outsider at the office, even though she’d worked here for two years. She had never really bonded with any of her co-workers, didn’t feel as though she could honestly call them her friends, and, sadly, didn’t trust any of them.

She had been at her desk for more than half an hour before the rest of the team began to filter in. As usual, Marisol was the first one in and she gave Tessa a weary smile as she put her things away. At twenty-eight, Marisol was a pretty, petite Filipina woman, married with two small children under the age of four. Even though she and her husband got a lot of support from their families, working full time and caring for two young kids wore her out. She yawned constantly during the day, drank endless cups of coffee, and seemed to operate in slow motion most of the time. Still, Marisol was sweet and quiet, was always kind to Tessa, and generally didn’t join in most of the incessant gossiping and chatter as the others did.

Next to arrive was Shelby, a giggly, easily distracted strawberry blonde who reminded Tessa of a bird. Of medium height, Shelby was stick thin, her arms and legs spindly. She had a small face with a pointy nose and chin and deep-set, almost beady eyes. Her high-pitched voice and annoying little laugh at times sounded just like a chirping bird.

Andrew seemed to pick on Shelby more than any of the others, to the point that she was now terrified of him and would start quaking whenever he was close by. Privately, Tessa thought Andrew’s methods could be a little less intimidating but nonetheless could understand his constant irritation with the silly, not especially bright Shelby. Tessa wondered how she’d ever been hired to work in this very high profile unit given her overall lack of ability.

The next two to arrive were BFF’s Gina and Alicia. Since they were roommates, they arrived and departed the office together every day, and at times it seemed like they were joined at the hip. They gossiped all the time, were merciless in their critique of other employees’ wardrobes and grooming, and Tessa neither liked nor trusted them. They were always nice to her – almost sickeningly so – but she knew for a fact that they talked about her behind her back, made fun of her inexpensive clothes, and cattily speculated why she always seemed to get the best assignments from Andrew.

Both women were obsessed with clothes, shoes, hair, makeup and manicures, read fashion magazines and online blogs on a daily basis, and were always smartly dressed. Gina was the more exotic, flamboyant of the two with her olive skin, big dark eyes, and masses of dark brown hair. Alicia was classier, more refined, with a chin-length bob of wheat blonde hair, ivory skin and a designer wardrobe she was able to afford via her monthly trust fund stipends.

With their sly, almost predatory mannerisms, Gina and Alicia made Tessa think of the conniving Siamese cats from Lady and the Tramp. She was extremely careful not to give them any fodder for gossip, rarely if ever discussing her personal life, and generally not contributing to their almost nonstop commentary about the goings-on in the office.

Gina gave her an overly-friendly smile, while Alicia greeted her with a saccharin sweet “Good morning.” Tessa tried to ignore how both of them none too discreetly checked out the dress and shoes she’d worn today.

“That’s such a cute little dress, Tessa,” Gina told her in a phony voice. “Every time you wear it I think what a good color it is for you.”

Tessa merely smiled politely in response to Gina’s not-so-subtle dig. Tessa never tried to pretend that she had much beyond her rather limited wardrobe, or that she could afford to shop anywhere besides the big discount chains like Marshalls, Forever 21 and H&M. She could never dream of buying anything at the places she knew Gina, Alicia and Shelby preferred – big-name stores like Barneys, Nordstrom or Neiman Marcus. Not only wasn’t it even remotely in her budget, but Tessa didn’t let things like a label or price tag bother her. She knew all too well what it was like to have absolutely nothing, so she was always grateful for the little she did have.

The last of the team to arrive – almost fifteen minutes late – was Kevin, the lone male of their group. Though, as Shelby, Gina and Alicia loved to tease, Kevin was arguably the most effeminate of them all. He was flamboyantly gay – his clothing, haircut, mannerisms, speech – and he talked freely about his lifestyle to anyone who would listen. Tessa had learned far too much about Kevin’s numerous boyfriends and hook-ups, including his sexual preferences and escapades. Even though she was married, she’d been more than a little naïve sexually, but two years of working with Kevin had opened her eyes – and not in a good way.

Kevin made his rounds to each of the girl’s cubicles, air-kissing them in turn. He cooed over Gina’s new shoes, admired Alicia’s manicure, made a whispered comment to Shelby that caused her to make one of those chirpy little bird laughs, and told Marisol he’d had dinner at the restaurant she’d recommended to him last night. He came to Tessa last since they sat next to each other.

He pressed his cheek to hers lightly, and she had to force herself not to recoil at the heavy scent of his cologne.

“Morning, sweet pea,” he grinned. “How’s my girl today?”

Tessa couldn’t help but return his smile. Kevin might be a promiscuous airhead with atrocious taste in clothes and cologne, but he was almost always cheerful and could usually put her in a good mood.

“I’m good, thanks. Peter’s due home later today,” she told him.

Kevin’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “Oooh, bet someone’s good and horny by now. You’ll be walking funny tomorrow morning after he’s through with you.”

Tessa felt her cheeks grow warm at his very straightforward innuendo. No matter how many ribald stories Kevin shared with them, she wasn’t sure she’d ever really get used to his very frank way of talking about sex. And, rather sadly, it was quite unlikely that Peter would be the least bit horny, despite the fact that they hadn’t seen each other in weeks. Or had sex for even longer. Things were – complicated.

With everyone settled in at their cubicles, the noise level in this section of the office began to rise dramatically. The sounds of telephones ringing, keyboards clacking, and voices speaking all co-mingled and seemed to get a bit louder with each passing minute. Tessa sighed, wishing for perhaps the thousandth time that she had a more private space – a secluded cubicle or desk in front of one of the private executive offices. Fortunately, she’d honed her powers of concentration very well over the past two years, so she could block out nearly all of the distractions around her. Except, of course, when her very favorite topic of conversation was brought up, as it was nearly every day. Then she was all ears, even though she was painstakingly careful not to betray even the slightest interest in what was being said. All it would take would be the tiniest hint she was interested, and her gossipy co-workers would be spreading the news of her infatuation all over the office. And Tessa would be mortified – absolutely mortified - if anyone ever guessed that she had a crush on Ian Gregson.

“Any sign of His Hotness yet this morning?” asked Gina in the sly, sultry tone that for some reason really grated on Tessa’s nerves. She also hated the rather undignified nickname that Gina, Alicia and Kevin had bestowed upon their boss. Oh, there was no question that the man was hot but he was also the epitome of suave sophistication and class, and Tessa privately thought such a nickname didn’t do him full justice or pay him the proper respect.

“Not yet,” offered Marisol. “He’s addressing a group at the Convention and Visitors Bureau this morning.”

One of Marisol’s jobs was to keep track of all the executives schedules, so that one could tell at a glance where a particular employee was on a given day and time.

“Mmm, guess we’ll have to wait a while longer to see what he’s wearing this morning,” lamented Gina. “He hasn’t worn the Dolce and Gabbana suit for a few weeks so maybe today will be the day.”

Tessa had zero idea how Gina and Alicia were able to identify which designer suit Mr. Gregson wore from one day to the next – and wondered why on earth they cared. She didn’t know an Armani from a Dior and it didn’t really matter, anyway – their gorgeous boss looked mouthwateringly handsome in whatever suit he wore, no matter the color, style or fabric.

“He was also out pretty late last night,” offered Alicia. “My mother texted me this morning that she saw him at a benefit dinner for the symphony last night.”

“Oooh, and what very lucky lady was he escorting last night?” asked Kevin, his pale blue eyes sparkling with interest. “Was it the bank president, the news anchor or the ballerina?”

Alicia gave a shrug that was meant to seem careless. Tessa knew that despite her co-workers feigned indifference, Alicia was actually very interested in who Mr. Gregson dated. And that it bothered her to no end that the man had such a rigid policy of never dating employees. Alicia had reportedly been one of many in a long line of hopefuls who had found that hard truth out. And while she never outright flirted with Mr. Gregson, she always went out of her way to greet him with a very interested smile, making it quite plain that if he were to ever change his mind she was ready, willing and available.

“I couldn’t say,” replied Alicia a little huffily. “My mother didn’t mention it and I didn’t care to ask. But he’s rarely seen with the same woman twice so whoever he escorted it can’t be too serious.”

“So that means there’s still hope for you, Ali,” teased Kevin, using the nickname he knew she despised. “Have you considered finding another job so that he might actually ask you out? I mean, that way he wouldn’t have to worry about his hands off the employees rule.”

Gina smirked. “She talks about doing that all the time. The fact that she hasn’t actually quit must mean she doesn’t think he’d ask her out regardless.”

Alicia threw a wadded-up piece of paper at her roommate. “Hah, hah. I haven’t noticed you turning in your resignation, either.”

Gina shrugged. “I’ve got my hands full with Alex at the moment. He’s not as hunky as His Hotness, and of course nobody’s even half as rich, but he’ll do for now.”

Kevin heaved a dramatic sigh. “Well, whoever the lucky lady he escorted last night was she’s probably wobbling around this morning. If that man isn’t built like a bull, I’d be shocked speechless. And for me, you know, that’s saying something. No pun intended.”

Shelby emitted one of her annoyingly chirpy little giggles. “What’s that saying about a man’s shoe size? I’ll bet he wears at least a size thirteen.”

Kevin cackled with glee, and for the next twenty minutes the conversation turned downright bawdy as he, Shelby, Gina and Alicia continued to speculate on Mr. Gregson’s sexual prowess. Tessa kept her attention focused on the report she was working on, trying desperately to conceal the embarrassment she felt and the flush that stained her cheeks. It certainly wasn’t anything she hadn’t heard before – or much worse after sitting next to Kevin for two years. But she was more embarrassed for Mr. Gregson than herself, finding this talk about the size of his “equipment”, or how many women he’d nailed, or what sexual position he would probably prefer, to be completely disrespectful to a man who wasn’t just their boss and part of the family who owned this company, but a kind, dignified and almost regal man. If Mrs. Carrington could overhear even a snippet of their crude commentary she would fire every one of them on the spot.

Tessa missed the cantankerous office manager who had been her boss, her mentor, her friend, and at times her surrogate mother. Mrs. C. – as she preferred to be called – had taught Tessa everything about office etiquette and had instilled a strict work ethic in her. The very fearsome office manager had put the fear of God in her about gossiping, being late, eating at her desk, not proofreading everything she typed at least three times, or wearing her skirts too short. The rules of conduct the older woman followed were, by her own admission, very strict and more than a little old-fashioned. But Mrs. C. had insisted that if Tessa followed them to the letter that she would be successful and go far in the company.

Considering the behavior of all five of her co-workers, Tessa doubted any of them would last a day with Mrs. C. And the stern office manager would certainly be outraged to hear the gossip being spread about Mr. Gregson. Tessa was aware that her former and current bosses knew each other but had never been told what the exact connection was. The only thing Mrs. C. had told her was that Ian was hardworking and demanding but a fair employer who prized diligence and loyalty above all else. Tessa had strived to be the hardest working and most loyal employee he’d ever had from her first day in the office.

She only wished she had the nerve to stand up and tell her co-workers to shut up, that they were being horrible, rude people to discuss such a dignified gentleman like Mr. Gregson like he was some sleazy gigolo. Like that nasty, creepy Jason Baldwin, for example.

Tessa shuddered as she thought of the way Mr. Baldwin leered at her every single time he saw her. She knew the other girls thought him attractive – Gina insisted he could be David Beckham’s twin – but he gave Tessa the willies. She knew he was married to Mr. Gregson’s cousin and that they had three young children. Mrs. Baldwin and her brood visited the office occasionally, and from all appearances she was a very pretty, sweet woman who certainly deserved better than her lecherous, cheating husband. Tessa had heard all the rumors and gossip about what women Jason had hit on and slept with, and she wondered how on earth he could live with himself for constantly cheating on his poor wife.

But even if Jason Baldwin had been single, Tessa still wouldn’t have found him attractive. Oh, he was handsome enough, with his expertly cut dirty blond hair, evenly tanned features, and leanly muscled body. No, it was the predatory look in his eyes and his leering smirks that gave her the creeps. She had made it very, very clear to him – albeit in a polite, respectful manner considering that he was her superior and an extended member of the Gregson family – that she was most definitely not interested in him and was a happily married woman. But Jason persisted in flirting with her, trying to find ways to be alone with her or touch her in some manner, and making all sorts of suggestive comments.

Fortunately for Tessa, Andrew seemed to be very well aware of Jason’s interest in her and did as much as he could to keep her away from him. He never assigned her any projects where she would have to work with Jason, even though Tessa knew Mr. Baldwin had specifically requested her on multiple occasions. And somehow, as though he had radar, Andrew always seemed to appear whenever Jason was being especially obnoxious. Jason would mutter something like “here’s your guard dog again” before slinking off. Tessa didn’t know why Andrew had quietly appointed himself her protector, but she was exceedingly grateful to him. She had heard all the stories about Jason’s past troubles with female employees – including the one with Sarah, her own predecessor – and surmised that Andrew perhaps had been given strict orders to make sure no more unpleasant incidences occurred.

It was close to ten a.m. when Mr. Gregson arrived at the office after his morning appointment. Tessa could hear him greeting other employees before he reached her cubicle, his crisp British accent giving her a little thrill as usual. His voice was deep and cultured, and it never failed to enthrall her.

“Ah, His Hotness is finally here,” said Kevin in a stage whisper. “It’s show time, ladies.”

Six heads popped up simultaneously as Ian Gregson walked past their cubicles with his long-legged, supremely confident stride. He gave the team an almost perfunctory nod, greeting them with a “Good morning ladies. And Kevin.”

There followed a rousing chorus of “Good morning, Mr. Gregson”, including Tessa’s own softly murmured reply. And then he continued on his way to his office, leaving half a dozen admiring gazes trailing in his wake.

Gina sighed. “God, he just gets hotter with every passing year. Most men get fat and gray as they age but not him.”

“He’s wearing the Savile Row suit today,” volunteered Alicia. “And wearing it very well, I might add.”

Kevin sniffed. “We’d all look good if we wore custom sewn $5000 suits. Unfortunately, most of us are doomed to shop at Banana Republic for the rest of our lives.”

Tessa thought privately that even a moderately priced store like Banana Republic was way out of her budget. And the thought of spending $5000 on one suit was so far beyond her scope that she failed to comprehend the idea. Her entire wardrobe – including underwear and shoes – wasn’t worth the total of that sum. It was yet one more fact that widened the cultural gap between her and someone as splendid as Ian Gregson.

The rest of the morning went by quickly. Tessa had received the data she needed from Andrew, and was busily constructing the intricate spreadsheets. Though she didn’t consider herself to be especially brainy and wasn’t exactly a math whiz, she did enjoy working with the Excel program and the more detailed the worksheet the better.

But as she was reviewing the completed sheets before sending them on to Andrew, she frowned, for one of the pie charts didn’t look quite right. Remembering Mrs. Carrington’s teachings to proofread everything at least three times, Tessa checked and re-checked the data Andrew had sent her and was flummoxed over where the chart discrepancy was originating from. She hated to bother Andrew with anything, fearful that he would see her as incompetent. But she wasn’t about to send an incorrect file to Mr. Gregson, either, so she printed out the offending sheet along with the back-up data, knowing that Andrew would prefer looking at the physical sheets rather than a computer monitor. It was already past the noon hour, and half the team was at lunch. Marisol was off making photocopies, which left just Shelby and Tessa to mind the fort.

“I need to ask Andrew about one of these reports,” Tessa told her co-worker. “Are you okay here by yourself for a few minutes?”

Shelby visibly trembled at the mere mention of her tormentor. “God, poor you, having to deal with the Ice Man. Maybe you should put a sweater on so he doesn’t give you frostbite.”

Tessa merely smiled and headed towards Andrew’s office. The PA had his own private space just outside of Mr. Gregson’s commanding office suite, and the space was as tidy and organized as it always was. Except that Andrew himself was nowhere in sight. Tessa knew that he took his lunch break at precisely one p.m. every day, so she guessed he was off doing some task for Mr. Gregson.

She bit her bottom lip uncertainly, not wanting to just hang around as though she had nothing better to do. She was in the middle of jotting a detailed note to leave for Andrew with the reports when a voice from just behind startled her.

“Tessa. This is a surprise to see you here. Was there something you needed?”

She dropped the pen she’d picked up from Andrew’s desk abruptly, and looked up as Ian Gregson appeared by her side. Tessa felt like all of the air had been sucked out of her lungs, and she suddenly forgot how to breathe. He had this effect on her every single time she was within a few feet of him, and she felt her cheeks flush.

“Um, I was just leaving a note for Andrew, sir,” she murmured. “There’s a bit of a discrepancy with one of the spreadsheets he asked me to do for you.”

“Ah, well, we can’t have that, can we?” he replied in a gentle voice. “Why don’t you show me the problem and let’s see if we can figure it out, hmm?”

“All-all right.” Tessa struggled to maintain her composure, for she was hyper-aware of the man standing right next to her. With her sensible heels on, she stood at five ten, but he still towered over her by a good six inches. He had removed the aforementioned custom tailored dark blue suit jacket and hovered next to her in his shirt sleeves. She stole a quick glance sideways and had to stifle a gulp when she noticed how the fine linen fabric stretched across his broad shoulders and the wide expanse of his chest.

And she thought faintly that no one had ever smelled as good as Ian Gregson did. It was an irresistible combination of soap, aftershave, and pure male, and it made Tessa long to burrow her face against that strong, muscular chest and take a long, luxurious sniff. Even without making any sort of physical contact, she could feel the heat pouring off his big body, and her nipples hardened automatically in response against the thin fabric of her dress. Hoping fervently that he didn’t notice, she self-consciously smoothed down the pleated skirt of her pale peach polka-dot dress.

She pointed to the pie chart in question. “This isn’t accurate, Mr. Gregson. But I’ve checked the input data four times and it’s all correct.”

Ian studied the two sheets of paper for a long moment before pointing to the one with the background information. “Except that you were given the wrong report. This is the previous quarter’s report, even though someone put the current quarter’s date on it. Who prepared this report anyway?”

Tessa feigned ignorance, even though she knew that Shelby was usually the one who was in charge of the report in question. Andrew would figure that out soon enough on his own and give Shelby yet another icy admonishment.

“I’m not certain, sir. But it should be a simple matter to fix this. And now that you’ve identified the discrepancy, I can go ahead and adjust the spreadsheet. It will only take a couple of minutes.”

The smile he bestowed on her made her knees go weak and her panties grow damp. “I don’t know what I’d do without you here, Tessa,” he told her earnestly. “You’re the only one I trust to get all of these done correctly. Thank you for all of your diligence.”

She couldn’t resist smiling at him in return and hoped faintly that her cheeks weren’t too red. “It’s – I’m happy to help, sir. I’ll – um, just take these back to my desk and fix the problem. I’m sorry to have bothered you, sir.”

“It was no bother at all, Tessa,” he assured her kindly. “I appreciate your conscientiousness in catching the error.”

Trying in vain to conceal her flustered state, Tessa quickly picked up the papers from Andrew’s desk and spun around to make a hasty exit. Except that Mr. Gregson hadn’t moved an inch and she bumped smack into him. He placed a hand on her arm to steady her, and her cheeks grew even hotter to realize that her breast was crushed up against his iron-hewed arm.

He released his grip on her arm immediately and took two steps back. He didn’t say another word but his hazel eyes had darkened noticeably, and the smile on his face had faded as he gazed at her somberly.

With a hastily mumbled “thank you”, Tessa almost bolted out of the office back towards her own desk. ‘Oh, God,’ she pleaded silently. ‘Please do not let him have noticed my nipples were hard.’

She was both mortified at what had just happened, but also incredulously, ridiculously aroused. It upset her to realize that her own husband failed to arouse those same types of feelings in her, and that she was so unsuitably attracted to her gorgeous, debonair boss.

She made it back to her desk on shaky legs and sunk down gratefully into her chair. She closed her eyes, and the image of Ian Gregson’s ruggedly handsome face filled her thoughts despite her best efforts to dispel it. He was more striking than classically good looking but his strong, masculine features were irresistible – the intelligent, all-knowing hazel eyes; broad cheekbones and square chin; the firm, full mouth that rarely smiled but when it did his whole face softened and became even more compelling. His face was framed by his expertly cut dark hair, the back and sides cut short and close to the head while the top was left longer.

It was the return of Kevin and the others from lunch – all giggling and gossiping together – that jolted Tessa out of her almost trancelike state. She swiftly located the correct report she needed from their file sharing system, and made the required changes to the spreadsheet before emailing it to Andrew.

But as busy as she strived to keep for the rest of the workday, she couldn’t completely forget about the brief but disturbing encounter with her boss earlier in the day. And each time she did her cheeks would flush anew and she’d curse herself for having such a strong and unsuitable reaction to him. She had no reason at all to believe that Mr. Gregson found her attractive, or even gave her a second thought. She was simply one of his many employees, and not a very important one at that.

The unwanted sexual attraction she felt for him was only because of the frustration she was currently experiencing due to Peter’s long and frequent absences, she told herself fiercely. She was young and healthy and craved affection and physical contact, a perfectly normal state for a woman her age. Especially a woman who was alone as much as she was, and whose sexual relationship with her husband was as messed up as hers. It was only natural, Tessa assured herself with a confidence she didn’t really feel, that her body would react to a man as virile and physically appealing as Ian Gregson. From what she’d heard from gossip and such, most every woman he came in contact with had the same sort of reaction to his charm and extreme good looks, so she was far from the only one.

‘So it doesn’t mean a thing, silly,’ she told herself with a sense of relief. ‘It doesn’t mean that you don’t love Peter or that you’d ever think of cheating on him. Especially since Mr. Gregson certainly doesn’t think of you that way. I’m sure he hasn’t given you a single thought the entire day.’



Chapter Three

Ian cursed softly as he tried for perhaps the fifth time to concentrate on the report in front of him. He’d had a ridiculous amount of work that needed to get done today, starting with the speaking engagement first thing this morning, and due to wind up with a business dinner this evening. In between, he’d had reports like this one to review, phone calls to return, employees to meet with, and plans to make for an upcoming trip to visit several of the properties in his region.

But it was as if all of his brain function had become stuck in quicksand ever since the all-too-brief encounter with the constant object of his desire – Tessa.

He shut his eyes, rubbing at a tense spot at the back of his neck. Christ, what a muddled-up mess this entire situation was with the woman he’d become positively obsessed with over the past two years. Ian thought rather sourly at times that he ought to have followed his instincts the first time he’d seen her, and arranged for a swift transfer to another department where he wouldn’t have to see her every day. It might not have completely stopped his infatuation with her, but he would have had an easier time of it day to day.

But he’d been too weak – or too kind, not wanting to hurt the girl’s feelings – and as a result had condemned himself to the hell of having to see his golden girl every day and know she was not his to claim.

He’d tried to fight his attraction to her, of course, using a variety of methods – none of which had worked. Ian had dated a string of beautiful, desirable women until he’d realized that none of them interested him in the least. He kept his distance from Tessa as much as possible, relying on Andrew to delegate assignments to her. And he had made it quite clear to Andrew that he did not want Tessa filling in as his PA whenever Andrew was out of the office. Passing by her cubicle en route to and from his office was one thing – it would be beyond the limits of even his ironclad control to have her sitting directly outside his office for hours and days at a time.

Ian was quite sure that his very perceptive PA knew of – or at least strongly suspected – his attraction to Tessa. He knew that he’d given Andrew more than adequate cause for such suspicions and really only had himself to blame. In addition to his refusal to have Tessa work as his fill-in PA, Ian had also given Andrew very strict instructions to do whatever was necessary to keep that bastard Jason away from her. Fortunately, Andrew took his duties very seriously and he’d done an admirable job at subtly looking out for Tessa. However, Andrew would also be well aware that his boss had never asked him to keep a watch over any of the other female employees on this floor before, and Ian would be shocked if the sharp as a tack PA wasn’t supremely confident that his boss lusted after the beautiful Tessa something fierce. But Andrew was also wise enough to not so much as hint at the idea. The two men did not discuss personal issues, and Ian knew very little about what Andrew did after hours. Ian did know that Andrew had a longtime girlfriend, disputing the rumors floating around the office that he was gay, and that he originated from Seattle. Beyond that, much of Andrew’s life was a mystery.

Ian was usually able to keep his attraction towards Tessa well under wraps, never betraying even a hint of it to anyone. But today he’d come perilously close to letting her know just how much desired her, to dragging her into his arms and kissing her senseless. For starters.

She was wearing one of his favorite dresses today – the pale peach one with tiny white polka dots, belted at the waist, and a pleated skirt that fell to just above the knee. The silky fabric clung lovingly to her ripe breasts, the belt nipping in at her small waist, and the skirt draping softly over her gently curving hips. The color flattered her creamy skin and golden hair, and she looked as delicious as a sweet, juicy peach.

He was quite familiar, in fact, with nearly all of her outfits, especially since her wardrobe was anything but extensive. He’d overheard those two little cats – Gina and Alicia – make fun of Tessa’s inexpensive, limited array of clothing behind her back, and he’d longed to sternly admonish the nasty little gossips.

He also longed to shower Tessa with all of the things she had to do without – dress her in beautiful, expensive clothes and shoes; buy her fabulous jewelry; make sure she was as pampered and indulged as a princess; protect and spoil her to her hearts content. He wanted her with him constantly – living in his home, sleeping in his bed, traveling with him wherever and whenever he had to go. But, instead, he continued to experience the frustration of not being able to betray his feelings for her – not while she was still a married woman.

Ian had been more than a little surprised when he’d met Peter Lockwood for the first – and only – time at last year’s office Christmas party. Given that Tessa was such a knockout, he’d fully expected her husband to be a tall, well-built and equally good-looking young man. Instead, Peter had been a bit shorter than his wife, boyishly slim, and no more than average looking. It had been very obvious that he was uncomfortable at such a formal event, and certainly not used to dressing up. As Ian recalled, Peter had worn ill-fitting, mismatched trousers and jacket, a wrinkled shirt and skinny tie. His light brown hair had been on the longish side, secured back in a short ponytail, and one of his ears had been pierced.

Tessa’s husband had been so completely unlike what Ian had imagined him to look like that it had been a struggle to contain his shock when she had briefly introduced them. Still, Tessa had seemed entirely devoted to him, sticking to his side like glue, and listening intently to his every word.

Ian had been almost overwhelmed with jealousy that night, and he’d had more to drink than was usual for him. But no amount of alcohol had dimmed the empty ache in his heart as he’d watched Tessa hold hands or link arms with Peter. He’d been consumed with envy over a pale, skinny boy who had somehow managed to claim the most beautiful girl Ian had ever seen.

That was the only time he’d ever seen Tessa’s husband, and he had learned from Andrew that Peter was out of the country a great deal for his job. Ian thought passionately that if Tessa was his there was no way in hell he’d leave her alone for even two or three days, much less weeks.

His traitorous thoughts refused to let go of the memory of how it had felt – albeit very briefly – to have her lush body pressed up against his earlier today. His arm still burned from where one round, firm breast had been crushed against it. If he closed his eyes he could still feel the warm, silky skin of her arm where his hand had wrapped around it to steady her. He could smell the delicate, barely perceptible scent of her perfume or soap, a light, fleeting fragrance and not some overpoweringly strong odor. He’d been close enough to notice the charming blush on her cheeks, the wide roundness of her china blue eyes, and the way that decadently full mouth had trembled slightly. He didn’t know if she was physically attracted to him, or simply terrified, but she had definitely been aware. The knowledge of her reaction to him had given him a least a small measure of satisfaction.

‘What an ass you are, mate,’ he chastised himself. ‘So pathetically grateful for any imagined little reaction from her. You’re ten times worse than a schoolgirl with a mad crush on her favorite movie star. And just as hopeless.’

***

The feeling that something bad was going to happen had gradually subsided as the day went on, and by the time Tessa got off the bus two blocks from her apartment, she was very nearly convinced that her premonitions had been all wrong. This was in spite of the fact that she hadn’t received any sort of text or phone message from Peter confirming that he’d arrived home safely. She had reasoned that oddity away by assuring herself that he was undoubtedly exhausted after such a long flight, and had probably fallen asleep as soon as he’d walked in the door.

And then any worries she might have still been harboring flew away the moment she walked through the door of their apartment. The sound of one of Peter’s favorite songs – Hemorrhage by Fuel – greeted her as she dropped her purse and slipped out of her shoes, leaving them by the tiny entryway table as was her norm.

“Hey, Tess.”

Tessa smiled broadly and rushed to give her husband an eager hug. “Hey, yourself. I was starting to worry when I didn’t hear from you. What time did you get in?”

Peter gave her a quick hug in return and pressed a kiss against her forehead. “I actually arrived in early this morning. We probably just missed each other.”

Her smile faded rapidly as he gently disengaged her arms from about his neck. “What? I had no idea you were getting in so early. Why didn’t you let me know?”

He shrugged, the shaggy, uneven ends of his light brown hair now long enough to reach his shoulders. “I was flying standby and literally didn’t get on the flight until the last minute, so no time to text you before I left. And then when I got here I was pretty wiped out, I guess, plus I had some stuff to take care of. Sorry.”

“No, it’s okay,” she assured him. “It’s just – I’ve been a little unsettled today. I woke up with one of those weird premonitions – you know, it is a Wednesday after all. And I always worry when you have a long flight home from some of those places you travel to.”

Peter gave her hand a squeeze. “Well, I’m okay, as you can see. Come on, I ordered pizza and it just arrived. Let’s eat while it’s hot.”

Tessa frowned as she removed her jacket and hung it on a wall peg in the entryway. “I had already defrosted some chicken – thought I’d make that tortilla casserole you like. Are you sure getting pizza was a good idea? Things are a little tight for a few more days until I get paid.”

He was already taking plates from one of their very few kitchen cabinets. “It’s fine, Tess. Three of my stories from the last trip all sold and I deposited the check today. The chicken will keep. Sit down and take it easy.”

Reassured, she sat across from him at their tiny table for two and eagerly reached for a slice of the mushroom and olive pizza that was her favorite. “Thanks, it looks delicious. It was really nice of you to order it.”

Peter chucked her gently on the chin. “You deserve it. I know how hard you work, Tess, and how seldom you treat yourself to anything. And it’s just a pizza, for God’s sake.”

She took a bite, savoring the warm melted cheese and thin crispy crust. “Mmm, it’s awesome. Much better than chicken.”

“Yeah, I admit I’ve been craving it myself. Too many weeks of one form or another of noodles and vegetables. But that’s what comes from traveling through Asia as often as I do.”

He told her about his most recent trip while they ate, and she listed as always with rapt attention. Peter was a master storyteller, whether in written or oral context, and she loved to hear his numerous tales. If she couldn’t travel to these far-off, exotic places herself, then hearing his stories and reading his reports almost made her feel as though she was there herself.

Peter cleaned up the kitchen while Tessa took a quick shower. Normally she showered at the office after her daily workout at the employee gym, but she’d been in a rush to get home to Peter and had skipped working out today.

She’d been so happy to see him, had rushed inside the apartment so quickly, that she hadn’t noticed his still unpacked bags until she reentered the living room after her shower. Tessa frowned as she towel dried her hair, especially when she realized there were a good half dozen bags piled together. Peter never took more than two bags with him on a trip, and he was usually always meticulous about unpacking not long after arriving home.

“Why haven’t you unpacked?” she asked, an uneasy feeling starting to overtake her once again. The premonitions she’d felt upon waking this morning were returning in full force and then some.

Peter shoved his hands into the pockets of his baggy cargo pants, a sure sign he was feeling agitated. “Because I’ve got to leave again. Soon.”

Tessa stared at him in dismay. “What? I don’t understand. Why would the agency fly you all the way home from Cambodia just to send you back out again so soon? Especially with the tight budget they always have you on.”

The international news agency that Peter worked for as a freelance reporter was notoriously cheap. The flights they scheduled for him always involved multiple stops and connections, and the accommodations they booked for him were anything but first class. The salary was barely adequate, and he often had to argue with them about getting paid on a timely basis. It was a fairly steep price to pay for doing the sort of work he loved, and had always dreamed of doing, but Tessa had done her best to support him these past couple of years. Even if it meant living on a shoestring budget and hardly ever seeing her husband.

Peter’s thin mouth tightened into an even narrower line. “Tess, let’s sit down, okay? We have some stuff to talk about.”

Her legs suddenly felt wobbly, and the pizza she’d so eagerly devoured was beginning to burn a hole in her stomach. “Peter, you’re starting to freak me out,” she told him in a pleading little voice. “What’s going on?”

“Sit down and I’ll tell you.” His voice was gentle but firm.

She sank down onto the futon that had originally been their bed, until they’d finally been able to afford a real one. She was starting to tremble and wrapped her arms around her torso in an effort to quell the tremors.

“Peter, please. I’ve got a really bad feeling about this now. What’s wrong?”

He sat down next to her, taking her hands in his, his expression solemn. “I’ve got a new job, Tess. A hell of a lot better than this lousy gig. Better pay and actual benefits, a regular salary, living allowance. I’ve got to fly to New York to go through a two-week orientation before I actually start work.”

Tessa almost laughed with relief. She had been convinced he was going to tell her something awful, but instead it was really, really good news. “But that’s fantastic, Peter! I’m so happy for you!”

She flung her arms around his neck, hugging him close. Tessa pressed a kiss on his cheek, hoping, wishing, that tonight he might actually return her affections, might be able to make love to her for the first time in months.

But her hopes were dashed when he once again gently disengaged himself from her embrace and moved a short distance away from her. He kept her hands firmly clasped in his. “Thanks, Tess. It’s a great opportunity, exactly what I’ve wanted for a really long time. I’m glad to know you’re happy for me. Though I’m guessing you won’t be when you hear all the details.”

Tessa regarded her husband warily. “What sort of details?”

Peter sighed, and ran a hand through his unruly hair. “The job is based in the Middle East,” he told her quietly. “That’s going to be my new territory. No more Asian trips.”

She gave a small shrug. “Is that a bad thing? I mean, how much longer are the flights to and from the Middle East than they were to Asia?”

He paused, as though choosing his words very carefully. “You don’t get it, Tess. I’m going to be based in the Middle East. Bahrain, to be exact. I’ll be relocating there, living there full time.”

Tessa felt like she’d taken a blow to the solar plexus, and struggled suddenly to breathe. “So – so we’re moving? Leaving San Francisco and moving to Bahrain?”

He shook his head. “Not we – me. I can’t take you with me, Tess. That’s not part of the job offer. I’ll be sharing a residence with three other journalists and photographers. And even if that wasn’t the set-up there’s no way I’d leave you alone for weeks on end over there. It’s a very different world for a female in the Middle East. You wouldn’t be able to get a decent job or go out and about anytime you wanted. Bahrain is a more modern country in that part of the world, but you still wouldn’t have the sort of freedom you have here and would have to be very careful all the time. I’d worry about you constantly every time I was away.”

The tears were beginning to well up hotly behind her eyes. “I’d be okay,” she whispered. “I’ll do whatever is necessary, just as long as I can go with you, so we can be together.”

“No, Tess. It wouldn’t be any kind of life for you. You’d be almost like a prisoner every time I was away,” he explained. “And I’m expecting to be away for even longer stretches than I am now – maybe a month or two at a time – places like Syria and Egypt and Iraq.”

The tears starting tracking slowly down her cheeks. “So – so how often will you be able to come home to see me?” she asked, her voice breaking.

Peter closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I get two weeks off each quarter.”

“That’s it?” she cried. “I’ll only get to see you eight weeks a year?”

“No. Let me finish. I’m not coming back to San Francisco. When I leave – that’s it. We need to end this, Tess. It’s way past time and we both know it.”

She was weeping openly now, hiding her face in her hands as her body shook with sobs. “Please don’t do this,” she begged. “Don’t leave me, Peter. I don’t care if I can only see you a few weeks a year. Just don’t leave me alone forever.”

He took her into his arms gently, easing her head onto his shoulder. “Shh. Take it easy, okay? You know we have to do this, Tessa. We should have ended things a long time ago. This – what we have here – it isn’t a marriage and it never has been, not really. You know it as well as I do. And it’s never been fair to you for even one day.”

“That’s not true,” she protested weakly. “We have a good marriage. We love each other. You’ve been so good to me, Peter, taken care of me for so long. I – I can’t do this by myself.”

“You’re wrong, Tess. You’ve been taking care of yourself for almost two years now, every time I go away. And you’ve been doing great. I know you’re going to do just fine on your own,” he reassured her confidently.

She shook her head, clinging to his hand desperately. “That’s different. I always knew you were coming home soon. And we Skyped and texted and emailed almost every day. Are we – can we still – ”

“No. At least not as often. You need to start over, Tess, to break the ties and finally have a real life, a real relationship. Not all the crap you’ve had to put up with for so long with me.”

“We do – I do -” she began to protest.

Peter stared at her in disbelief. “No, we don’t, Tess, and we never have. I’ve never been able to give you what you need – what you deserve – and I doubt I ever will. You deserve so much more than what little I can give you.”

“I don’t care,” she told him fervently. “I’m perfectly happy with the way things are.”

“Bullshit. Come on, you’re a beautiful, healthy, normal twenty-four year old woman. Every time we’re out together I see the way guys look at us. They’re all wondering how a pathetic geek like me landed someone as hot as you, wonder what the hell you see in me.”

“Who cares what anyone else thinks?” asked Tessa passionately. “Our feelings are the only ones that matter.”

“Exactly. And I’ve always felt like an asshole for not being able to give you what you really need.” He squeezed her hand. “You know how fucked up I am, Tess. Everything that happened to me – it’s not something I can forget or get over that easily. I’m not sure I’ll ever really be normal or have a normal relationship. And I’m not going to make you suffer because of that any longer.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” she insisted. “All I care about is being with you.”

“Well, I care,” Peter stated firmly. “How do you think it makes me feel knowing that I’m not giving you what you need – that I can’t ever be the man you deserve? I feel like a total shit and certainly not like any sort of real man. So this has to happen, Tessa. For my sake as well as yours.”

She slumped against the back of the futon, her limbs limp and lifeless. “How am I going to cope without you, Peter?” she whispered brokenly. “I’m so afraid of being alone. You’re all I have.”

He twined a lock of her damp hair around his fingers, a habit he’d picked up years ago. “You’re going to be fine, Tessa. You’re so much stronger than you think, you just don’t see it now. And one day you’ll meet a guy who truly deserves you – one who can finally give you everything you need – a real marriage, a baby.”

“I don’t want anyone else,” she protested. “You’re all I’ve ever needed.”

“You’ve been the best wife any man could ever hope for – sweet, loyal, patient. You’ve never complained once about how crappy everything has been, how little we’ve had and how hard we’ve had to work. And you’ll always be my best friend. Forever.” He kissed her softly on the temple. “But it’s time for you to finally live, Tessa – really live, and not this shitty half-life we’ve been pretending to have for so long.”

Tessa choked on another sob and dashed away a fresh onslaught of tears with the back of her hand. “So what – what happens now?”

“I visited an old college friend this morning – you remember Kyle?” At Tessa’s nod, he continued. “He’s finishing up law school here in San Francisco and working part-time at some big firm. He offered to draw up papers for us, do all the busy work, and then get one of the attorneys to sign off on them.”

“Papers?” she asked in confusion.

“Divorce papers,” he confirmed gently. “Kyle will have them sent here for you to sign, and then you just return them to him. He’ll take care of forwarding them to me.”

“Oh, my God.” Tessa pulled her knees up to her chin, wrapping her arms around her shins. “God, are we really getting a divorce? It sounds so final.”

“Our marriage will be over, Tess, but not our friendship,” he reassured her. “We’ll always be family, okay? And I’ll help with money as much as I can. The lease on this place isn’t up until April, you know, and you won’t be able to afford the rent on your own. I’ll put some money in your account each month until the lease is up and you can move to a cheaper place.”

She hid her face against her bent knees, unable to think about practical things like paying bills or eventually having to move. “How long?”

“The divorce will take a few months to be final.”

“No, that’s not what I meant,” she corrected. “How long until – you leave?”

“I fly to New York tomorrow morning. I’ll be going through a two week orientation program, finalizing my work visa and stuff like that. I leave for Bahrain after that.”

Tessa heaved a weary sigh. “So this is it, huh? Our last night together. Can’t we have a few more days, Peter? So I can get used to the idea a little.”

“It’s better this way, Tess,” he insisted. “I know you won’t agree, but if I stay any longer you’ll just try to convince me to forget about everything. And I’ve been putting a move like this off for far too long already. It’s time, Tessa. Time for both of us to start over.”

Her bottom lip trembled. “I know I’ve held you back. I know the only reason you stayed with me so long was because I was too helpless to take care of myself.”

“That’s bullshit, Tess. We’ve gone over this too many times to count. You are not helpless or incompetent or dumb. Or any of the other unflattering terms you always insult yourself with. You’re smart and capable and you amaze me every day with how much you’ve grown.”

She raised huge eyes to him. “I’m scared, Peter,” she confessed in a trembly voice. “Scared of being alone. And terrified that I’m going to be like her.”

“You aren’t. You won’t. You’re nothing like your mother, Tessa, nothing,” Peter assured her fiercely. “You’re so much stronger than you’re even aware of. And I know how hard this is but you’re going to be okay. If I didn’t believe that I wouldn’t be leaving.”

“Will you hold me?”

He took her into his arms, rocking her gently as though she were a small child. “Of course I will.”

“I knew something bad was going to happen today. I felt it the minute I woke up. God, I hate Wednesdays,” she said bitterly.

“Shh. It’s just a silly coincidence, nothing more. Now, we should both get some rest. My flight leaves pretty early in the morning.”

Tessa wasn’t certain she could sleep, given how upset she was, but as she snuggled close against Peter she did manage to fall into a somewhat restless slumber, hoping against hope that she would wake to find all of this was just a bad dream.

But when her alarm went off the next morning, she was once again alone in the bed, as she was so often these days. And this time, Peter wouldn’t be back.



Chapter Four

October

“How are you, Tessa? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you here.”

Tessa had been tidying up the refreshment table in the large conference room but glanced up at the soft, melodious voice of Julia McKinnon. Though smiles didn’t come easily to Tessa these days, she couldn’t help but return the interior designer’s friendly greeting.

“I’m well, thank you. I’d ask how you’re doing but I think that’s fairly obvious,” Tessa replied in a lightly teasing tone.

Julia’s smile deepened into a grin. “And here I thought Nathan and I were being discreet. I guess I just can’t help the way I look at him.”

“You’re in love. I don’t blame you for being happy. And Mr. Atwood is obviously just as crazy about you,” Tess told her warmly.

Nathan Atwood was the co-owner of the architectural design firm that was currently creating the newest Gregson resort – this one in the Napa Valley wine country. Julia was the interior designer assigned to the project, and it had been rather obvious to Tessa the first time she’d met the gorgeous Julia that Mr. Atwood was extremely taken with her. They had been a couple for a few months now, and both of them positively glowed with happiness. And though they were discreet and professional, Tessa couldn’t help but notice all the ways they found to touch each other – fleeting little touches, affectionately given, almost imperceptible. Tessa had found herself envying them the easy, natural affection they shared, something she and Peter had never come close to having.

Julia seemed inordinately pleased at Tessa’s comment. “Well, it took him long enough to admit it, but now that he has it’s awesome. It’s – well, you know how it is – you’re a married woman, after all.”

Tessa knew her facial expression must have been a dead giveaway, because Julia instantly clutched her arm in concern.

“Are you all right?” she asked worriedly. “My God, you look like you’re going to faint, Tessa.”

Tessa closed her eyes, taking a deep breath before shaking her head. “I’m – okay, yes. Thanks for asking. I’d, um – better finish cleaning up here, though. I need to get back to my desk soon.”

But Julia wasn’t so easily dissuaded. “I’m so sorry if I said anything to upset you. Look, do you want to talk about it? Why don’t we have lunch together? What time do you normally take your break?”

“Um, at one o’clock. But I – that is, I always bring my lunch every day. I don’t think –” stammered Tessa. It would be too humiliating to confess that she couldn’t afford to eat lunch out. Now that she was completely on her own, money was tighter than ever.

Julia seemed to sense her dilemma and laid a small, gentle hand on Tessa’s forearm. “My treat. There’s a cute little café about a block from here that I love. Nathan thinks it’s too fussy and never wants to eat there with me. But they have really yummy desserts so you’d be doing me a huge favor if you’d go with me.”

Tessa hesitated, not at all convinced that Julia wasn’t just feeling sorry for her. It had to be quite obvious to the always beautifully dressed designer – with her chic sheath dresses, sexy high heels and perfectly coordinated accessories – that Tessa wasn’t exactly in the same sort of financial circumstances. Her own clothes were very plain and inexpensive, and someone who had an eye for fashion like Julia did would have been sure to pick up on that fact. The navy pencil skirt and simple navy pumps were both items she wore often, though the pretty yellow blouse with the ruffle down the front was new. It had been an impulse buy a couple of weeks ago – a futile attempt to cheer herself up. Fortunately the blouse had cost less than ten dollars on a clearance rack at Forever 21.

“I don’t know,” she demurred, looking down at her shoes. “I do have a lot of work to do.”

“Do you want me to clear it with Andrew?” offered Julia. “He doesn’t scare me in the least, you know, even though everyone else around here seems to be terrified of him.”

Tessa gave a little laugh, probably the first time she’d done so in a month. “Andrew’s not so bad. He just has high expectations. The first manager I had when I joined the company was much worse than he was. And – no, I don’t need to check with him. I’d like to have lunch with you, thanks. Where should I meet you?”

Julia beamed and gave her the name and address of the little bakery café, arranging to meet just after one o’clock. She wrinkled her nose in distaste a moment later, though, as she glanced across the conference room.

“God, that guy gives me the creeps,” she confided in a hushed tone. “At last month’s meeting he actually came up to me afterwards and put his arm around my waist. I thought Nathan was going to break a couple of his fingers.”

Tessa followed Julia’s gaze and frowned. “Ah, Mr. Baldwin. Yes, he has something of a reputation around here. You’re lucky you have your boyfriend to watch out for you.”

“Does he harass you, too?” asked Julia in concern.

Tessa shrugged. “He tries, but I do my best to avoid him. I think Andrew’s been told to keep him away from all the women on this floor.”

“Hmm, I can see why. It doesn’t seem to concern him in the least if a woman is married or otherwise spoken for, does it? And he must think he’s God’s gift to women, but he isn’t that good looking,” sniffed Julia. “My Nathan is ten times more attractive. And I can’t understand why any woman in this office would look twice at a creep like Jason Baldwin when they have a hunk like Ian to stare at instead.”

Tessa cursed her fair skin as she felt a warm flush stain her cheeks. Aware that Julia must expect some sort of response, she stammered awkwardly, “Um, yes. I – uh, agree.”

To mask the sudden discomfort she felt at the mention of her boss’ name, Tessa turned her attention back to cleaning up the refreshment table. Julia thankfully took the hint and left, reminding her about their lunch engagement at one o’clock.

But a few minutes later, after everyone else had left the room, Tessa pondered the wisdom of going to lunch with the very perceptive Julia. It wasn’t that she didn’t like the bubbly, beautiful designer. On the contrary, Julia had been exceedingly kind to her from the very first time they had met back in February. And her boyfriend – Nathan – had always treated Tessa like a gentleman, never trying to flirt with her or ogle her the way so many others did. The entire design team for the Napa hotel had monthly meetings here at the office with management, and Tessa was nearly always assigned the job of setting up the room, taking meeting notes, and then cleaning up afterwards. Julia always sought her out, taking a few minutes to chat and thanking her for helping. Tessa was flattered by the attention, for she didn’t really have any friends of her own, especially no one as pretty and outgoing as Julia. Tessa just knew somehow that Julia had been one of the popular girls in high school, while Tessa had always been a loner, an outsider.

She thankfully wasn’t as socially awkward as she’d been back then – years of working so closely with others had helped improve her social skills a lot – but she was still extremely shy and not especially clever at conversation. Tessa just hoped she wouldn’t be too boring for the vivacious Julia. She knew from past conversations as well as snippets of gossip she’d overheard that the designer had attended an Ivy League college, spoke fluent French, and was a talented artist. Not to mention having a wardrobe that Gina, Alicia and Shelby were all green with envy over.

Plus, Tessa was more than a little concerned that Julia suspected something was bothering her. She’d done her very best to conceal how devastated she was about the breakup with Peter, and hadn’t said a word about it to any of her co-workers. She rarely discussed anything about her personal life anyway, and her separation and impending divorce were still too new, too raw for her to be able to discuss them with anyone. She very much feared, however, that Julia McKinnon had already surmised something was wrong, given the way Tessa had reacted to the comment about being married.

She had just finished tidying up the conference room, and was about to return to her desk, when Ian Gregson strode briskly into the room. He stopped short at seeing her, his expression as reserved and impassionate as always.

“Tessa. I didn’t realize you’d still be here.”

She simply couldn’t help the little thrill that shimmered up her spine at the sound of his deep, cultured voice. Or the way her heart rate picked up at the sight of his tall, broad-shouldered body clothed in his elegant charcoal gray suit, impeccable white dress shirt, and expertly knotted tie.

She blushed yet again as she realized he was gazing at her somewhat impatiently, evidently expecting some sort of reply. “I, um, was just leaving, sir. Can I – is there something you needed?”

He frowned slightly, already looking around the head of the table where he always sat. “I seem to have misplaced my pen. Did you happen to find it when you were tidying up?”

Tessa shook her head. “No, I didn’t, sir. But I’ll be happy to help you look for it.”

Ian waved a hand in dismissal. “It’s no bother. I’m certain it will turn up somewhere.”

From the corner of her eye she spotted an object on the thick carpet beneath the table that could be a pen. Dropping to her hands and knees, Tessa crawled the short distance, her hand closing around the pen at the exact same moment Ian squatted down beside her.

“Here it is.”

“I’ve got it.”

They spoke simultaneously, his hand brushing over hers as they both reached for the pen at the same time. Flustered by the feel of his warm hand on hers – however fleetingly – she glanced downwards only to have her mortification increase by leaps and bounds. For not only had her slim fitting skirt ridden up her thighs several inches, but the neckline of her pretty yellow blouse gapped open enough to reveal the lace of her bra. She could only hope that Mr. Gregson hadn’t noticed, but those hopes were quickly dashed when she realized his gaze was fixed firmly on her cleavage.

She knew her face must be red as a beet as she somewhat awkwardly got to her feet, smoothing her skirt down as she did so. Ian, too, stood up abruptly, then uttered a hasty “thank you” before striding out of the room in his usual authoritative manner.

Tessa was still cursing herself for her gauche, awkward behavior when she left to meet Julia for lunch. She had lost count of the times she’d made a fool of herself in Mr. Gregson’s presence – always stammering or blushing or acting like she didn’t have an ounce of sense. It was small wonder that Andrew had never once assigned her to fill in for him when he was on vacation or away on business. Marisol or Gina typically filled in, though Kevin and Alicia had also helped out before. There was no possible way Andrew would ever trust Shelby to work as Mr. Gregson’s temporary PA but evidently Tessa hadn’t been deemed worthy, either. She had always assumed it was because she lacked the college degree that nearly all of the others had. Marisol was the only one besides Tessa who didn’t have a degree, but she did have seniority over everyone else and had obviously earned Andrew’s trust because of her length of service.

But now Tessa wondered if perhaps Mr. Gregson simply didn’t think she was bright enough or capable of handling the responsibility of being his temporary PA. God knew she’d done absolutely nothing to change his impression of her, given how tongue tied she always was when he was nearby. She hoped fervently that he only thought she was a silly, not especially bright girl rather than suspect the truth – that she had a massive crush on him. The former was embarrassing – the latter would be utterly devastating if he ever knew.

And for some reason, her crush seemed to have magnified tenfold ever since Peter had left last month. Perhaps it was the subliminal knowledge that she was now truly alone that was the cause of several erotic dreams she’d had in recent weeks about her very compelling boss. The most recent one had occurred just two nights ago, and recalling the specifics of it made her cheeks grow hot and her panties grow damp.

She’d been nude, laid out on the huge conference room table, her arms and legs spread wide. It was as though invisible bonds had been tied around her limbs, holding her in place. Ian had still been fully clothed, except for his jacket and tie, his crisp white shirt partially unbuttoned to reveal a ribbon of dark hair bisecting his muscular chest. His hands and mouth had been everywhere, it seemed – kissing her lips, cupping her breasts, sliding between her eagerly parted legs. He’d kissed his way down her body, licking her nipples until she’d squirmed with arousal, and then his head had ventured between her thighs.

Her dream had ended rather abruptly at that point, and she’d woken to find herself wet, her nipples taut, her full breasts even heavier and swollen. She had tentatively touched herself – one hand on her breast, tweaking a nipple, and the other between her legs, stimulating her clit. She had been startled at the swiftness and strength of her orgasm, how easily it had happened.

She’d groaned then, burying her face in her pillow, and trying not to feel ashamed. During their infrequent sexual encounters, Peter had never once been able to bring her to climax and had never wanted to give or receive oral sex. That she should dream about Ian Gregson going down on her was probably telling in some way, but Tessa didn’t have a clue as to why. Sex was something she continued to be rather naïve about and definitely inexperienced, despite the fact that she and Peter had been together for a long time.

Tessa found the quaint little bakery/café easily and saw right away why Julia’s boyfriend might not care for it. The outside awning was pink and the ruffled curtains at every window a floral print. Julia was just arriving, too, and Tessa marveled at how fluidly she could walk in her towering pale pink stilettos. She looked amazing in a form fitting sheath dress of gray lace, and drew admiring stares from every man she passed.

Julia’s smile lit up her gorgeous face when she spied Tessa, and she gave her hand a little squeeze. “I’m so glad you were able to come. I’ve been wanting to have lunch with you for ages but work has been so crazy all summer. Let’s go inside, shall we?”

The café was cozy and charming, with small tables draped in pink floral cloths, each with a vase of pastel flowers as a centerpiece, and attractively set with white dishes and gleaming flatware. It wasn’t in the least bit stuffy or pretentious, and Tessa felt a sense of relief. She seldom went out to lunch with her co-workers except on special occasions like someone’s birthday, and the others all seemed to favor trendy, upscale restaurants where the atmosphere wasn’t nearly as relaxed and comfortable as this place.

Tessa continued to glance around the small interior as they were seated before smiling at Julia gratefully. “This is so lovely. It feels like someone’s home instead of a restaurant.”

Julie nodded enthusiastically. “It does, right? I thought the same thing the first time I ate here. But Nathan thinks it’s too girly, reminds him of his grandmother’s house.”

Tessa laughed softly. “I must say I can’t see him being comfortable here with so much pink and lace. Even the menu is printed in fancy pink script.”

She didn’t add that she had no real idea of what a grandmother’s house might look like, since she’d never known either of her grandmothers. Or her father, for that matter. It had always been just Tessa and her mother, until there had only been Tessa.

Forcing herself to stop thinking about sad things and enjoy this rare opportunity to actually get out and do something fun, she studied the menu carefully. Fortunately, the café specialized in comfort food, nothing too fancy or exotic.

“Everything is delicious here,” Julia offered helpfully. “Sandwiches, quiche, crepes. You can’t go wrong no matter what you order.”

Tessa grinned at the enthusiasm in her companion’s voice. “Sounds like you eat here a lot.”

“Quite a bit. My boss Travis loves it, too, and especially his partner Anton. They don’t mind all the girly touches.”

Tessa ordered the chicken salad croissant and Julia the smoked salmon quiche, along with a tall glass of sparkling French lemonade for both of them. They ate hungrily, and Tessa reflected on how many meals she’d been skipping lately. Her sadness and depression over Peter had contributed to most of that, but she’d also had to trim her already lean budget even further. She’d lost a few pounds as a result.

“I’m sorry if I said something to upset you earlier today,” Julia told her quietly as they waited for their dessert to be served. “Maybe it was my imagination but you looked like you were going to collapse when I made that comment about being married. Is – is everything all right?”

Tessa nervously twisted the pale pink linen napkin between her fingers. “Um, it’s – not something I -”

Julia placed a hand on her forearm. “God, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to butt in. I was just worried about you, that’s all.”

Tears welled up in Tessa’s eyes, touched at Julia’s kindness. “No, it’s okay. It’s just – hard for me to talk about, you know? I haven’t told anyone else – there really isn’t anyone else to talk to.” She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. “My husband – we’re getting a divorce. We, um – broke up about a month ago.”

Julia gasped. “Oh, Tessa. I’m so sorry, honey. What an idiot I am, putting my foot in my mouth that way. Are you okay?”

Tessa shook her head, unable to stop the tears spilling down her cheeks. “No, not really. It’s been so hard, Julia. I miss him a lot. He’s – well, he was all I had. I don’t have any family at all, haven’t for years, so I’m all by myself now.”

“You were close then – you and your husband?”

“Yes, very,” replied Tessa tearfully. “Peter was my best friend as well as my husband. My only friend, really. I hardly even know anyone else here in San Francisco.”

Julia looked aghast. “That’s awful, honey. I had no idea, no idea at all. God, I can’t even imagine not having my family or friends. Don’t you have friends back in – was it Tucson or Phoenix you were from?”

“Tucson. And no, I really didn’t have any close friends back there, either. For so long it was always just Peter and me.”

“How long were you married?” asked Julia curiously.

Tessa hesitated before replying, knowing the answer would be startling. “Seven years.”

Julia stared at her in disbelief. “Seven? How old are you anyway? I always thought you were a little younger than I was.”

The subject of her marriage was always an awkward one for Tessa to discuss, and now was no exception. “I’m, um, twenty-four. I was seventeen when Peter married me.”

“Seventeen!” Julia was visibly shocked. “God, you were just a child. Is that why – Jesus, never mind. I can’t believe I’m asking you stuff like this.”

“It’s okay. And no, it wasn’t because I got pregnant. It’s – complicated.”

“And none of my business,” declared Julia. “I really don’t mean to pry, Tessa. I’m just concerned is all. And it sounds like you could really use a friend right now, so please know that I’m here for you whenever you need me, okay?”

Tessa forced a teary smile. “You’re so nice, Julia. I can see why Mr. Atwood fell in love with you.”

Julia gave her a wink. “Well, it was definitely mutual – love at first sight and all that mushy stuff. Ah, here’s our dessert. Nothing like a big old sugar rush to make you feel better.”

The desserts came in huge portions so they had agreed to split the towering slice of black forest torte. Julia dug into the cake with gusto while Tessa merely picked at it, her appetite having waned abruptly after the discussion about her impeding divorce.

“Come on, don’t make me be a pig and eat all of this myself,” urged Julia. “Nathan already teases me about my ass getting bigger.”

Tessa gave her a small smile and obediently ate a forkful. “It’s really good. Thanks for this. Not just lunch but, - well, for being so kind to me.”

“It’s easy to be nice to nice people,” assured Julia. “And you’ve always been so sweet to me every time I’m over for a meeting. Not like those bitches you work with. I’m not sure which one I dislike more – Gina or Alicia.”

Tessa sipped her tea. “They’re practically joined at the hip so take your pick. And they’re roommates to boot.”

“Figures. Though if I had to pick the nastier one it would be that sneaky little witch Gina. She tries to flirt with Nathan every time we’re in the office, even though it’s very obvious he’s with me now. At least Alicia keeps her distance.”

“That’s because she’s got her sights fixed on Mr. Gregson instead,” Tessa blurted out. “But he never dates employees so she’s out of luck.”

Julia smiled mysteriously. “Hmm, bet I know of one employee he’d be willing to bend that rule for. Does Ian know you’re getting a divorce?”

Tessa shook her head, frowning. “No, of course not. I haven’t told anyone in the office yet. My co-workers tend to gossip a lot so I try not to discuss my personal life with them.”

“Wise move. I wouldn’t trust those two evil bitches for twenty seconds. And I know how fast office gossip can spread. My boss is a huge blabbermouth, I can’t tell him anything really confidential or it would be all over the place within five minutes.”

Tessa paused before asking her next question. “What did you mean about Mr. Gregson? The part about him making an exception to his rule.”

“You really have no idea?” Julia regarded her curiously. “Well, our Mr. Gregson would deny it, of course, being that he’s so prim and proper and always plays by the rules. But I’ve caught him more than a few times looking your way when you didn’t notice and – well, let’s just say I think he’d be very interested to know you’re going to be a single lady soon.”

Tessa stared at Julia in shock, her mouth hanging open in surprise. Slowly, she shook her head. “You’ve got to be mistaken. Badly. Mr. Gregson barely even speaks to me. And he is definitely not attracted to me.”

Julia took a sip of her coffee and grinned wickedly. “If you say so. But I’d be willing to bet he’d speak to you a whole lot more if he got wind of your impending divorce.”

“Please don’t tell him,” pleaded Tessa. “Not just him but anyone in the office. I’ll tell them when the time is right but – well, it’s just hard for me to confide in people. And even harder to talk about something as painful as this.”

“I get it. And I won’t say anything, even to Nathan. I swear, sometimes I think men are even worse gossips than women.”

Tessa offered to split the check but Julia was adamant that this was her treat, plunking down a credit card casually.

“Thank you, Julia. Not just for lunch but for letting me cry on your shoulder. Not literally, of course,” added Tessa with a little smile.

“But pretty close, huh? It was my pleasure. Look, I want to give you my cell number, okay? And I really do want you to call me if you ever need to talk or want to hang out. We can go have coffee or get a drink or just take a long walk. Do you like yoga?”

Tessa took the business card Julia handed her, the cell number written on the back. “I love yoga. I can’t really afford it, though, so I mostly look for places that offer free or demo classes. What about you?”

“Yeah, it’s kind of my obsession. I go to class almost every day. You should come to my studio with me some weekend soon. My weekend teacher Sasha is awesome. She kicks my ass every single time I take her class. I can get you a complimentary pass if you’d like.”

“I’d love that,” beamed Tessa. “I, um, don’t really have any girlfriends so I appreciate your offer to – you, know, hang out.”

“Well, I don’t have very many myself,” confessed Julia. “So I’d really, really like to call you my friend. Okay?”

Tessa felt just a little bit less lonely as she smiled at her new friend. “Okay.”



Chapter Five

November

Despite the fact that her abs were already quivering in protest, Tessa forced herself to do another set of crunches on top of the hundred she’d already completed. She was using the slant board today, which was always tougher for her than the fitness ball, and thus had to push herself hard to finish the grueling workout. Besides the core work, she’d done an hour of cardio, split between the stationary bike and the elliptical machine, then lifted weights, focusing today on her biceps and shoulders.

She’d always liked to exercise in some form or another, even though her mother had never been able to afford the various fees and equipment involved in playing organized sports like soccer or softball. Not to mention the fact that she couldn’t be counted on to remember to actually pick Tessa up from practices or take her to games. From the time she had been a small girl, Tessa had more or less been responsible for getting herself to and from school, in addition to all of the other daily tasks she’d had to perform for herself.

At least she’d had the good fortune to attend some highly rated public schools over the years, all of which had offered excellent physical education classes and facilities. P.E. had always been one of her favorite classes, perhaps because it was one that she excelled at, and didn’t feel far behind all the other students in class. Whether it was swimming, tennis, basketball, modern dance, or running, Tessa had looked forward to that class every day.

She’d been thrilled to discover the small but well equipped employee fitness room here at the San Francisco offices. Back at the Gregson resort in Tucson, employees had been allowed use of the expansive fitness facilities, so long as it was during off-peak hours when the hotel guests weren’t availing themselves. Tessa was very disciplined about her workouts, rarely missing a day. Five days a week she exercised here at the office, always doing some sort of cardio – bike, elliptical, treadmill or stair climber – plus weight training and core work. She couldn’t afford to belong to an outside gym, so she was extremely thankful to have use of this room. On weekends, she scoured the Internet to find the free or demo yoga classes she’d told Julia about, and also took long walks and hikes around the city. Peter had often accompanied her on these excursions when he’d been in town, and Tessa figured they had explored nearly every trail or pathway in San Francisco.

The thought of her soon-to-be ex-husband made her sad, as it always did these days. It had been over two months now since he’d left, and she was still miserable and lonely. She had to force herself not to contact him too often, to limit her emails to no more than twice a week. At first, Peter had always answered her promptly, telling her in detail about what he’d been doing, how he was settling in, and asking how she was adjusting. Lately, though, it was taking him just a bit longer each time to respond, and his replies were getting shorter and shorter. Tessa knew that this was Peter’s way of gradually cutting her loose, and nudging her to look after herself.

She finished her crunches, now too wiped out to consider doing even one more, and reached for a towel to wipe the sweat off her face and neck. As she drank from her water bottle, Tessa fought off the guilt she always experienced when thinking of how much Peter had sacrificed for her sake over the years. If he hadn’t felt obligated to take care of her and make sure she was financially and emotionally stable, he would have likely traveled more than halfway around the globe by now. Instead, he had stayed in Arizona with her to finish his college degree and make sure she had the job training and experience she would need to one day support herself. By then they had just grown used to being together, and Tessa had been prepared to follow Peter anywhere he wanted to go in return for his protection. All the while, she’d known that what he really wanted was to travel freely wherever his whims might take him, following one story after another, and she had felt responsible for holding him back.

She was happy for him – that he was finally getting to live his dream – and she was really trying hard not to resent him for it. She couldn’t be Peter’s responsibility any longer, the weight that dragged him down, and was determined to finally grow strong enough to stand on her own two feet and not depend on anyone else to take care of her. It was hard, the toughest thing she’d ever had to do in a life that had been filled with hardships, but she was getting through it a day at a time.

The loneliness was the worst – the nights when she was all alone in her tiny apartment with no one to talk to or hang out with. Julia had been wonderful, calling several times a week to chat, and they’d met for coffee a few times already. But at present Julia was still recovering from a near-tragic assault she’d suffered at the hands of Nathan’s ex-fiancée. Tessa had wanted to drop by her new friend’s flat for a visit but hadn’t wanted to intrude, especially when Julia’s parents had arrived for a visit.

And now Thanksgiving was only about ten days away, and she knew Julia was flying to Michigan to spend the holiday with Nathan’s family. Tessa hadn’t even begun to think about what she might do herself, since she’d always spent holidays with Peter. Last year they had gone to dinner at the home of one of his former co-workers at the news agency, but this year everything was different. She would most likely be alone on Thanksgiving, just as she was every other day now.

The punishing workouts she’d been putting herself through these past weeks had helped some – at the very least filling those empty hours after work so that she didn’t have to sit around her apartment longer than necessary. And all the exercise had helped make her legs even more toned, her abs tighter and more defined, her muscles leaner. Not that she cared very much about how she looked these days. After all, it wasn’t as though she had a man in her life, or any real desire to find one.

Before meeting Peter, there had been a couple of boys in high school that she’d flirted with, and even made out with a little, though it had never gone any further. And then when things had gone to hell with her mother and her entire life changed overnight, there hadn’t been time for boys or any of the other pleasures girls her age normally enjoyed. Life quickly became about day to day survival and nothing more.

Tessa knew she was considered pretty and had a good body, but she’d never been vain about her looks. Still, she was fairly certain she wouldn’t have a problem in meeting men and going on dates if she were so inclined. But her almost crippling shyness stood firmly in the way, and she wouldn’t have a clue on how or where to begin. She’d only been to a club, for example, once or twice when she and Peter had rather reluctantly been persuaded to go out with her co-workers. Gina, Alicia and Kevin had spent the better part of the evening getting completely plastered, and Peter had made her promise to never go out with them again, calling them a bad influence. Plus, from what she’d observed of the scene inside the clubs, Tessa highly doubted she’d ever want to try and meet men in a place like that.

As usual, she’d had the fitness room pretty much to herself. One of the women from Accounting had been here when she’d arrived, walking on the treadmill, and then two geeky IT guys had stopped in to use the weight machines for a few minutes. The room had been empty for the last forty-five minutes, the only audible noise coming through the earbuds of her tiny iPod shuffle. Peter had bought the device for her in Japan for her last birthday, and had loaded a bunch of songs he knew she liked. It was one of her most cherished possessions, despite the fact it was really only worth about fifty dollars. Even now as she was cooling down before heading off to take a shower, she was tempted to sing and dance along with the throbbing beat of Bruno Mars’ Locked Out of Heaven.

She had the volume of the iPod cranked up so loud that she didn’t hear the door to the fitness room open. It was only when she turned away from the water cooler that she realized someone else was in the room, and gulped in alarm when she saw who it was.

Jason Baldwin was smiling at her in what he likely thought was a seductive manner, but to Tessa it more closely resembled a leer. Reluctantly, she turned off her iPod and removed the earbuds, all too aware of how close he was standing. A shiver of alarm traveled rapidly up her spine, and she instinctively took a step or two backward.

But Jason wasn’t easily deterred and merely moved even closer, enough that she could smell the lingering scent of alcohol that clung to him. Tessa belatedly remembered that there had been some sort of cocktail reception on the schedule today, with most of the management team in attendance. In addition to the fitness room and showers, this floor held the employee lunch room, a few smaller conference rooms, and a large reception room complete with its own kitchen and bar that was used for entertaining clients.

“Well, if I had known the most beautiful woman in the office was in here working out alone, I would have left that god-awful party a long time ago and joined you,” Jason told her in a deliberately seductive voice.

Jason was also British, as were quite a few of the upper management team, but his accent had no effect on Tessa whatsoever – not in the least like Mr. Gregson’s smooth, cultured tones. The only effect it had was to give her the creeps, and make her very anxious to get out of this room as quickly as possible.

Tessa tried to brush past him without being too obvious. “I’ve actually just finished, Mr. Baldwin. If you’ll excuse me, please.”

He wrapped a restraining hand around her bare upper arm. “What’s the rush, honey? You’re always running away from me. Or else that damned guard dog Andrew is hovering somewhere in the background like he’s your nanny or something.”

She attempted to pull her arm free but Jason’s grasp was unrelenting. “Please let me go, Mr. Baldwin. I – um, need to change clothes and then get home. My – husband will be expecting me.”

But he refused to release his grip and instead raked her up and down with his heated gaze. She tried not to quiver in fear at the very obvious lust she saw in his eyes, and wished fervently that she hadn’t worn such skimpy workout attire – tiny gray terry gym shorts and a bright pink racerback tank that clung a little too closely to her breasts.

“You don’t have to change on my account, Tessa,” he told her in a husky voice. “In fact, I’m very much enjoying the view. Mmm, someone’s been working out hard, haven’t they?”

This time she couldn’t help the quiver of alarm that rippled through her entire body as Jason traced the beads of sweat that had gathered in the base of her throat down between her breasts. She gasped in outrage when his finger dipped into her cleavage before his thumb brushed over her nipple.

“I’d like to get you even sweatier.” He bent forward to murmur in her ear. “I’ve wanted to fuck this gorgeous body of yours since the first time I saw you. Why don’t I join you in the shower and we can have ourselves a real good time?”

Now Tessa was beginning to panic a little, and struggling to control her fear as she once again tried to break free. “Mr. Baldwin, this isn’t appropriate. Both of us are married and -”

Jason interrupted her with a hoot of laughter. “I don’t give a damn about that, honey. All I care about is finally seeing this hot body of yours. Especially these nice big tits.”

She cried out in alarm as his hand closed over her breast, squeezing it painfully. And then she gasped in shock as a larger, stronger hand clamped forcefully over Jason’s wrist.

“Let go of her immediately, you fucking little bastard.”

Tessa didn’t know whether to be greatly relieved or completely mortified at the sight and sound of an enraged Ian Gregson. He practically dwarfed the shorter and slighter Jason, and there was no question as to which man was more powerful – or more fearsome.

She had never seen or heard him this angry before. His hazel eyes were flashing, his cheeks flushed red, and his sinfully full mouth a tight, narrow line. Tessa could see he was almost shaking with rage as he forcibly yanked Jason’s hand away from her breast.

Jason’s fear was obvious but he foolishly still tried to make light of the situation. “Aw, come on, Ian old chap. I was just having a bit of fun with the girl. No harm done, just a little innocent flirting. Isn’t that right, Tessa?”

Tessa was shaking so badly that she had to lean against a wall to steady herself. She felt the sheen of tears in her eyes and bit down on her bottom lip to keep it from quivering. Speech was not something she felt capable of, so she merely shook her head vehemently in protest.

Ian’s hand tightened around Jason’s wrist until he yelped in protest. Even then Ian refused to release him, his voice icy cold and filled with barely restrained anger as he bit out, “Shut your foul mouth, Jason. I want to see you in my office at once. Get your sorry arse up there right away and wait for me.”

“But – but Charlotte is expecting me,” protested Jason weakly. “We have an event to attend.”

“Then you’d best call and let her know you’ve been unavoidably detained,” retorted Ian sharply. “And our conversation won’t take long. Now get out of here.”

Jason rubbed his abused wrist as he exited, wisely not looking back on his way out.

Ian turned to Tessa, his voice and facial expression taking a complete 360° turn as he did so.

“Are you all right, Tessa?” he asked in the gentlest, most compassionate manner she’d ever known him to exhibit.

She was instantly enthralled by the tenderness in his gaze, the obvious concern in his voice, and nodded. “Yes, sir. He didn’t hurt me. I was just scared.”

Ian grimaced. “Is this the first time he’s harassed you? And be honest, Tessa. That bastard doesn’t deserve to be defended.”

Tessa hesitated for a few brief seconds before replying. “It’s – the first time he’s ever – well, put his hands on me that way, sir. But, no, it certainly isn’t the first time he’s said – um, inappropriate things.”

“I surmised that.” The stormy look was back on his face but she knew it wasn’t directed at her. “Why didn’t you file a complaint about him with Human Resources?”

She was startled at his question. “I never considered it, Mr. Gregson. I mean, he’s a manager. And part of your family. And I – well, I need my job, sir. I would never do anything to risk being dismissed.”

He stared at her in mingled surprise and alarm. “Good Lord, why on earth would you think you’d be fired for something like that? Especially when it’s common knowledge that this isn’t the first time that weasel has done something like this.” Ian’s expression softened, and she was taken aback by the almost tender look on his face. “You’re my most valued employee other than Andrew, Tessa. I would never allow you to be dismissed just for speaking up for yourself. And I certainly won’t allow Jason Baldwin to put his stinking hands on you ever again, or utter one more inappropriate word. He’ll be taken care of swiftly, I assure you.”

She found herself speechless at the fervor in Ian’s voice and the ferocity of his features. She had no idea what to say in response save for a hastily stammered, “Um, thank you, sir.”

An awkward silence hung between them for several seconds, until Ian’s gaze flickered over her miniscule gym shorts and clingy workout top, and she cursed beneath her breath as she felt her nipples begin to peak. Whereas Jason’s amorous regard had made her skin crawl, her body evidently had no such problem with Ian Gregson looking at her in much the same way. Tessa just hoped he wouldn’t notice her rather obvious reaction to his proximity.

He gave her what looked to her like a knowing little smile before holding the door open. “You ought to go shower and change now, Tessa. You don’t want to catch a chill, after all.”

Her face flaming, she hurried past him out the door, ready to sprint for the shower room two doors down. But the almost imperceptible touch of his hand on her bare arm stopped her, and she gazed up at him quizzically. The utter kindness on his beautiful face caused something deep inside of her to ache unbearably.

“I’ll never let anyone in this office hurt you, Tessa,” he told her with complete seriousness. “I want you to come directly to me in future if anyone dares say anything to upset you. Do you understand?”

All she could summon up in bewildered surprise was a nod, but it was enough for him to release her before striding briskly in the opposite direction.

Her legs felt like they were going to give out from under her, a condition that had nothing whatsoever to do with the grueling workout she’d just completed.

And, as she stood under a hot shower a few minutes later, it belatedly occurred to her what day this was – a Wednesday, of course.

***

Ian rarely engaged in outward displays of temper, but he could almost feel the steam escaping from his ears as he exited the elevator and headed for his office. He couldn’t recall a single time in his life when he’d felt so much rage, such an uncontrollable urge to slam his fist through the wall, or curse vividly and loudly. That prick Jason had gone too far this time, had dared – dared – to touch his golden girl, his beloved, precious Tessa, and the randy bastard was going to pay dearly for that very unwise act.

He felt like a caged beast as his long legs covered the distance between the elevator and his office in record time. Rage shimmered through every muscle in his body, and he clenched his fists in a futile attempt to stem his anger. Every time he pictured Jason’s filthy hand touching Tessa, or recalled the look of panic on her sweet, lovely face, he wanted to roar like a lion in the jungle. There was no punishment too severe for what that horny little bastard had done.

His anger was not diffused even a bit as he found Jason loitering around Andrew’s desk. His cousin-in-law was in the middle of tapping out a text, and didn’t look to be in the least concerned about the severe tongue-lashing he was about to receive.

Jason glanced up as he heard Ian approach, and actually had the balls to offer up a cheeky grin. “Ah, there you are, mate. I was starting to wonder where you were. Now, I managed to persuade Charlotte to be patient for a little while, but I don’t have much time. What -”

“Get the fuck into my office and keep your bloody mouth shut,” Ian spit out, longing to put his fist very capably into Jason’s smug face.

Jason almost jumped at the icy anger in Ian’s tone but obediently didn’t say a word as he followed him inside the office.

“Close the door and sit your sorry arse down. This won’t take long.”

Jason was beginning to feel more than a little uneasy. He’d known Ian for a good ten years now and had never seen him this pissed off, the rage pouring off of him in waves.

“Take it easy there, old chap,” soothed Jason. “No need to get your knickers in a twist. I was just having a bit of harmless fun with the girl. Hot little thing like her must hear that kind of stuff all the time. That husband of hers is a lucky bloke, isn’t he? Can you imagine having someone like that to tap whenever you get the urge?”

Jason did jump this time, as Ian slammed the office door shut almost violently. And then Jason was the one being slammed, as Ian grabbed hold of his shirt and shoved him up against the nearest wall.

“I told you to keep your fucking mouth shut.” Ian ground out every word with ill-concealed malice. “Did you think I was joking, Jason?”

Jason could only shake his head, his fear rendering him suddenly mute.

“Good. Now listen and listen carefully because I’m not a man who likes to repeat himself.” Ian gave him a shake as though he were a repulsive gutter rat. “I’m sick to death of your manwhore behavior in this office. I’ve already had to transfer one employee off of my team in order to prevent her from filing a sexual harassment lawsuit. I’m not prepared to take that risk any longer, or lose another member of my team.”

Jason was wide-eyed and listening very carefully to every word as Ian continued.

“Consider this your last day in this office. Tomorrow you are to report to your new assignment – as the manager of our hotel in the Silicon Valley. Fortunately we’ve just had an opening so you won’t have to move the family elsewhere in the country.”

“Silicon Valley!” burst out Jason. “But – but that’s in bloody Scotts Valley! Do you have any idea how long it will take me to commute there and back from San Francisco every day?”

Ian smiled, but it was not a pleasant look. “I don’t give a holy fuck how long it takes you. If you don’t like it, Jason, then the other three options you have are Atlanta, Palm Springs, or – oh, yes, - looking for employment somewhere else besides this company.”

“But you can’t do that!” protested Jason. “My father-in-law will never allow it. All it would take is a phone call to him.”

Jason squealed as Ian shoved him even harder against the wall, his grip on the front of Jason’s shirt tighter.

“I can do whatever I goddamn please.” He enunciated each word with careful precision. “My uncle can’t – and won’t – do a bloody thing about it. And do you know why that is, Jason?”

Jason had to look away from the ferocity in Ian’s eyes for fear he might piss his pants. “Nnnoo. I – I don’t.”

“Uncle Richard is well aware of the fact that you can’t keep your dick in your pants, but for reasons of his own he chooses to turn a blind eye to your little escapades. However, brief, meaningless flings are one thing but a permanent girlfriend is quite another. I doubt Richard would be especially understanding of the arrangement you have set up over on Pierce Street.”

The shocked expression on Jason’s face would have been priceless had Ian not been so enraged with him.

“I see you don’t even begin to deny it.” Ian shook his head in revulsion. “And it’s only for the sake of your three very small children that Charlotte isn’t being made aware of – is it Greta or Gretchen, I don’t recall exactly.”

“Greta,” replied Jason in a barely audible voice.

“Ah, that’s right. A very pretty little blonde if I recall from the photo I saw. Swedish, is she?” asked Ian mockingly.

“How did you-” began Jason.

Ian regarded him in disbelief. “Do you really need to ask me that, Jason? I know everything. Or at least the things I need to know. And for obvious reasons I’ve kept very close tabs on you over the last few years.”

Jason’s expression was sullen as Ian finally released him. He straightened his rumpled shirt and tie, and ran a hand through his sun-streaked hair. “So what am I supposed to tell Charlotte about the reason for this sudden transfer?’

Ian shrugged. “Tell her whatever the hell you want. I’m certain it won’t be the truth. But then you must have become quite the expert at lying to her after all this time.”

Jason glared. “What I can’t quite figure out is exactly what provoked these extreme measures. With the others, they were the ones who got transferred. Why can’t you move Tessa somewhere else? She’s just a fucking secretary while I’m part of the family.”

The expression on Ian’s face was scathing. “You’re sure as hell not my family. At least not that I’d acknowledge. And frankly, that girl is a far more valuable member of my management team than you could ever be. So she stays – you go. Now, I’ve got a dinner to attend so you can leave now. I’ll have your personal belongings packed up and delivered to you at your new office. Best get a good night’s rest, Jason – don’t forget you’ll have a bit of a drive tomorrow.”

But Jason wasn’t quite through and a mischievous smirk turned his mouth up at the corners. “I get it now. The real reason you’re sticking up for Tessa is because you fancy her for yourself. You’re pushing me out because I dared to put my hands on her when you want to do the exact same thing. Is that it, mate? You’re getting the competition out of the way so you can shag the hot little bitch to your heart’s content?”

The grin on his face was abruptly replaced with a grimace of pain as Ian twisted his arm behind his back and held it pinned in an iron grip. Ian brought his face so close that Jason could count his eyelashes if he was so inclined.

“First of all,” began Ian in a not so pleasant voice, “you would never be competition for me in any way, and especially not with a woman. Second, you are beyond offensive, beyond reprehensible. Tessa is a married woman, and unlike most of the others in this office – like your little fuck buddy Morgan – she’s also a lady. Lastly, if I ever see you speak to her or – God forbid – touch her again, or even hear that you’ve done so, I’ll break your jaw, all ten fingers, and kick you so hard in the balls you won’t be able to fuck anything for a year. And if you think I’m not capable of all of those things, don’t forget I was the heavyweight champion at Oxford for three years in a row. Now get out of my sight, you miserable piece of shit.”

As Jason made a swift exit, Ian paced furiously around his office, finally stopping in front of the wet bar in one corner. He poured himself three fingers of a very rare single malt Scotch and bolted it down in two gulps.

He was on his third drink – which he was now sipping – before he felt the rage begin to subside. He had never come close to displaying this sort of anger before, to losing control of his ironclad emotions. But then he’d never felt this way about a woman before, and every protective instinct in his body had risen up automatically when Jason had tried to accost Tessa.

‘I should have broken the slimy bastard’s wrist,’ Ian thought furiously. ‘For starters.’

There had been no question in his mind – and zero delay in making it happen – that Jason simply had to go. Ian knew his uncle wouldn’t be pleased but it was just tough shit. The family had stuck Ian with the horny little prick when he’d been appointed to this post, so it ought to be completely his decision on how to manage him. If it meant Jason now had an hour’s commute each way to his job, then in Ian’s opinion it was nothing less than he deserved. When Ian thought of how frightened Tessa had looked when he’d been fortunate enough to walk by the fitness room at the right time, he wanted to drag Jason back into this office and use him like a punching bag.

Christ, she had looked delectable – and very, very fuckable – in those tiny little shorts that had bared the long, streamlined length of her shapely legs. And that top she was wearing – more like a longer length exercise bra – had been molded to her lush breasts like a second skin. He hadn’t missed the way her nipples had peaked and pressed against the Lycra fabric, either.

‘Damn it!’ He cursed softly to realize he was hard and throbbing, no better than that rutting rake Jason. But unlike his amorous cousin-in-law, Ian would never, ever harass Tessa or even give her the slightest hint that he was attracted to her.

He cursed again, for attracted was far too mild a term to describe what he felt for the beautiful girl who could never be his. Obsession was more like it, and he wondered in near desperation how much longer he could keep his hands off of her.



Chapter Six

December

“There, all done. Let me take a look, make sure I don’t need to touch anything up.”

Tessa continued to sit patiently at Julia’s dining table while her friend carefully inspected Tessa’s makeup. With brush in hand, Julia swiped another bit of powdered blush on each cheekbone, then finally smiled in satisfaction.

“Perfect. Wow, you look stunning, Tessa, just – wow. Every head in the place will be turning when they see you tonight.”

‘Tonight’ was the annual office Christmas party that Tessa had somehow allowed herself to get talked into attending. Not only had all of her co-workers done their best to convince her, but once Julia had heard about the event, she too had gently but firmly urged Tessa to go.

“It will be good for you to get out a little,” she’d prodded. “You’re too young and too hot to sit at home every night. It’s way past time for you to start having fun.”

And when Tessa had still resisted, Julia had asked rather bluntly, “Don’t you think it’s what Peter would want you to do?”

That had finally convinced her, because Julia was absolutely right – going to the party was exactly the sort of thing Peter would have encouraged her to do. So she’d allowed Julia to drag her on a mini-shopping spree to find a new dress and shoes, mindful of Tessa’s very limited budget. Julia had a knack, however, for finding beautiful clothes even at a discount store, and the strapless blue cocktail dress Tessa wore tonight was every bit as glamorous as one from a high end store.

Julia had actually offered to ask her aunt – who was the head buyer at some fancy New York department store – to send a dress and shoes for Tessa, but Tessa had gently but firmly refused.

“I just think it would look a little odd for me to show up in a really expensive dress,” she’d explained. “Gina and Alicia in particular would be sure to recognize a designer gown, and then ask all sorts of questions about where I got it. And – well, you know I hate discussing anything personal with them.”

“You mean Anastasia and Drizella?” At Tessa’s puzzled look, Julia had laughed and clarified her question. “Those were the names of Cinderella’s evil stepsisters.”

“Oh.” Tessa couldn’t help giggling along her friend. “Actually, I’ve always thought of them as the nasty Siamese cats from Lady and the Tramp.”

Julia had thought that hilarious, and they’d shared a good laugh. Then she had assured Tessa she understood her concerns about the dress, and instead offered to go shopping together.

“Not everything I wear is expensive or from my aunt, you know,” she’d confided as they scoured the racks at several different discount stores. “In fact, Aunt Madelyn is the one who taught me how to look for the best dress in places like this one, and how to mix high and low end pieces. Oh, my God, Tessa. Look at this one – it’s absolutely perfect.”

Tessa had fallen in love with the chiffon dress with its strapless bandeau bodice and the way the fabric fell from the gathered bust to a few inches above the knee. Julia had declared that silver shoes and accessories would go best with the deep blue color, and they’d found a pair of strappy silver heels on the clearance rack at DSW. The rest of Tessa’s ensemble this evening consisted of items loaned to her by Julia – a sparkling round brooch pinned to the gather at the bust; a wide cuff bracelet; a pair of dangly earrings. Julia had assured her that all the pieces were costume jewelry and not very expensive at all, so that Tessa wouldn’t have to freak out about wearing actual diamonds or worry about losing them.

Julia was also loaning her a sparkly silver clutch, into which she was placing the tube of shiny rose lip gloss that she’d just painted onto Tessa’s mouth. She had spent over an hour doing Tessa’s makeup and hair, and now it was time for the “big reveal” as Julia teasingly called it.

“Come on, you can see for yourself how awesome you look,” cajoled Julia as she propelled Tessa into her bedroom and inside the walk-in closet.

Tessa had been dumbfounded the first time she’d seen Julia’s closet, never having imagined that one person could own so many dresses or shoes or bags. She only owned about three pair of shoes that were suitable for the office, and one oversized purse that she used for everything. Julia had been horrified at the thought of Tessa taking the rather beat-up bag to tonight’s formal affair, and had set her foot down that she use the clutch instead.

“Okay, tell me what you think,” prodded Julia as they stopped in front of the full length mirror hanging on the back of the closet door.

Tessa gasped and could only stare back at her reflection in disbelief. She had never, ever, looked like this before – or felt so beautiful – almost like Cinderella herself.

The dress fit her perfectly, the strapless top baring her shoulders and upper chest but stopping just short of revealing too much cleavage. Tessa offered up a silent thanks that she’d devoted extra time these last few weeks to toning her upper body, for her bare arms and shoulders looked lean and shapely. The sapphire blue shade was very close to her eye color, and flattered her ivory skin and golden blonde hair. The strappy silver shoes had a higher heel than she normally wore, and made her legs look even longer. She was glad Julia had suggested breaking the high heels in and walking around her apartment in them a few times so that she felt steady with the added height.

Julia had done a fabulous job on her makeup – making her eyes look twice as big with the silvery gray shadow, subtle application of liner and three coats of mascara. Her complexion glowed rosily with the light touch of foundation and blush, while her mouth appeared fuller and plumper with the shiny rose gloss.

Her thick golden hair had been curled into soft, loose waves, held back on one side with a rhinestone clip. It smelled like peaches or apricots, courtesy of the decadently rich shampoo and conditioner Julia had used on her, so much nicer than the cheap brands she bought at the drugstore.

Julia brushed a stray hair off of Tessa’s cheek. “You look perfect. Gorgeous, sexy, sophisticated.” Then she groaned. “I just wish I’d been able to arrange a better coat for you. No offense, but that raincoat of yours just doesn’t do it for me.”

The five-year-old beige belted raincoat was the only actual coat she owned, and was just going to have to do. It was cold outside tonight, the gusty winds making it feel even chillier, and any of her other jackets or sweaters wouldn’t do a thing to keep her warm. Julia would have gladly loaned her a coat, but the five inch difference in their heights took that option off the table.

“It’s fine,” assured Tessa. “No one will even see me in the coat – I’ll be checking it as soon as I walk into the hotel.”

Julia shook her head. “If you’d given me even a week’s notice, I could have had Aunt Maddy ship out something for you. Or I would have been happy to loan you the money.”

“No. Thank you, but no. I’ve stretched my budget way too thin as it is buying the dress and shoes. But I just needed – you know – to -”

“To feel pretty,” finished Julia. “I get it, honey. From what I can tell you hardly ever treat yourself to anything. You should make Ian give you a nice Christmas bonus. Or a raise.”

Tessa was glad Julia had whisked an extra bit of blusher on her cheeks, because it masked the real flush that heated her skin. Just the mention of the handsome, enigmatic Brit was enough to set all her nerve endings on edge. Ever since the incident last month in the fitness room, she’d been even more aware of him than usual, forcing herself not to react whenever he walked by. Fortunately, he’d been traveling on business quite a bit these past few weeks and hadn’t been around much.

She’d been shocked to discover that Jason Baldwin had been transferred out of the regional headquarters to manage the hotel down in Silicon Valley. And doubly shocked at the swiftness of Ian’s promised actions, for Jason had been gone the very next day after the incident. Speculation as to why he’d been transferred had run rampant around the office for several days, but Tessa had kept her mouth tightly shut about the real reason. There was no way she would discuss that with anyone, even Julia. She had merely continued to echo what everyone else in the office surmised – that there must have been a complaint filed against Jason and that management had wisely decided to remove him.

“We should head downstairs. Our cab will be arriving within the next five minutes,” reminded Julia.

Tessa nodded, forcing thoughts of Ian Gregson from her mind. It was going to be hard enough seeing him at the party tonight with another woman, especially when she’d be there without an escort of her own. Julia had tentatively offered to set her up with a friend of Nathan’s but Tessa had gently but adamantly refused.

“I appreciate the thought, but I’m just not ready to start dating yet,” she’d admitted.

Julia had nodded. “I get it. When Nathan was still with his ex, I knew I should force myself to get out there and meet other guys, but I just didn’t have the heart. Besides,” she had added with a wink, “the few remaining single friends Nathan has are just about the biggest guy sluts I’ve ever met. And, my God, can those guys drink! You’d probably never speak to me again if I set you up with one of them.”

The two women were sharing a cab downtown, dropping Tessa off first at the posh Gregson Hotel where the Christmas party was being held. Julia was continuing on a little further to meet Nathan and a group of his friends for dinner.

“It’s his water polo teammates from college,” she’d explained to Tessa. “They have this tradition of meeting over at Berkeley and playing in some sort of alumni game. Then they go get drunk at one of their old hangouts before hopping on public transit – thank God for that – and meeting their wives and girlfriends for dinner.”

Tessa had frowned. “It doesn’t bother you – him getting drunk, I mean?”

Julia had smiled impishly. “Nathan knows his limits, unlike some of his idiot friends. And when he gets a little tipsy he’s really, really fun in bed.”

The subject of alcohol and getting drunk had always been a touchy one for Tessa. Her own mother had overindulged in both booze and drugs at various times, though never to the point where it had become an addiction. Peter’s mother, on the other hand, had been a raging alcoholic and, as a result, he’d sworn off liquor and refused to keep any in the apartment. Tessa hadn’t minded, having been completely sympathetic to the hell Peter’s life had been, and she seldom touched alcohol herself.

During the cab ride, Tessa gave Julia’s hand an impulsive little squeeze. At her friend’s inquiring gaze, Tessa told her, “Thank you. For all of this. Helping me get ready, encouraging me to go, sharing the cab.”

“It’s nothing,” assured Julia. “I had fun getting you all girly. I hardly ever get to do stuff like that to my other friends. You’ve met Angela – the last thing on her mind these days is making herself look pretty. And my sister – let’s just say it takes a lot of arm twisting to convince her to dress up. I don’t really have any other close girlfriends – just the people I work with and now the wives and girlfriends of Nathan’s buddies. And you, of course.”

Tessa felt immensely pleased that Julia included her on the surprisingly short list of her friends. Julia was so beautiful, smart and accomplished that Tessa was more than a little in awe of her – and almost pathetically grateful for her friendship.

When the cab pulled up to the grand porte-cochere of the hotel, Tessa tried to hand Julia some cash for her share of the fare only to have it firmly refused.

“No. I told you this was my treat. God, when you mentioned you were going to take the bus or the metro here tonight I thought I’d faint.” Julia shook her head. “And you’d better take a taxi home, too. Are you okay for that?”

Tessa understood that Julia was really asking if she had enough money, and nodded, trying to conceal her embarrassment. “Yes, thanks. Especially since you won’t let me pay half of this fare.”

Julia smirked. “I have a rich boss. Who also happens to be my rich boyfriend. I can afford a twenty dollar cab fare. Besides, it’s something like the third – or is it the fourth – night of Hanukkah, so consider this a little gift.”

Tessa laughed. “But neither of us is Jewish.”

“Doesn’t matter. Now, you go have yourself a fabulous time, all right? I wish I was going with you instead of to this overgrown frat boy party of Nathan’s.”

As Tessa walked inside the hotel, she wished Julia was accompanying her, too. She felt awkward and uneasy attending this fancy party alone, especially when all of her co-workers were bringing a date or their spouse. There would be very few people in attendance tonight who were here by themselves, and she fought off the feeling of being a pathetic wallflower.

‘It’s not like it’s a high school dance, silly,’ she chastised herself. ‘Nobody’s going to be gossiping about what a loser you are during first period English class on Monday.’

But as she checked her well-worn raincoat at the coat check just outside of the enormous ballroom, Tessa couldn’t help feeling once again like the new girl in school – the outsider who had no friends, who was too shy to speak to anyone, who was always alone and lonely. Some things, she thought sadly, never seemed to change.

Fortunately, some of her unease began to fade as she spotted Kevin and Shelby nearby with their respective companions. Kevin was living with his current boyfriend – an older, wealthy attorney named Terence. It was very obvious from all of the disparaging, almost insulting comments that Kevin frequently made about his lover that he was merely using him for his money. But for tonight at least Kevin preened over the older man, touching his arm and laughing at whatever he said.

Shelby, who was wearing a skintight pink bandage dress that clashed oddly with her strawberry blonde hair, was already making the chirpy bird sound laugh when Tessa reached her side. Tessa had met Shelby’s date – a slightly overweight, prematurely balding young man named Grant – when he’d taken Shelby out to lunch a couple of weeks ago. Tessa chose to ignore how Grant’s close-set eyes lingered a little too long on her boobs.

“Sweetie pie, you look a-maz-ing!” exclaimed Kevin. “Wow! If there was any woman in the world who might have a shot at turning me straight, it would definitely be you!”

Tessa couldn’t help laughing in delight at his praise, and let him envelop her in a hug, not even caring that his new cologne was even more pungent than his old one.

“Thanks,” she answered demurely. “Um, a friend of mine helped me get ready.”

She intentionally didn’t mention Julia’s name, fairly certain that no one at the office would mind her friendship with the interior designer, but thought it prudent not to advertise the news, either.

“Well, she did a fabulous job on you, sugar, just fabulous,” gushed Kevin. “Now, aren’t you glad we all talked you into coming tonight? Much better than sitting home all by your lonesome.”

She had finally confessed to her co-workers that she and Peter had split. The news had sort of slipped out a few days before Thanksgiving, when she hadn’t been able to stem the flow of tears that had started after Peter still hadn’t responded to her email of five days earlier.

All five of her co-workers had been sympathetic, and even Gina and Alicia had seemed genuinely kind and concerned. When Kevin had learned that Tessa was going to be alone on Thanksgiving, he’d insisted she join him and Terence for dinner at their home. She had felt a little out of place among the two dozen or so people at their “little gathering”, but it had definitely been preferable to spending the holiday by herself.

The group had next ganged up on her until she’d reluctantly agreed to attend the office Christmas party. And even though the round tables were really only set for ten, they were squeezing in an extra chair so that Tessa could sit with everyone else.

It had touched Tessa to have the support of her team, who had acted like real friends to her, helping to lift her spirits and give her encouragement. And, so far as she knew, they had kept the news of her impending divorce to themselves as she’d requested. At least, no one else in the office had said a word to her about it.

Within a few minutes. Marisol and her husband Raul, Gina and her boyfriend Alex, and Alicia and her date Ross had all arrived, the girls gushing over Tessa’s dress and hair and makeup. Of course, Gina and Alicia were dressed to kill in obviously expensive designer gowns, their own hair and makeup flawless. Tessa tried not to worry about how cheap her own dress and shoes – the same ones Julia had assured her looked awesome – must appear next to not just Gina’s and Alicia’s but to every other woman’s here tonight.

She accepted a flute of champagne from a passing waiter, but was careful to sip it very slowly. While Peter have never outright asked her not to drink, she had always tried to be supportive of him and had usually refrained. She’d never had more than a glass or two of wine at one time, and most definitely didn’t want to experiment with more at the office Christmas party, where every member of the management team was in attendance.

She was aware of Ian’s presence well before she actually saw him. He had that sort of magnetism, the kind that drew everyone’s attention no matter who else might be in the room. Tessa merely had to glance in the same direction as everyone else around her to find him, and her heart did a rapid little flutter when she saw him for the first time this evening.

He’d been traveling these past two weeks to several of the hotels in Mexico and South America, and his ruggedly handsome features were deeply tanned. His hair had been cut very recently, and was as expertly styled as always. Ian wore a beautifully tailored black tuxedo, paired with a snowy white shirt and classic black bowtie. He was suave and sophisticated, classy elegance and overwhelming masculinity all rolled into one mouthwatering package.

To Tessa, he was far more attractive and compelling than any movie star. He could easily be some sort of diplomat or head of state, or even the prince of some small European nation.

She didn’t realize how long she’d evidently been staring at him until Gina’s voice murmured slyly in her ear. “His Hotness looks even hotter than usual tonight, don’t you think?”

Tessa swiftly glanced away from her undeniably hot boss, but was afraid she’d already betrayed her attraction to him to the very perceptive Gina. Trying desperately to seem nonchalant, she gave a small shrug and smiled. “Most men always look extra special in a tuxedo.”

Gina grinned. “You’re right. Especially when it’s a Brioni tux that probably set the boss man back eight or nine thousand.”

Tessa gasped. “For one suit? And how do you always know this stuff – I mean, what designer and how much it costs?”

“Guess I’m a bit of a frustrated fashion designer,” confessed Gina. “I really wanted to attend a fashion school, and get into either design or merchandising. But my parents were insistent I get a college degree and a quote unquote real job. So now I just settle for looking through as many fashion blogs and magazines as I can and keeping up to date on stuff. Just in case, you know.”

Tessa shook her head. “I don’t know the first thing about fashion, and can’t tell one designer from the next.”

“You don’t really have to,” admitted Gina almost wistfully. “You’re lucky enough to be one of those very few people who looks good in anything, not to mention being gorgeous. I’m more than a little jealous of you, Tessa. Most of us have to work really hard to look good but not you.”

Tessa was both startled and flattered by Gina’s compliment and offered her a grateful smile. “That’s nice of you to say, even if it really isn’t true.”

“Ah, but it is. You just don’t see it. Oh, I see His Hotness has the banker lady with him tonight. Alicia and I were wondering who the lucky lady was going to be. I hope when I get to be forty I look as good as she does.”

Tessa reluctantly followed Gina’s gaze back towards Ian, who now stood with his hand resting lightly on the arm of a strikingly beautiful woman. The tall, gracefully slender beauty had raven hair cut into a sleek, perfect chin-length bob, her face expertly made up with dark eyes and carmine lips. She wore a stunning gown of deep burgundy, with long, fitted sleeves. It was gathered at the bodice and the long skirt was slit to just above her knee. Tessa just assumed the rubies and diamonds that sparkled at the woman’s ears and throat were real.

“She’s beautiful. They make a good pair, don’t they?” asked Tessa in a small voice.

She wasn’t sure why seeing Ian with a date was unsettling her. She would have just assumed he’d be here with someone tonight, just as he’d brought a date to the last two Christmas parties she’d attended. And if the gossip around the office was to be believed, Ian dated a lot of different women – all of them beautiful, sophisticated, and accomplished. And so very, very different from herself – a young, gauche and not very bright admin assistant who would likely never rise above her current situation.

Gina shrugged in response. “If you say so. She seems a little cold for him, actually. Her name is Rebecca Mellar, and she’s the President of Golden Gate Bank. I think she and His Hotness are just friends from what I’ve read.”

Tessa didn’t really want to think about the striking Rebecca’s relationship with Ian. Instead, she gave Gina a teasing smile and asked, “Yes, but more importantly, who designed her gown?”

Gina laughed, then replied without hesitation. “Elie Saab. I saw that dress at Barneys last week. Do I have the gift or what?”

The cocktail hour passed by quickly, and Tessa was careful to make her one flute of champagne last. Meanwhile, Kevin and Alicia had both put away several drinks before dinner, and were well on their way to getting sloppy drunk. Gina seemed to be holding her liquor a lot better than her roommate, while Shelby and Marisol kept the drinking to a minimum.

From her peripheral vision, Tessa kept sneaking discreet little glances at Ian as he and Rebecca circulated the room. She knew from having helped compile the list of RSVPs that his parents were here this evening, over for a brief visit from England. It had been easy to pick the elder Gregsons out, for Ian greatly resembled his father. Edward was a bit shorter than his middle son, and his dark hair was liberally shot through with gray. Joanna Gregson was surprisingly petite, her delicate form beautifully gowned in glittering emerald green, her frosted blonde hair cut in short, feathery layers about her almost elfin face.

Ian’s parents were every bit as regal and sophisticated as he was, and they would certainly expect him to eventually marry a woman with the same sort of elegance and class. Most definitely not a naïve, ordinary girl like Tessa, with her clearance rack shoes and rumpled raincoat and borrowed costume jewelry. It was a very good thing, she thought firmly, that she recognized her ever growing attraction to Ian as nothing more than a harmless fantasy.

But then she happened to glance his way only to find his own intense gaze upon her. Her heart slammed erratically against her rib cage as she stared back, mesmerized. Ian was unsmiling, his expression almost brooding, but his eyes remained locked with hers, silently refusing to let her look away. Tessa couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, as she just stood there shell-shocked, too dazed to even begin to wonder what this all meant.

And then, the stare down that seemed to have lasted forever but had in actuality only been for long seconds, ended abruptly as the beautiful Rebecca touched Ian’s arm and called his attention back to her.

Completely flustered, Tessa turned away and offered up a silent prayer of thanks that the call was being made to sit down for dinner. She was practically the first one to arrive at their table, and was relieved to realize her assigned place would not put her in any sort of direct view of Ian’s table.

Even though Andrew was officially in charge of organizing tonight’s party, he had delegated as much of the work as possible to the team. Gina and Alicia had jumped on the opportunity for they loved to handle all the social and travel related functions, as opposed to more mundane work such as word processing or filing. They had been working on invitations, seating charts, place cards and little else it seemed for the past few weeks, so Tessa had been afforded ample opportunity to take at glance at where everyone would be sitting.

It had been something of a nasty shock to learn that Jason Baldwin would be attending this evening. But Alicia had explained that quite a few of the hotel managers in California would be at the party, and since Jason actually lived in the city it was taken for granted that he would be at the party. Not to mention the fact that his wife was a member of the Gregson family.

Tessa had spied the Baldwins once or twice this evening, but fortunately Jason had kept his distance thus far. The very last thing she wanted tonight was any sort of confrontation, for he most certainly would not be happy with having been transferred, and most likely demoted as well.

Her good fortune, however, wasn’t to last for long. After dinner and dessert, the dancing started. No expense had been spared for this lavish party – from the open bar to the expensive wines to the beautifully prepared sit-down dinner – and that included the excellent seven-piece live band. They played a wide variety of music, from big band and standards to current pop and rock songs.

Tessa loved to dance, often doing so around the apartment with the music blaring, and she missed having a partner of her own tonight. Kevin and Terence had each taken her for a spin on the dance floor, but mostly she had just remained sitting at the dinner table, wistfully watching all the other couples having fun. Alicia’s date Ross – who’d kept glancing Tessa’s way on numerous occasions this evening – had asked her to dance once, but Alicia had glared at her with such malice that Tessa had quickly mumbled some excuse and declined.

She was alone at the table – everyone else either on the dance floor or at the bar – when someone sat down next to her. Tessa glanced up in alarm into the smirking face of Jason Baldwin, and immediately tensed up.

He was also wearing a tuxedo, his dirty blond hair slicked back, and she supposed most women here tonight would find him extremely attractive. Tessa, however, couldn’t shake off the revulsion she felt at his unwanted presence.

“Good evening, Tessa. You look smashing tonight, by the way.” His voice was low and deliberately husky, and each word out of his mouth made her skin crawl.

When she refused to reply or even look at him, Jason persisted. “Where’s your husband tonight? I can’t imagine any man leaving someone as tempting as you are alone this way.” He leaned closer to murmur in her ear, “After all, another man might not be able to resist the temptation and try to steal you for himself.”

Tessa subtly moved her chair over a couple of inches, desperate to escape from him but not willing to make a scene in front of this large group of people. “My – husband is out of the country working,” she stammered.

It wasn’t precisely a lie. Peter was indeed working and currently in Egypt. And technically he was still her husband, at least for a short while longer until the divorce was final.

Jason trailed his fingers up her bare arm, and she quickly jerked it away. He made a low, snarling noise at this obvious display of her revulsion. “So, no one here to protect precious Tessa this evening then, hmm? Your husband has foolishly left a prize like you alone, while your avenging hero Ian is occupied with his current fuck buddy. He’s smart, I’ll give him credit for that, and with the patience of a fucking saint. But he doesn’t fool me one bit. His shipping me off to that bloody hotel wasn’t just a punishment for breaking his little rules – it’s because he wants to fuck you himself.”

“What?” Tessa’s head jerked swiftly back in Jason’s direction, not at all certain she’d heard him correctly or believed a word he said.

Jason chuckled. “Ah, got your interest now, do I? I suppose you’re attracted to him, aren’t you? Most women are with his sort of money and power. But you’re way out of your league with him, little girl. A man like Ian would take what he wanted from you and then move on to the next woman without missing a beat. Trust me, you’d be much better off with me. I’d hang onto a prize like you for a long time.”

Tessa’s anger was slowly beginning to overtake her fear. “And what would your wife have to say about that?” she snapped.

He looked at her in amusement. “Ah, so the sweet little kitten does have claws after all. I’d love to make you purr, little kitten. But don’t worry about my wife – she tends to turn a blind eye to my little – er, friendships.”

Tessa shook her head in disgust. “That’s horrible. And I’m not interested in being your friend. Or ever speaking to you again for that matter.”

His good humor faded rapidly, his fingers clamping viciously around her upper arm. “Someone is getting very brave, isn’t she? But your would-be knight in shining armor wouldn’t dare sweep in to save you tonight – he won’t show his hand in front of all these people and especially to his very charming companion. So I’d advise you to be a little nicer to me, kitten.”

“Or what?” she challenged defiantly. “You wouldn’t dare try anything in front of all these people, either – including your wife.”

Jason’s handsome face contorted into an ugly, snarling mask. “You little bitch. It’s all your fault that I’m stuck down in fucking Scotts Valley. Do you know I have well over an hour’s drive each way every day? You’ll pay for that one of these days, Tessa, and pay dearly.”

She jerked her arm away. “Go to hell. And leave me alone. I’m not interested in you, and you ought to be ashamed of yourself, being a married man.”

“You’re damned lucky there’s so many people here tonight,” hissed Jason. “Otherwise I’d be teaching you that lesson you need to learn so badly.”

“It sounds like you’re the one who hasn’t learned his lesson, Jason. Perhaps Mr. Gregson ought to ship you to another continent next time.”

Tessa whirled around at the sound of the familiar – and very, very welcome – voice of Andrew. He was standing behind her chair and glaring icily down at Jason.

Jason grimaced. “I was wondering when Tessa’s guard dog would show up. Your boss send you over here to do his dirty work for him again?”

Andrew’s mouth tightened grimly as he and Jason continued to glare at each other. “That’s none of your business, Jason. And neither is Tessa. In fact, she’s promised me a dance that I’ve come to collect on. Oh, and I believe Mrs. Baldwin is looking for you so you’d best run along back to your own table. Tessa – if I may?”

Tessa surged to her feet and gratefully placed her hand on Andrew’s proffered arm. Without a backwards glance, she allowed him to guide her onto the dance floor. A slow song was playing as Andrew held her lightly at a casual distance from him.

“Thank you,” she told him in a meek voice. “I – he was saying -”

“I can imagine what he was saying, Tessa,” stated Andrew rather matter-of-factly. “You’re not the first female employee he’s harassed, after all. Jason Baldwin is a menace and no one was happier than I was when Mr. Gregson kicked him out of headquarters.”

Tessa attempted to lighten the mood by joking, “Maybe we should have had a farewell party for him – without his being in attendance, of course.”

Andrew never laughed, and really didn’t smile, either, but she was certain she saw the corner of his mouth tilt up slightly. “That’s the general idea, yes. Your husband wasn’t able to attend this evening?”

Tessa was a bit taken aback by this abrupt change of topic, and hesitated before replying. She figured that since she had told her co-workers the truth about her marriage that she owed Andrew the same consideration. “Peter and I – aren’t together any longer, Andrew. Our divorce will be final in a few weeks.”

She didn’t think she’d ever seen Andrew shocked – or speechless – but apparently her news had had that precise effect. It took him a little while before he told her in an oddly gentle voice. “I’m so sorry, Tessa. When did this happen?”

“September. I – I haven’t said anything until very recently. The only ones in the office who know are the rest of the team. I just – couldn’t’ -” her voice lapsed off weakly.

“You just don’t believe in broadcasting all the details of your personal life around the office,” finished Andrew in his usual brisk manner. “And I’ve always appreciated that, Tessa. But you should have told us sooner. I’m sure you could have used the moral support.”

She gave him a small smile. “I suppose I’ve just grown used to depending on myself. Well, and Peter, of course, but now it’s just me.”

Andrew frowned. “We’ve never really discussed this sort of thing, but where’s your family? Aren’t they around to help you through this?”

Tessa shook her head. “There’s no one. My mother died when I was still a teenager. Peter was all I had and now he’s left, too.”

Andrew looked dumbfounded and stumbled a bit, stepping on her toe. “Sorry,” he murmured as she uttered a low yelp of pain. “I’m not a very good dancer, I’m afraid. Thank God this is a slow number.”

“It’s okay,” she assured him. “You can step on my toes for the rest of the evening if it means I don’t have to see Jason again.”

“Yes, well, not to worry. I think he’s got the message loud and clear. Mr. Gregson was adamant that I get you away from him, and assured me he’d make certain Jason stays away after that.”

Now it was Tessa’s turn to be startled. “Mr. Gregson sent you after me? Has – is that why you’ve always seemed to be nearby whenever Jason was bothering me?”

Andrew shrugged. “Mr. Gregson didn’t want a repeat of what happened with Sarah to occur with any more employees. So, yes, I was asked to keep a discreet eye on him. As for this evening – well, Mrs. Baldwin is in attendance as are Mr. Gregson’s parents. He wanted to make sure there wasn’t any sort of potentially ugly scene.”

“Oh. Of course.”

Tessa tried to mask the disappointment she felt at this revelation. Somehow, she’d assumed that Ian had sent Andrew to rescue her because he was worried about her personally. But of course it made all the sense in the world that his real concern was for his family, and to make sure they weren’t embarrassed or upset with Jason’s very blatant flirting.

The song ended at that moment and Tessa took a step backwards as Andrew released her. “Thank you for the dance, Andrew. I hope your girlfriend doesn’t mind.”

He made a dismissive motion with his hand as he escorted her back to the table. “Not to worry. Even if Isobel was here tonight, she wouldn’t care. But she despises these sort of events so I’m usually here alone.”

“She’s an artist, isn’t she?” Tessa had only met Andrew’s long-time girlfriend once, when she’d run into the couple at a coffee shop near the office. She had been startled to meet the pierced and tattooed Isobel with her purple-streaked hair and funky clothes, never in her wildest imagination having pictured the straight-laced Andrew with someone like her.

“Yes, she’s a sculptor. And when the inspiration hits, she can work for hours and hours at a time. When I left tonight she’d been at it since noon, and will probably keep on working until three or four in the morning.” He shook his head in mild disgust.

“My mother was like that, except she could literally go for two or three days at a time without any sleep.”

Tessa wasn’t sure who was more shocked at the words that had just slipped so unthinkingly out of her mouth – herself or Andrew. She never talked about her mother, except perhaps to Peter and then only sparingly. It had just seemed like the most natural thing in the world, sharing confidences with Andrew, and she had zero idea why.

Andrew stood by her chair as they reached the table and regarded her curiously. “Your mother was an artist?”

“No.” She shook her head. “A writer. At times a brilliant one but in later years she mostly wrote a bunch of gibberish.”

When she didn’t offer up any additional information, Andrew tactfully changed the subject. “Well, thank you for the dance, Tessa. I see some of your tablemates starting to return, so I doubt Jason will bother you again tonight.”

She smiled at him gratefully. “I’ll probably be leaving soon, anyway, it’s getting a little late. Thank you, Andrew. I’ll, um, see you on Monday.”

He gave her a little nod. “Bright and early as usual. Good night, Tessa.”

Kevin and Terence arrived back at the table mere seconds after Andrew left, with Kevin gaping in astonishment.

“Were you really dancing with the Ice Man?” he asked in disbelief. “My God, I think I might have just witnessed one of the seven signs of the apocalypse.”

Tessa smiled indulgently at his usual high drama. “He was just being nice. Though he could admittedly use a few dance lessons.”

Kevin gave an eye roll. “And a personality transplant. Maybe surgery to remove that stick wedged up his ass, too. At least he looks halfway decent in that tux and he actually bothered to style his hair tonight.”

“So what you’re saying is that there’s hope for him?” teased Tessa.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” sniffed Kevin. “Ooh, here’s the girls. I’m dying to hear what they’ve got planned for the rest of the evening. You have to go with us, Tessa.”

“Go where?” she asked in confusion.

As Gina, Alicia and Shelby returned to the table with their dates, they were chattering excitedly about the round of clubs they wanted to make after leaving the party. Marisol and her husband had left after dessert since their younger child was ill with a cold, and they felt obliged to get home and tend to her. Terence did not appear terribly thrilled at the idea of going clubbing with a group who were all a dozen or more years his junior but Kevin was doing his best to sweet talk him into it.

Tessa, meanwhile, was trying desperately to think up a valid excuse for not joining them. Not only did the thought of drinking heavily and dancing with a bunch of groping strangers repel her, but she simply didn’t have the money to pay for cover charges and drinks. The cash tucked away in her clutch would barely cover her cab fare home, but she was too proud to admit this to her co-workers. Instead, she decided to play the sympathy card.

“I’m sorry, it sounds like a lot of fun, but – well, I’m just not ready for all that,” she confessed almost tearfully. “It’s still too soon after my breakup with Peter, you know? You guys understand, right?”

Kevin put his arm around her shoulders. “Oh, honey, of course we do. God, we don’t mean to be insensitive.”

“You’re sure, Tessa?” asked Gina. “Maybe it might get your mind off things if you joined us.”

“You can ride with Alicia and me,” offered Ross. “We’ll even drop you off at your place afterwards.”

Alicia gave him a not so subtle look of displeasure before smiling at Tessa with an almost sickly sweet expression. “Sure, we could do that. It’ll be fun, Tessa.”

Tessa shook her head, standing as she picked up her clutch. “Thank you all for thinking of me, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t be much fun. You guys go have a great time and I’ll see you all on Monday. Don’t get too crazy, okay?”

Kevin gave her a hug goodbye, and this time she did have to turn her head away, for his potent cologne was now mingled with the strong scent of vodka. “You want one of us to walk you out?”

“No, thanks. I’ll be fine. I’m sure there are plenty of cabs right outside the front entry.” She smiled and waved good night to everyone at the table before exiting the ballroom.

Tessa was waiting for the attendee to retrieve her coat when she heard an achingly familiar voice from just behind her.

“You’re leaving already, Tessa?” asked Ian Gregson in his deep, crisp British accent.

She whirled to face him, her heart thudding rapidly when she realized he was standing mere inches from her. “Yes, sir. I, um, the others are going to head out to some clubs and I wasn’t really in the mood to join them, so I figured I would just go home.”

Ian frowned. “A wise move. Some of your co-workers have been drinking a bit too much this evening so I’m relieved to see that you’re being sensible at least.”

“Here’s your coat, miss.”

Tessa turned but before she could take the coat Ian had already done so and was holding it open for her.

“Allow me.”

She was torn between being embarrassed at how old and worn her coat was, and enjoying the little thrill that traveled up her spine at his gallantry. She closed her eyes briefly at the feel of his big, powerful hands glancing over her arms and shoulders as he helped her into the coat.

“Thank you, Mr. Gregson,” she murmured, turning to face him once again but keeping her gaze downcast this time.

“Your husband wasn’t able to attend this evening?” he inquired politely.

Tessa paused yet again this evening at the mention of Peter. But, after finally telling her co-workers and supervisor the truth, she couldn’t in all good conscience not be honest with her boss at this moment.

“Um, no. That is – my husband and I – we aren’t together, sir. We’re in the process of getting a divorce.”

She didn’t know who was more shocked – Ian at her announcement or herself at his reaction to the news. He was staring at her in obvious disbelief, and Tessa could swear his tanned skin had paled a shade or two.

“Divorce.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “You’re – you’re getting a divorce.”

Tessa frowned, completely perplexed by his odd behavior. “Yes, sir. We, um, separated in September but the divorce will be final next month.”

“Christ.” He ran a hand over his face, giving his head a shake as if to clear his thoughts. “I’m so sorry, Tessa. I had no idea or I certainly wouldn’t have been so rude as to ask about your husband.”

“No, it’s fine,” she assured him. “I didn’t tell anyone at the office until very recently. Andrew just found out tonight himself.”

“Ah, well that would explain things.” He gave her an assessing look. “Are you all right, Tessa? Especially considering the unexpected encounter with Jason this evening. I’m very sorry you had to be subjected to his appalling behavior yet again.”

“I’m okay, thank you. Andrew came to the rescue again. It seems that one or the other of you is always there to make sure Jason doesn’t bother me.”

Ian smiled. “Yes, well, that’s the plan after all.”

Tessa felt her knees grow weak at the force of his dazzling smile. She couldn’t ever remember him smiling at her in quite this way before. She could feel the awareness that flared up between them like an electrical surge, and very nearly had to put her hand against the wall to support her suddenly wobbly legs.

“Well, thank you, sir. For watching out for me and all, that is. I’d better be on my way now. Good night.”

His hand grasped her arm firmly. “Let me see you out.”

She let him guide her down the wide, sweeping staircase that led from the mezzanine level where the ballroom was located down to the lobby. “I don’t want to keep you from your guests, sir. I’ll be fine,” she assured him, while still being thrilled at his concerned attention. Even through the fabric of her coat she could feel the warmth of his hand around her upper arm, and she longed to lean into his big, hard body, to rest her head on his broad shoulder and feel his arm slide around her waist and hug her close.

“I’m not worried about my guests. They can look out for themselves for a few minutes while I see you safely on your way. Do you have your valet ticket?” he asked.

Tessa shook her head. “No, I don’t own a car, sir. I took a cab here.”

“Then we’ll get you a cab.”

They had reached the front doors of the hotel, which Ian held open for her as she stepped outside. The night air was biting cold and she shivered as she belted her raincoat about her.

Ian gave her a brief, assessing glance. “It’s freezing out tonight with these winds, Tessa. You should have worn a warmer coat.”

“I don’t have – I mean, you’re right,” she stammered, refusing to admit this was the only coat she owned but she feared he had already suspected that.

His mouth tightened with displeasure. “Let’s get you that cab so you can get inside and keep warm.”

He motioned over a valet who was extremely eager to provide assistance to the regional director. An idling taxi pulled up directly in front of Tessa mere seconds later.

Ian opened the back door and handed her inside. “Hold on just a moment, Tessa. I need to speak to the driver.”

She watched curiously as he walked over to the driver’s window and spoke to him in a low voice. Tessa’s eyes widened in surprise as Ian reached into the pocket of his tuxedo trousers and drew out a money clip. He peeled several bills off and handed them to the driver before walking back around to Tessa’s side of the car.

“The driver has instructions to walk you to your door and make sure you get in safely. And the fare has been taken care of, you’re not to worry about it,” he told her firmly.

“Mr. Gregson –” she started to protest, until she saw the steely look in his eyes. “You don’t – thank you, sir. That’s very kind of you.”

“It’s my pleasure, Tessa, the least I can do. Now, you get home safely and I’ll see you in the office on Monday.” He hesitated, still holding her door open, and then added, “I’m sorry again to hear about your divorce. I hope you’ll let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you through this difficult time.”

Tessa gulped and stared up at him, touched by his kindness and generosity. “I appreciate the offer, sir. Good night.”

Ian closed the door to the cab and stood watching as it pulled away. Tessa felt a warm glow spread through her whole body, and couldn’t help the smile that teased at the corners of mouth. It was almost a certainty that he had only been acting out of concern for one of his employees, but for tonight at least she could pretend it was because he was as attracted to her as she was to him.

***

Ian remained rooted in place for long seconds after Tessa’s cab had disappeared from sight. He stood there so long, in fact, that the same valet who’d hailed the cab asked if he needed anything else. Pulling himself out of his daze, Ian almost brusquely shook his head before striding back inside the hotel.

Tessa was getting a divorce. After all this time, she was going to be a free woman. Free to date other men, to be pursued by other men, and – most importantly – free for this man to finally claim her for himself.

He paused at the foot of the staircase that would take him back up to the ballroom, where the party was still in full swing, reluctant to be around so many people right now. He badly needed a few minutes alone to ponder the startling news he’d just received, so he made his way to the small, intimate bar tucked in a back corner of the hotel. The bar was rarely ever crowded, and most patrons didn’t even know it existed, but it definitely suited his needs at this particular moment.

Ian ordered a snifter of brandy from the very attentive bartender, who apparently recognized him, his greeting a respectful “Good evening, sir.” He was grateful to see that the bar was nearly empty, and settled himself into a small, darkened corner of the room where he could be alone with his chaotic thoughts for a bit.

God, he had feared for so long that this day, this opportunity, would never come along. He wasn’t enough of a bastard to have actively wished that Tessa’s marriage would one day be in trouble, or that she and her husband would decide to part ways. And there was no way – no possible way – that he would have ever tried to seduce her away from her husband. But now he couldn’t deny his joy at knowing she was unattached, and finally within his grasp. However, the tricky part was just beginning – figuring out how to pursue her without scaring her off or coming on too strong.

Ian sipped the fine brandy slowly, savoring the taste on his tongue and the way the expensive liquor warmed his throat. As he did so, he considered all of the obstacles still in his way at this point and how to navigate around them. He was fairly certain that Tessa hadn’t already begun seeing other men, based on the facts that she had attended tonight’s party alone, and then wisely declined to accompany her inebriated co-workers to some club. Tessa was also too fine, too loyal, to enter into another relationship so soon after her marriage ended. She had seemed sad tonight, especially when she’d quietly admitted that she and her husband had split, and Ian guessed she was having a difficult time in getting over the breakup.

She was still far too young for him, of course, the age difference between them a good fifteen years. But Tessa was very mature and composed for her age, not seeming in the least bit frivolous or silly like the other girls on the team. As for himself, he was just a few months from his fortieth birthday but thought he didn’t look half bad for his age. He worked out frequently and with even more intensity that he had a decade ago; ate a healthy diet and didn’t overindulge in alcohol; and generally took excellent care of himself. He had never been vain or egotistical – not like that horny bastard Jason – but at the same time he didn’t miss the interested, assessing looks he received from women wherever he went.

And perhaps it was wishful thinking on his part, but he didn’t believe Tessa was completely immune to him as a man. She was so sweetly, adorably shy that he couldn’t picture her ever trying to flirt with him or attract his attention – not like that very obvious and annoying pair Gina and Alicia. But there had definitely been times when he’d caught Tessa’s very blue, wide-eyed gaze upon him and he could swear there had been something there – awareness, attraction, adoration. It had given him hope that one day those discreet little glances might deepen into something far more serious.

His cock hardened immediately as he recalled how beautiful and utterly tempting she’d looked this evening. Her dress and shoes were obviously inexpensive, especially when compared to so many of the other women at the party who’d been garbed in designer clothing. But Tessa had still managed to outshine every other female present tonight. The sapphire blue color of her dress had been perfect for her gleaming ivory skin and thick golden hair, a fact that he stored away for future reference. The strapless bodice of the dress had bared a delectable amount of cleavage, just enough to let his rather filthy imagination run rampant. His hands had itched to plunge inside the neckline of her dress and cup her full, lush breasts, to see for himself if they were as firm and round as they looked.

Ian had felt badly for her when he’d noticed she was at the party alone, never having imagined at the time that she and her husband were divorcing. He had wanted nothing more than to approach her on multiple occasions this evening and ask her to dance, to luxuriate in the rare opportunity to hold her closely against his body and be able to touch her. But he’d had to restrain himself, knowing full well how it would look for him to single out one of his employees. The only women he’d dared to dance with this evening had been Rebecca, his mother, and his cousin Charlotte.

Thank God Rebecca wouldn’t be a problem when he began his pursuit of Tessa in earnest. The lovely brunette banker was an old friend and business associate, and any romantic involvement between them existed only in the gossip columns. Ian was one of the very, very few people who knew that Rebecca had been carrying on a secret affair for almost a dozen years with a very prominent – and very married – member of the U.S. Congress. Ian had never judged her, or attempted to offer his advice, but had always thought it foolish and naïve for a woman as beautiful, intelligent and accomplished as Rebecca to waste her best years on a man she could never be seen with in public. They rarely discussed her affair with the man, but Ian knew she was hopelessly in love, and hadn’t given up hope that the politician would eventually divorce his wife upon retiring from public office one day. Personally, Ian found Rebecca’s choice to not only be morally wrong but also tragically sad.

Still, her clandestine love affair had made her available to act as his escort – and vice versa - on numerous occasions, with the clear understanding that they were only friends. It had been convenient for him, especially when his obsession with Tessa had begun to grow to such an extent that it had been impossible for him to even consider having a romantic or sexual relationship with anyone else.

No, Rebecca would be genuinely happy that he had found someone and would support him all the way. Ian wondered a bit grimly if he could expect a similar type of understanding and acceptance from other friends and his family. His parents, for one, would be sure to think Tessa too young and too gauche, but he had rarely allowed their opinions to influence his important life choices, and he certainly wasn’t going to let that change now. Not when he was this close to finally snaring the girl of his dreams.

He would have to move slowly, he thought, to gradually let her know of his interest. He would also have to deal very soon with the added complication of her being his employee, especially given his very strict rules on that same subject. And particularly since he had just made a very emphatic point to Jason that he wouldn’t tolerate any form of sexual harassment in his office. The last thing Ian was prepared to do was give Jason even the tiniest bit of ammunition to protest his unwanted transfer out of regional headquarters. The bastard wouldn’t hesitate for a moment to call Ian the worst sort of hypocrite and demand that he, too, be disciplined for breaking the rules.

Ian almost snarled when he recalled the sight of Jason once again daring to put his filthy hands on Tessa this evening. He’d been keeping a close eye on his cousin’s husband all evening, not trusting the little shit to behave himself. And when he’d seen Jason sit down next to Tessa and start whispering in her ear, he’d had to exercise incredible self-control to stop from marching over there and breaking the scum’s jaw just as he’d promised he would. And because he simply couldn’t afford to make a scene in front of all these people– one that would have greatly upset his family and more, importantly, betrayed his attraction to Tessa – he’d been forced to send Andrew to handle the problem.

But he hadn’t been able to resist the opportunity to finally be alone with Tessa, even for a few minutes, when he’d spotted her leaving the party a short time ago. He’d followed her discreetly from the ballroom, intending only to wish her a good night, but then she’d walloped him with the shocking news of her divorce. God, if he hadn’t been obliged to see Rebecca home – and if his parents weren’t staying at his house for the duration of their visit – Ian was not at all sure he could have stopped himself from taking Tessa home himself. Or, if she had been agreeable, taking her to his house and persuading her to spend the night. Fortunately, he’d remembered his obligations in time, not to mention the continued need for discretion among his employees.

No, he and Tessa were going to have to be very, very discreet, at least until he could persuade her to quit her job. Ian was fully prepared – and very much looking forward – to supporting Tessa and taking exquisite care of her.

He would start, he thought rather dourly, by getting rid of that appalling coat she’d been wearing this evening. He would gladly buy her a dozen others, ones that were far more worthy of her stunning beauty. And that was just for starters.

As he finished his brandy, Ian made a mental note of all the ways he planned to spoil and indulge Tessa once she was truly his. The first step, though, was going to be the slow seduction of his golden girl, treating her like a princess the whole while, and making her feel protected and cherished at every turn. With that in mind, he took his phone out and pressed the most frequently used number on the speed dial.

“It’s me,” he said when the call was answered after just one ring. “Yes, I’m on my way back up now, a small matter I had to attend to. Now, remind me please what dates in January you’ll be on vacation. All right, that’s what I thought. Make a note for Monday for us to discuss who’ll be filling in this time while you’re away. I have an idea and I don’t intend to be talked out of it.”

Ian ended the call, pocketed the phone, and strode confidently out of the bar. The very first step in what would be his extremely pleasurable wooing of Tessa had just been taken.



Chapter Seven

January

“Mr. Gregson’s office. How may I assist you?”

As Tessa attended to the caller on the other end, she still couldn’t quite believe that she was actually filling in as Ian’s PA this week., even though this was already nearing the end of the fourth day. She’d been astonished when Andrew had first approached her with the news a few weeks ago.

Tessa had blinked at him in disbelief. “Excuse me. You want me to do what?”

Andrew had sighed with barely contained impatience. “You heard me. I’ll be out of the office the second week in January, and it’s been decided that you’ll be filling in for me during that time.”

She had still not quite believed what she was hearing. “But – you’ve never had me fill in for you before. It’s always been Marisol or Gina or sometimes Alicia. Even Kevin once or twice.”

Andrew hadn’t been in an especially good mood that day, and had dismissed her concerns brusquely. “Well, consider this your turn. I assume you have no objections to the assignment?”

“Oh, no. Of course not. I’d be honored to fill in for you, help out while you’re away. I just hope I don’t screw something up,” she’d confessed nervously.

Andrew had given a roll of his eyes, which usually meant his patience was wearing extremely thin. “You’ll be fine. It’s not brain surgery, after all. And of course you’ll need to spend several days learning my routine and what will be expected of you.”

That had been the understatement of the year. Tessa had been wide-eyed and slack-jawed – not to mention exhausted and emotionally drained – at the end of her week long training session with Andrew. But at least spending so much time with him had greatly allayed her fears about working for Mr. Gregson, for she had realized that nothing about Andrew’s job was really all that difficult or complicated. And of course she’d took copious notes on top of the multi-paged and extremely detailed list of information Andrew had left for her.

Mr. Gregson had still been away for the holidays - visiting his family in England - during her training period. In a way, that had been a relief for she’d been able to learn the ropes without the added pressure of his presence. But then, when he’d arrived back in the office on Monday morning – her first day of filling in for Andrew – her nerves had almost consumed her with the fear that she would fail miserably, or anger him in some way. So far, she was rather astonished to realize that nothing could be farther from the truth.

Ian had been graciousness personified these past four days, and so easy to work with that she’d found herself breathing a huge sigh of relief. He was patient and kind, and always exceedingly grateful for her assistance. Tessa had been thrilled at his appreciation and acknowledgment of her hard work, and she made sure that everything she did for him was completed to perfection.

And of course it had been the sweetest sort of torture to work in such close proximity to him. Several times she’d found her hands trembling in reaction simply from standing across his desk as he signed a report she’d prepared. She had watched him discreetly from beneath her lashes, taking in every strong, masculine feature of his face, noting how his finely tailored dress shirts stretched across the breadth of his shoulders and emphasized his toned, muscular torso. Once she’d almost swooned at his arousing scent – a perfect combination of his light cologne, soap and pure maleness. And on more than one occasion she’d had to resist the urge to sway against him, or run her hands through his hair or over the firmness of his jaw.

Each night this week when she’d arrived home, she had been alarmed to realize how aroused she was – her breasts full and heavy, her nipples peaked, her sex wet and swollen and oh, so needy. She’d had increasingly explicit dreams about Ian, not able to recall too many specific details, but it had only taken the lightest stimulation of her nipples and clitoris upon waking to come long and hard. Her young, healthy body was almost starved by now for affection, and she craved physical contact almost more than she did food and sleep.

But of course she didn’t dare to so much as touch Mr. Gregson, or betray her ever growing physical attraction to him in any way. She was the epitome of professional decorum, always careful to keep her conversations with him brief and businesslike, and never discuss anything personal with him. Andrew had, after all, put the fear of God in her about even considering such a thing.

“Do not,” he’d warned her ominously, “ask him how his evening was, or what he had for lunch, or anything at all that doesn’t have to do with work. He’s not one for idle chatter, and sticks to his schedule religiously.”

But Tessa hadn’t been able to keep her pulse rate from accelerating any time she was near Ian, or all the other ways her body reacted to him involuntarily. Earlier today she’d cursed beneath her breath to realize her nipples were hard and poking very noticeably against the thin fabric of her blouse. And, unfortunately, she was pretty sure he had noticed, too, since she’d been placing a steaming mug of tea on his desk at the time. She had made a hasty exit, and had struggled to control the reaction of her treacherous body for the rest of the day.

She couldn’t believe how quickly the past four days had flown by, and she wished that Andrew was taking two weeks off instead of just the one. Of course, he’d sent her several emails, both to check in and also to remind her of the various tasks she needed to do. Tessa realized that even when Andrew was on vacation he was really still at work.

The reactions of her co-workers had been mixed when they’d learned she would be the one to fill in for Andrew this time. Marisol, who most often subbed for him, was actually relieved because she’d been battling a nasty case of bronchitis for over two weeks and was worn out. Gina had seemed a little miffed at the news but not overly concerned. Kevin had teased her about moving up to the big time, while Shelby had shuddered at the very thought of having to train so closely with Andrew for a whole week. And Alicia had been downright catty about it, wondering how Tessa was going to cope with such a high profile assignment given her lack of experience and education.

It was nice to be away from the rest of the team this week, to have all this space and privacy, and to finally know what it felt like to work at the top level of this company. She would miss it a lot when she had to return to her small cubicle on Monday.

And she loved being able to take care of Mr. Gregson in subtle little ways – hanging up his suit jacket; preparing his tea the way he preferred – Darjeeling blend with one lump of sugar, which, very coincidentally, was exactly the same way she took hers; answering his phone and managing his appointments. And he always smiled his thanks whenever she did something, making her feel like a million dollars.

She’d spent the better part of this afternoon preparing a complex spreadsheet that Mr. Gregson needed for a late afternoon meeting. She’d finished printing it out mere minutes before he had to leave, noticing with a grimace that the printer was now flashing a low ink warning. Since she had a slew of reports to print out first thing in the morning, it seemed that she would need to change the printer cartridge before leaving for the day.

Tessa had just finished collating and stapling a dozen copies of the spreadsheet when Ian emerged from his office, shrugging into his suit jacket.

“The copies are all ready, Mr. Gregson. Just let me put them in a folder for you.”

She reached into a file drawer and extracted an empty folder, then neatly slipped the papers inside.

Ian took the folder and slid it into his leather briefcase. “Thank you, Tessa. An excellent job as always,” he told her with a warm smile.

She smiled back, the pleasure of his complement making her feel like the most special girl in the world. “I hope the meeting goes well, sir. And the dinner reservations are all set. I just called the restaurant a few minutes ago to confirm everything again.”

He reached across the desk and gave her a light squeeze on the shoulder. “You’ve been doing a marvelous job filling in for Andrew. I’ve barely noticed he’s gone. Except,” he added with a wink, “you look far better sitting behind that desk than he does.”

Tessa stared up at him, too flustered by his teasing to think of an intelligent reply. “Um, thanks” was all she could think of to mumble.

Ian chuckled. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. Or blush. But it seems I’ve managed to do both so I’d best head out before I say anything else. Have a pleasant evening, Tessa, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Good night, sir.”

She groaned softly after he left, burying her face in her hands in mortification. God, could she be any more of an idiot when he was around? It was obvious that her shyness and tendency to blush at the drop of a hat amused him, and she guessed her very perceptive boss was aware of her silly crush on him. She was going to have to do a much better job of managing her reactions to him.

But that was proving to be extremely difficult, given the close proximity they’d been working in this week. Tessa had seen facets of both his work and private persona that she had never before been given the opportunity to observe. She’d already known that he was a man who was always in complete control, who commanded and received respect from everyone around him, but who also treated each person fairly and with the same amount of respect they gave him. But she had never seen him like this – like a king managing his vast empire, dealing smoothly and efficiently with telephone calls, meetings and correspondence without missing a beat. He was precise, organized, and highly efficient, the sheer amount of work he managed to get through each day staggering. Ian was not a man content to rest on his laurels, or rely solely on others to take care of things for him. He worked harder than anyone else in this office, even though he could have easily delegated a great deal of his responsibilities to his very qualified management team. Tessa was in awe of his strict work ethic, and how he refused to take advantage of his family’s name and prestige by shirking his duties. He was extremely intelligent, with most of the conversations she’d heard him engage in way over her head, and about subjects she had very little knowledge of, mostly involving finance and marketing. She had also heard him speaking in at least three different foreign languages – Spanish, French, and Italian – and wondered with some astonishment if he knew any others.

And she had also seen a much lighter-hearted side of him this week, too. He’d been in an excellent mood all week, looking relaxed and well rested, and had smiled and laughed more in the past few days than she could ever remember him doing before. Of course, up until this week she’d had little to do with him day to day, mostly just seeing him walk past her desk or observing him conducting meetings when it had been her turn to set up the conference room.

Ian’s manner towards her had been mildly teasing, almost – well, flirtatious at times, though Tessa figured that had to be her overactive imagination playing tricks on her. Ian Gregson did not flirt – he was far too dignified and regal for that sort of behavior, and he most certainly didn’t flirt with silly little admin assistants like herself. She told herself that he was simply being kind, and probably felt sorry for her after learning about the divorce.

The divorce that was going to be final very soon now. Tessa had tried very hard not to dwell on that fact, or that she hadn’t corresponded with Peter since Christmas. She knew this was his way of cutting her loose for good, for giving her that much needed push to stand on her own and not depend on anyone else to take care of her.

She’d spent Christmas alone, for Kevin had gone out of town to visit his family and she really didn’t have any other friends who might have invited her. Julia had tentatively suggested spending the holidays with her family down in Carmel, but Tessa had refused, especially since she’d had to work the day before and after the holiday.

Being alone hadn’t been so bad, anyway. She’d spent the day watching movies, reading a book, and making herself comfort food. But she’d missed Peter terribly, and hadn’t been able to completely hold back the tears at the end of the day.

She had spent New Year’s Eve alone, too, even though Kevin had returned by then and urged her to attend a party he and Terence were hosting. She hadn’t felt in the least like celebrating anything, and instead had taken the time to write down any number of New Year’s resolutions – the top one simply reading Be Happy.

Tessa frowned as she recalled another resolution a little further down the list – this one involving finding a cheaper place to live before the lease expired in April. She’d already started to do some research and had been appalled at the skyrocketing cost of rents in San Francisco. Unless she lucked out and found some fabulous deal, she was most likely going to have to settle for a shared rental with two or more roommates, or consider moving out of San Francisco and having to commute. But she still had a little time before having to get serious about moving, so she pushed that troubling thought out of her head and returned her focus to work.

It was drawing close to five-thirty before she finished and began shutting down the computer and tidying up. And then she remembered about needing to change the ink cartridge for the printer and groaned. The printer that Andrew and Mr. Gregson used was a much more expensive, high-tech one than she was used to, and she’d kept her fingers crossed all week that nothing would go amiss with it.

Fortunately the directions on the package for the replacement cartridge were fairly straightforward, and she was able to install it without much trouble. But then, as she went to dispose of the old cartridge, she realized it had leaked and that she now had black printer ink smudged all over her hands and on her blouse as well.

“Crap!” she muttered loudly, grateful that no one else was around to hear her outburst. Not only had everyone else left by now, but these offices were set far apart from all the others down their own private hallway.

Almost without thinking, Tessa dashed into the private washroom in Mr. Gregson’s office. She doubted he would mind, especially since she didn’t want to risk getting ink on any other surfaces in the office. She scrubbed her hands thoroughly, relieved to see the ink had all washed off. Then she turned her attention to her badly stained blouse.

‘Oh, no!’ she thought in dismay as she saw the black blotch that covered far more of the fabric than she’d initially noticed. Not only was this silvery gray blouse one of her favorites, but she’d just recently had to discard two other items from her already limited wardrobe – a sweater that she’d snagged on something and torn an irreparable hole in, and a blouse that had simply become worn and frayed from so many washings. She’d stretched her budget far too thin after buying the dress and shoes for last month’s Christmas party, and certainly couldn’t afford to buy anything new for some time to come.

Tessa bit her lip uncertainly, for the stain would be almost impossible to get out, especially given its location along the side of her torso. How the ink had landed in that particular spot was a puzzle but if she had any chance at all to salvage the blouse she was going to have to do some serious – and swift – scrubbing.

Quickly, she unbuttoned the blouse and stripped it off, shivering a little as she stood there in a pale gray lace bra and her navy skirt. She pumped some liquid hand soap directly onto the offending stain and dampened it before scrubbing the fabric almost desperately.

“Darn it!” she cursed, as the ink stain seemed to be spreading rather than disappearing. Not willing to give up hope just yet, she applied more soap and continued trying to wash the stubborn blotch away. But after a third application of soap, Tessa had to regretfully admit defeat. The stupid ink stain wasn’t budging and she was going to have to throw out the blouse. She could try to have it dry cleaned, of course, but that would likely cost almost as much as the bargain rack blouse was worth.

She was wringing the water out of the garment since she still had to wear it home, stained or not, when she froze in horror at the sound of Ian’s deep voice as he walked inside his office.

“Are you still here, Tessa? It’s well past time for you to have called it a day. What – ”

His voice trailed off abruptly as he caught sight of her framed in the doorway of his washroom. Tessa felt like a deer trapped in a hunter’s scope, knowing she ought to move or look away but too shocked to do so. He stared at her in stunned disbelief, his gaze raking over her nearly nude torso, her full breasts almost spilling out of the fragile lace bra.

Horrified, she clutched the damp blouse to her chest, her cheeks on fire as she glanced away and began to babble almost incoherently. “I’m – I’m so sorry, Mr. Gregson. I – ah, got printer ink on my blouse and I was just trying to rinse it out. I didn’t know you’d be returning and, oh, God, just let me put – ”

“Look at me.”

Startled, she responded immediately to the commanding tone of his voice, one that didn’t allow for disobedience. She raised her gaze to his and gasped when she saw the barely controlled lust on his handsome face – eyes blazing, nostrils flaring, his cheeks darkly flushed. She was petrified and enthralled at the same time, and dimly became aware of how badly her legs were shaking.

“Come here.”

Another of those brief, succinct commands. He was a man of a few words but they were more than enough to make himself understood. Slowly, her gaze remaining transfixed on his, she walked across his office until she was standing a few inches away, still holding her ruined blouse up to cover as much of her breasts as possible.

But Ian apparently had other ideas, for he clasped both of her wrists, forcing her to release the blouse as it fluttered to the carpet. His eyes took in every inch of her bare skin, lingering on the heavy swell of her breasts, and Tessa closed her eyes in embarrassment as she felt her nipples harden in reaction.

“No. Look at me. Open your eyes and look at me, Tessa.” Another command from him that she didn’t dare resist.

She was starting to tremble all over as she forced herself to open her eyes and meet his intense, burning gaze. Without breaking eye contact, he backed her up until she was standing against a wall of the office, effectively trapped between it and Ian’s tall, powerful body.

He drew both of her arms above her head, then pinned her wrists against the wall with just one of his big hands. He used his other hand to caress her cheek, his thumb brushing gently over her lips and causing her mouth to gape open in surprise. His hand continued its downward path, brushing over her collarbone and shoulder, traveling down her arm and the side of her ribcage and then, ever so slowly, back up her abdomen until it stopped just below her breasts.

“Christ, look at you.”

His voice was guttural, barely recognizable, and filled with so much raw need that Tessa was nearly swooning.

“Ah, God.” That was her voice, more like a long, drawn out moan, as his hand cupped one swollen breast. His thumb expertly manipulated the taut bud of her nipple through the lace of her bra, and his touch was like an electric shock that pulsed through her entire body.

With a low growl, Ian leaned into her, shoving her further back against the wall. His mouth descended towards hers, and her head fell back helplessly as his warm, firm lips caressed a sensuous path from her temple to her flushed cheek to the soft spot just below her ear. His hot mouth continued moving across her throat, to her chin, and then finally to claim her mouth in a blistering, domineering kiss.

Tessa felt as though she’d been in a dreamlike sleep state for twenty four years, and was just now awakening into the real world. The few times she’d been kissed in her life had never come close to anything like this – this sensation of drowning, of being devoured – and she realized faintly that this was the first time she had ever truly been kissed. Ian’s mouth was hungry and demanding, his tongue parting her lips with ease and thrusting possessively inside her mouth.

He released his grip on her wrists and she instinctively wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling his body closer into hers and silently urging him to take even deeper possession of her mouth. She was growing dizzy from the almost brutal demand of his kiss, and was only vaguely aware when he began to slide a bra strap off her shoulder. It wasn’t until his hand closed over the bare, warm flesh of her breast that she realized what he’d done, and then she was far too overwhelmed with the pleasure his touch brought to care.

“Ohhh. Oh, please, yes.”

Tessa didn’t realize the high, desperate whimpers had come from her lips. Ian’s long fingers were splayed over her breast, the tips rolling her nipple, plucking it to an even harder peak. He swore softly beneath his breath but otherwise didn’t speak, his mouth nuzzling again at that tender spot beneath her ear. With one hand still fondling her breast, he used the other to lift her leg, wrapping it around his hip. This movement brought their bodies flush against the other, allowing Ian to nestle his immensely swollen cock into the juncture of her thighs. At the same time, he reclaimed her lips in another of those all-consuming kisses, his tongue now ravenous as it plundered her warm mouth.

She was rapidly threatening to overload on sensation as her entire body was being stimulated at once – by his hot, hungry mouth eating at hers like a starving man; his hand at her breast, twisting her engorged nipple between thumb and forefinger, the pleasure traveling directly to her womb; and the feel of his hard, thick penis rubbing against her cleft, where she was wet and needy and far more aroused than she had ever come close to being before. With each movement of his groin against hers, she could feel the friction against her ultra-sensitive clit, even between the layers of their clothing. He was surrounding her with pleasure, using his mouth, his hands, his cock, and it was suddenly too much for her as a very unexpected orgasm rippled through her body.

Ian stilled as he lifted his mouth from hers, murmuring in awe, “My God, Tessa. Christ – you’re so beautiful, darling. I can’t believe you just - ”

Whatever else he was going to say was abruptly halted by the ringing of his cell phone. Tessa’s eyes were tightly shut, too wrecked from what had just happened to even think of opening them yet. She dimly heard Ian curse impatiently as he answered the phone with barely restrained annoyance. As he eased his body away from hers to take the call, she felt suddenly bereft without the hard warmth of him pressed against her.

And then, as the glowing haze of her orgasm began to slowly fade, her mortification returned tenfold. She glanced down and had to stifle a moan when she saw her exposed breast, the nipple still red from his touch. Hastily, she jerked the cup and strap back into place, then grabbed the discarded blouse and pulled it on, her fingers fumbling with the buttons.

Ian’s call ended and he gazed at her from the other side of his office. She knew she must look a sight, with her flushed cheeks, mussed hair and stained, wrinkled blouse that she wasn’t sure had even been buttoned up correctly. The only thing that helped her retain a bit of her composure was the realization that Ian seemed as shook up as she was by what had just happened. His tie was askew, his hair rumpled, and he appeared to be at a complete loss for words.

He glanced at her, then at the ship’s clock on his credenza before grabbing an envelope from his desk.

“I need to go,” he muttered brusquely, and then strode out of the office without a moment’s hesitation.

Tessa stared after him, too shocked at what had just occurred to even move. Just a few short minutes ago her body had been burning up, every part of her on fire for Ian’s touch, the heat of his big body almost smothering her. And now, devoid of all that, she began to shiver almost uncontrollably, shaking in reaction, and she had to wrap her arms about her torso to steady herself.

“Oh, my, God,” she uttered in disbelief. “What in the world have I done?”

***

Ian was echoing almost the same exact words as he very nearly ran out of his office, grateful when an elevator arrived almost immediately and even more so when it proved to be empty. On the ride down to the lobby, he forced himself to take several deep breaths, trying to still the frantic beat of his heart. At the same time he swiftly restored order to his rumpled hair and clothing, and offered up a silent thanks that his raging erection had subsided, for there was no way he could have walked across the lobby to meet his associates in that sort of condition.

His meeting had ended earlier than expected, and he’d agreed to have a quick drink with two of his associates before they headed off to dinner. But then he’d realized he had left a report he needed to give someone in his office, and they had been obliged to make a quick stop to retrieve it.

He hadn’t expected anyone to still be at the office when he arrived, and indeed the floor had been empty when he’d walked through. But Tessa’s purse and coat had still been on top of Andrew’s desk, and then he’d heard her voice as he walked inside his office.

What had happened next was still completely surreal to him, like a dream he had yet to wake from. She’d been standing in the doorway of his private washroom, the upper half of her body unclothed except for that rather insubstantial lace bra, and she had been so tempting, so sexy, and so completely desirable that he’d had trouble remembering his own name. Her smooth ivory skin had glowed, her long golden hair tumbling about her bare shoulders, and – oh, Christ – those beautiful, ripe tits spilling out of the low-cut bra. They had been bigger, rounder and firmer than his very dirty imagination could have ever pictured – or hoped for – and he’d been instantly, violently aroused.

Ian hadn’t been able to stop what happened next, any more than he could have stopped breathing. He’d waited too long, denied himself for far too many months, and couldn’t wait even one more day to have her. He’d barely recognized the dominant, forceful commands that had come out of his mouth, but Tessa had responded instinctively to them, obeying him without hesitation.

He’d fallen on her like a starving man, kissing and touching her with absolutely no finesse, grinding himself against her like a horny teenager. He’d never been so hard in his life, had never felt his blood pump so hot, or had the need to fuck like an animal. The sounds she’d made – her groans, the breathy little pants, her husky words of encouragement – had only served to make him harder.

And then, with astonishing, jaw dropping swiftness, she’d come – her body quivering in reaction. He’d never been with a woman who could orgasm that quickly, and certainly not without far more stimulation. His head was still spinning with the recollection of how she’d looked and sounded when she had climaxed, and he was hard again.

“Damn it!” he cursed, for the elevator was nearly at the lobby level. He had to forcibly remove all thoughts of Tessa from his mind as he exited the elevator and located his associates.

If one of the men hadn’t called his cell – wondering what was keeping him – God knows what might have happened next. Christ, he’d been so far gone, so consumed with pleasure and need, that he had little doubt he would have taken Tessa then and there – on his sofa, his desk, or the floor – maybe all three. It had shaken him badly, for he was always, always in control of his emotions. Except, it seemed, when it concerned his startlingly responsive, sexy as sin, golden girl.

He felt like an ass for having just walked out on her like that – without an apology or explanation or even an acknowledgment – but he’d been in panic mode by then. The very last thing he’d wanted to happen was for his associates to come upstairs looking for him, and so he’d made a hasty departure before that could happen.

But it was probably all for the best, since he badly needed some time to compose himself and think about what had just happened. One thing was for damned sure – he could no longer keep his attraction towards Tessa a secret, not after the way he’d dry humped her against the wall and come within minutes of fucking her senseless. God damn it, this was not the way he’d wanted things to unfold, to let her know of how he felt about her. He had intended to woo her gently, to take things slowly and show her exquisite tenderness and patience. But all it had taken was one glimpse of her nearly naked breasts and his carefully planned seduction of her had been escalated at breakneck speed.

Ian agonized all during dinner about where things went from here, barely touching his food or saying much of anything. He was vaguely aware that the others at the table were regarding him oddly, asking if he was all right, and he mumbled some excuse about being a bit under the weather.

He had difficulty falling asleep that night, his body hard and throbbing when he recalled how soft Tessa’s lips had been, how sweetly passionate her response. It had been far too long since he’d been with a woman, resorting to jacking off in the shower to find some temporary relief. But now that he’d finally touched and kissed her, he knew no one else would ever do.

As he eventually drifted off into a restless slumber, he still had no idea of what he was going to say or do when he saw her again tomorrow. He should be annoyed that a sweet, shy girl like Tessa had him feeling as rattled and uncertain as an adolescent boy, but instead the realization only brought a smile to his lips as sleep finally claimed him.



Chapter Eight

In the five years she had worked for the Gregson Hotel Group, Tessa had never truly considered calling in sick – even when she’d been so ill with the flu she could barely lift her head off the pillow. But today she seriously toyed with the idea, even as she dragged herself out of bed and started getting ready.

Even if she had somehow been able to get the damned ink stain out of her blouse, Tessa knew she’d never be able to wear it again. At least not without remembering in explicit, excruciating detail everything that had happened last evening in her boss’ office. Her cheeks still burned with embarrassment as she recalled the way she’d responded to his kisses and expert caresses, how she’d moaned in arousal, and, most shocking of all, had she’d had an orgasm right there on the spot, her body evidently so starved for physical contact that it had taken less than five minutes for her to go off like a skyrocket.

‘Oh, God, he must think you’re some kind of man-hungry slut,’ she despaired as she searched through her ever-diminishing wardrobe for something to wear. ‘Letting him touch you like that, moaning like you’re in a bad porn flick. How in the world am I going to face him today?’

Tessa had barely slept a wink last night, tossing and turning as she worried about the consequences of last evening’s fiasco. It was all her fault, she thought wildly, for using his private washroom and then foolishly deciding to strip off her blouse in what had been a futile attempt to get it clean. She should have just used the ladies room in the office, or at the very least had enough sense to close the door to Ian’s private washroom.

He would unquestionably be angry with her, that much was for certain. The look on his face when he’d stormed out of his office had been ferocious, and she only hoped he’d had the opportunity to calm down overnight and deal with this awful mess in a rational manner.

She chose one of her oldest outfits – a black turtleneck sweater and a black and white checkered wool skirt. The skirt was a little loose since she’d lost some weight, but after unintentionally exposing herself yesterday she was anxious to present a conservative image this morning. She wore minimal makeup and considered pulling her hair back into a knot but ran out of time.

During the bus ride to work, Tessa continued to fret about what Mr. Gregson was likely to say or do after their encounter in his office. It was possible that he was as horrified by his impulsive actions as she was about hers, and that he would very tactfully say nothing, acting as though it had never happened. They would finish out the week with her working for him, and then it would likely be a cold day in hell before she was ever asked to fill in for Andrew again.

That was actually the best case scenario. In other, less desirable ones, Mr. Gregson would give her a severe reprimand, arrange for her immediate transfer to another department or location, or, in the absolute worst case, terminate her employment.

Tessa honestly didn’t think Mr. Gregson would go so far as to fire her. He was a kind and fair man, and knew she was on her own now. She simply couldn’t see him putting her out of a job.

No, the first and second options were the most likely, and she feared he would in fact arrange for her to be transferred as soon as possible. Of course, her co-workers would immediately begin to speculate that she must have screwed something up big time while filling in for Andrew to suffer such a swift and severe punishment. They wouldn’t guess that what had almost been screwed was Tessa herself.

The bus left her off a couple of minutes earlier than usual due to the “Friday lite” traffic. She was grateful for the extra time to get to her desk and somehow compose herself before Mr. Gregson arrived.

The first thing she noticed when she arrived at her temporary office was the damned printer. Tessa glared at it darkly, thinking it and its faulty ink cartridge the root of all evil.

But then she felt a huge sense of relief when she booted up the computer and looked over the master schedule for today. By some fortunate stroke of luck, Mr. Gregson wouldn’t be arriving at the office until almost noontime. He had a breakfast meeting with the same group of worldwide business associates he’d met with yesterday, followed by a conference he was addressing at the Gregson Hotel up on Nob Hill. Those two appointments would take up most of the morning, giving Tessa some badly needed time to compose herself.

The morning went by quickly as she downloaded and printed a stack of reports, updated some weekly spreadsheets she was in charge of preparing, and answering several emails. She was surprised when she glanced at the clock and realized it was almost noon, and then the butterflies in her tummy really kicked in for Ian ought to be arriving any minute now.

But as the minutes ticked by and he didn’t appear, she assumed he’d just gone to lunch or had a personal appointment. There was no way she was going to call or text him to see where he was and when he might be arriving in.

Her stomach growled, reminding her that she’d barely eaten any dinner last night, far too shook up to have an appetite, and that so far today had only been able to stomach some tea and half a protein bar. But she honestly didn’t think she could keep any food down right now, as edgy and nervous as she felt.

It was past one o’clock before Ian made an appearance, and her heart almost stopped beating when she saw him striding down the hallway towards her desk. God, he looked magnificent, she thought almost desperately, so incredibly handsome and sexy in a charcoal gray suit and burgundy tie. He was as poised and regal as ever, betraying no sign of the passionate, aggressive lover she’d seen all too briefly last evening.

Their gazes locked and held until he inclined his head towards his office. “I’d like to speak with you in my office please, Tessa.”

She shot to her feet in agitation. “Yes – of, of course sir.”

Tessa clasped her hands in front of her, anxious to still their trembling, and preceded him inside his office. She’d been mentally preparing herself for this moment since last night and just hoped she wouldn’t do something foolish, like start to cry.

But what she absolutely hadn’t prepped herself for was the way Ian swiftly shut and locked the door behind him, and then swept her into his arms. She gasped in surprise, her hands drifting up to rest on his upper arms as he gazed down at her with an almost desperate look in his eyes.

“Just tell me,” he pleaded, “that you don’t regret what happened last night. And that whatever this is between us – that you feel it, too.”

Tessa was astonished at his impassioned words, the very last sort of thing she had expected him to say. Despite her shock, she was still able to whisper, “No. I – I don’t regret it. And yes – I feel it, too.”

“Thank God.”

And with those fervently uttered words, he took her mouth in a hungry, possessive kiss, his arms banding about her so closely that she could hardly breathe. She slid her arms inside his suit jacket, holding on to him tight, and a groan rose up from her throat as he continued to plunder her mouth with his seeking tongue.

She heard him give a soft chuckle as he finally released her mouth and murmured in her ear, “Easy, darling. We don’t want the whole office to hear you.”

Tessa gazed up at him in bewilderment. “What?”

Ian smiled at her tenderly, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re very vocal when you’re aroused. You didn’t know?”

She was horrified, not realizing how loud her moans of pleasure must have been, and shook her head. “No, I had no idea. Oh, God, I’m sorry. How embarrassing.”

He threaded both of his hands into her hair, holding her head still as his eyes bored into hers. “I’m not complaining, love. In fact, those little sounds you make are extremely sexy and a tremendous turn-on. And when I take you to my bed, with all of this beautiful hair spread out on my pillow, you can moan as loudly as you like. In fact,” he added huskily, as he kissed his way down the side of her neck, “I look forward to exploring a hundred different ways to make you moan in pleasure.”

“Mmm.” She sighed with delight as he kissed her again, his mouth moving on hers more slowly this time, lingering, savoring the taste of her. She was very quickly becoming addicted to his masterful kisses, loving the way he held her so tightly in his strong arms, and the hunger he displayed with each embrace. She hadn’t had the opportunity as yet to process the mindboggling notion that this dynamic, brilliant man was for some reason attracted to her. But for now, Tessa didn’t let herself think about that, and instead gave herself up completely to Ian, kissing him back with every pent-up ounce of passion in her body. She was wild for him, desperately needy, clutching the fabric of his shirt in her hands as she tried to get even closer to him.

Ian was gasping for breath as he gently eased her away from him, his eyes wide with astonishment. “Christ, Tessa. Have a care, darling. I’m a lot older than you are, after all, and not at all certain that I’ll be able to keep up with you.” He ran a long finger over her trembling lips. “What a passionate little thing you are. I would never have guessed that someone as shy and sweet as you was really a tigress in disguise.”

She felt her cheeks flame in embarrassment and glanced away. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “It’s just – been a long time for me. I didn’t mean - ”

“Hush.” He placed two fingers over her lips, silencing her. “I wasn’t complaining, love. Far from it. My God, you’re probably going to wear me out very quickly but it will damned sure be worth it. And,” he added severely, “I don’t ever want you to apologize for anything. Especially not for wanting me. Understood?”

She nodded and he removed his fingers before taking her hand in his.

“Let’s sit over here, shall we? In separate chairs, I think,” he said dryly. “We have a few things to discuss and if you’re within arm’s reach talking is going to be the very last thing on my mind.”

Ian lead her over to the sitting area in one corner of his expansive office, urging her to sit in one of the large leather chairs while he took a seat a safe distance away on a sofa.

“How are you today, Tessa?” he asked gently. “I’m arriving at the office a bit later than I’d planned, and I’ve been worrying about you all morning.

“You have?” she asked in surprise.

“Yes, quite worried after what happened last evening. Especially since I ran out of here like the place was on fire. I can’t even imagine what you must have thought of me when I did something like that.”

Tessa picked nervously at a piece of lint on her skirt. “I thought – well, that you probably regretted what had happened and - ”

“No.” His denial was emphatic. “Not even the slightest regret. What happened, Tessa – it’s what I’ve wanted for a long time now.”

Startled, she glanced up at him. “How long?”

“Forever, it feels like. Specifically, though, two years and four extremely long months. In other words, darling girl, I’ve wanted you from the first moment we met. You’ve been my obsession, my one desire, ever since you started working here. And I never imagined that I could be in a position to tell you how I felt. Not when you were a married woman.”

Tessa stared at him in disbelief. “All this time? I can’t – I mean, I never even thought you noticed me, I always assumed I was just one of your employees. And not a very important one at that.”

Despite his vow not to touch her, Ian reached over and grasped her hand firmly in his. “I noticed you every damned day. Too much. I’ve memorized almost every article of clothing you own, noticed that you drink the same blend of tea that I do, and that you tend to wrap a strand of hair around your finger when you’re trying to concentrate on something. I think it’s gone far beyond noticing you, darling, and moved into obsession.” He raised her hand to his lips. “And in my opinion, you’re the most important employee I’ve ever had.”

She was dazzled by his impassioned speech, and by the almost desperate way he gripped her hand. “I don’t know what to say. I just never imagined a man like you would ever be attracted to someone like me.”

“Why ever not? Tessa, you are beyond beautiful, enough to tempt a saint. Not to mention sweet, kind, and loyal. I can’t imagine any man not being attracted to you.” Ian gave her hand a quick kiss before releasing it. “Now, we can talk about my no longer secret infatuation with you a little later. I have to be on a conference call in a few minutes and there are things we need to discuss first.”

At her nod, he continued. “First, I would be very pleased if you’d consent to have dinner with me this evening. Around seven o’clock?”

“I’d love to have dinner with you,” she replied in delight. “But should we? I mean, aren’t you afraid someone might see us together? That’s – we’re not really allowed to – ”

“Well, that’s another matter entirely. But don’t worry about anyone from the office seeing us out together tonight. I’ll make certain our privacy is guaranteed. So, it’s a yes then?”

Tessa smiled. “It’s a definite yes.”

Ian beamed at her. “I adore how you never play games, how honest you always are. It’s a refreshing change from all the pretense and social niceties I usually have to navigate through. But since you’ve already mentioned the subject of our working together, it goes without saying that for the time being at least we need to keep our – er, attraction for each other strictly between us.”

She nodded emphatically. “Of course. I wouldn’t dream of saying anything to anyone. I’m usually pretty closed-mouthed about my personal life anyway. That’s why it took me so long to tell anyone here about my divorce.”

“I know I can count on you to be discreet, Tessa. And we’ll discuss the matter in more detail over dinner, hmm? Now, two last things and then afterwards I’d like for you to order a quick lunch for both of us, then help me set up the conference call. Are you on birth control?”

She blinked, a bit taken aback by the question. “Um, yes. I have an IUD.”

Ian seemed relieved by her answer. “Good. I’m – well, I’ve always been extremely careful over the years in my relationships, not that there have been all that many. I get tested every year when I have my annual check-up, and I can promise you that I don’t have any nasty communicable diseases I could possibly pass on to you.”

“I wouldn’t have even imagined it,” she told him earnestly. “And I know you’d never lie to me.”

He leaned over and gave her a quick kiss. “Christ, you’re sweet. So damned sweet. And you’re absolutely right – I will never, ever lie to you, Tessa. But if you’re protected and you trust me – I’m hoping you won’t mind if I don’t use a condom when we’re together.” He whispered huskily in her ear, “The first time I slide deep inside of you, I want to feel every delicious inch of you bare against me.”

She gulped, feeling her nipples peak at the sensual image his words evoked. “Oh, God. I want that, too.”

Ian shut his eyes tightly and groaned. “You are the most tempting, irresistible – Jesus, let me finish before I do something to make you moan again.” He sat back on the sofa, his hands clasped firmly together. “Now, one final thing, love. The reason I was late getting back to the office today was because I made a stop at Neiman Marcus.” He paused to fish a business card out of his jacket pocket and handed it to her.

Tessa glanced at the card, which bore the name and title Marlene Brennan, Personal Shopper. “I don’t understand.”

“I’ve used Marlene’s services several times since moving to San Francisco. Strictly to buy gifts for the female members of my family,” he clarified. “I’m not in the habit of purchasing personal items for the women I’ve dated in the past. You’ll be the first.”

She frowned. “You bought me something?”

“No. At least, not yet. I took the liberty of selecting a few things for you, things I would very much like you to wear to dinner this evening. But,” he added firmly, “it’s entirely up to you, Tessa. If it makes you feel uncomfortable, I’ll understand.”

Suddenly self-conscious about her inexpensive, well-worn clothing – especially when compared to his elegant designer suit – she plucked at a pulled thread on her skirt. “It’s not that. It’s just – no one has ever really given me things before.”

Ian regarded her quizzically. “Not even your parents? Or your husband?”

Tessa shook her head. “Money has always been – well, something of a problem. So I’m not used to receiving gifts.”

He smiled. “Well, then, I will definitely look forward to spoiling you frequently and thoroughly. Starting with tonight.”

She gave him a shy smile in return. “You don’t have to buy me things. I don’t expect or need that.”

“I know that, darling. That doesn’t mean you don’t deserve to be pampered a bit, though. I’m guessing from the little I know about you that you’ve had a rough go of it. Let me take care of you, Tessa. Care, not control,” he emphasized. “The choice will always – always - be yours.”

Tears shimmered in her eyes at how good he was to her, how kind. “I don’t know what to say.”

“The word is yes, darling girl. At least to this one small thing. Just go see Marlene and look at the things I had her set aside. If you don’t like them then you’re more than welcome to choose something else. Or nothing at all. I just want to spoil you a little bit.”

She noticed how the heel of her black pump was scuffed and starting to wear away. “All right, I’ll go look. I don’t want to embarrass you at dinner tonight with what I’m wearing. But you really don’t need to buy me anything. I can just go home and change, I’m sure I have – ”

“Stop it.” His voice was firm and she didn’t dare argue further with him. “You could never, ever embarrass me, Tessa. You’re likely to be the one embarrassed by me. Everyone is sure to wonder what a gorgeous young girl like you sees in an old man like myself.”

“No!” she burst out. “You’re not old at all! And you’re so handsome and wonderful and – and splendid.”

Ian looked extremely pleased at her outburst. “You think I’m splendid?”

“Yes,” she told him earnestly. “And – thank you. For arranging whatever it is you did.”

“You ought to leave the office a bit early today,” he suggested. “Say around three o’clock or so. I’ll plan to meet you at the store around six-thirty and we’ll go to dinner from there.”

Tessa frowned. “That seems like a lot of time just to try on a few clothes.”

He winked at her. “Well, perhaps there might be another small surprise or two involved. Now, we need to get back to work, darling. Though I have no idea how I’m going to get a damned thing done when all I can think about is spending time with you tonight.”

“I’ll order lunch.” She stood and started towards the office door. “Would you like some tea, sir?”

The title slipped automatically from her lips, as used as she was to calling him that after more than two years. Ian chuckled and caressed her cheek.

“If you keep calling me that,” he teased, “I’ll start to think you want a very different sort of relationship than what I have in mind. Not that the idea isn’t enticing in certain ways.”

Tessa blinked. “What idea?”

Ian pressed a quick kiss to her forehead. “You are beyond adorable. And surprisingly naïve for a woman who’s been married. I’ll explain it to you another time. And yes, love, tea would be perfect.”

She beamed at him. “I’ll go brew it while ordering lunch, then I’ll get your conference call set up.”

He grinned. “You’ve been taking excellent care of me this week, Tessa. So much that I’ve barely noticed Andrew isn’t here. In fact, maybe I ought to suggest he extend his vacation since I like having you around so much.”

Impulsively, she reached up and kissed his cheek. “Same here.”

Ian growled, then held her head still for another deep, hungry kiss. When he finally lifted his head, it was to mutter in her ear, “How in hell have I kept my hands off of you all this time?”

***

Marlene Brennan had worked as a personal shopper for going on twenty years, and in the retail fashion business for even longer. She had assisted socialites, businesswomen, politicians and celebrities, nearly all of them well dressed and well groomed, and many of them very beautiful women.

She had also provided assistance to quite a few male shoppers who needed gifts for their wives, girlfriends or other women in their lives. One of those men was Ian Gregson, whom she’d first met when he moved to San Francisco several years ago. Marlene may have been a dozen or more years his senior, and a happily married woman, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t fully appreciate what a magnificent man he was – tall, powerfully built, with ruggedly handsome features and the ability to wear a suit like it had been made for him. Which, considering several of his suits were Savile Row, was an entirely accurate observation.

Over the years, Marlene had helped the debonair, charismatic Mr. Gregson select gifts for his mother, grandmother, aunts, and sisters-in-law. But she had never been asked to help him choose a gift for any of the women he dated. Until this morning.

Mr. Gregson had been – well, glowing might not be far off the mark. He had looked younger, happier, and more relaxed than Marlene had ever seen him. And he’d been intent on picking out a variety of clothing, shoes, handbags, coats, accessories – quite a lot of it considering the relatively short time he’d spent at the store – and all of it apparently for one very lucky woman.

“I’ll send her by this afternoon to try on the blue dress and the Louboutins,” he’d informed Marlene. “The Burberry coat as well. And I think the Coach bag will go nicely with the shoes, do you agree?”

Marlene had nodded, impressed by his fashion sense and quick decision making. “Absolutely, Mr. Gregson.”

“Once you’ve confirmed her sizes, then I’d like to have you deliver the other things to my home. And you’ll be able to arrange for the other services we discussed?”

Her curiosity had been wildly aroused, anxious now to see this woman who had undoubtedly captivated one of the most eligible bachelors in the city. Ian had seemed almost nervous, certainly anxious that what he had chosen would please this woman, and Marlene only hoped she wouldn’t be some haughty diva who was impossible to satisfy.

She was almost shocked speechless, therefore, when the impossibly young and heartbreakingly lovely blonde girl approached her shyly, asking in a timid voice, “Are you Marlene Brennan? I think you’re expecting me – Tessa Lockwood.”

Marlene hoped that all of her years in working with customers had given her the skills to conceal the surprise she felt at meeting this young woman. Her sharp, discerning eye immediately pegged the girl’s raincoat, shoes and bag as being both well-worn and cheap, and she tried very hard not to automatically assume that this ripe, sexy beauty was a gold digger. It was very easy to see why the girl would be attracted to a handsome, wealthy man like Ian Gregson, but Marlene could also understand why he in turn would be obsessed with this beautiful girl who stood regarding her uncertainly.

Marlene smiled at her reassuringly. “Yes, my dear. I’m Marlene. Welcome to Neiman Marcus, Tessa. Have you shopped here before?”

Tessa shook her head. “No. I’ve never been inside. It’s – everything is beautiful.”

Marlene patted the girl’s arm. “Well, you’re in good hands with me. And as for beautiful things – I think you’ll be pleased with the items Mr. Gregson has picked out for you to try on. He has excellent taste, the things are exquisite.”

Tessa’s cheeks pinkened, and Marlene was startled anew, for in her line of work she seldom saw women blush these days. “I – I told him this wasn’t necessary,” stammered Tessa. “I don’t – I’m not used to anyone buying things for me. This is all – I don’t know what to think.”

Marlene felt a rush of empathy for the girl, who was clearly out of her league in this very high class environment. “Not to worry, my dear. We’re just going into a private dressing room so you can try on the dress he selected for you. If it’s not to your taste there are plenty of others to choose from. Do you like shopping, Tessa?”

Tessa nodded. “I do. I, um, used to work in clothing stores during high school. Nothing like this, of course.”

Marlene began to guide her toward the dressing room. “Where did you work?”

Tessa looked embarrassed to admit she’d worked at both Forever 21 and Old Navy in the past.

“Well, nothing wrong with that, dear. I started off my retail career selling shoes at Sears,” confided Marlene. “And here I am today. We all have to begin somewhere.”

She unlocked the door to the spacious dressing room and ushered Tessa inside. As the girl removed her raincoat, Marlene’s eyes widened as she quickly inspected Tessa’s tall, shapely figure. It was small wonder that Ian Gregson seemed so infatuated with her, given the full, rounded bosom, slender waist and hips, and long legs. The fact that her black sweater and checkered skirt had seen better days didn’t matter in the least. Tessa had a body built to entice men, and it made little difference what she wore.

“Let me show you the dress Mr. Gregson was especially taken with. He said he liked you in this particular color.”

Tessa’s eyes widened as Marlene brought over the elegant dress of electric blue gabardine. It was sleeveless, with a scooped neck and scalloped hem. The garment would fit Tessa’s slim but curvy body lovingly while still shrieking class and elegance.

“It’s Lanvin, dear,” explained Marlene. “From the oldest couture house in France. This is one of my favorite pieces in their current collection. And Mr. Gregson has excellent taste – the color and style will look marvelous on you. Would you like to try it on?”

Tessa touched the fabric almost reverently. “It’s lovely. Is it very expensive? I really don’t want him spending a lot of money on me.”

“He can afford it, dear,” assured Marlene. “And I know he very much wants you to have it. Why don’t we see how it fits, hmm? Mr. Gregson was guessing at your size, so this is a six we have here, but I can always get a different size if necessary.”

Tessa shook her head and slowly began to pull the sweater over her head. “I think a six will be fine.”

Marlene frowned as Tessa stripped to her underwear. The black lace bra and panties were mismatched and a bit shabby, and it was obvious from the way her full breasts almost spilled out of the cups that the bra wasn’t sized properly. The thigh high black stockings were also starting to pill in several places.

“When was the last time you were fitted for bras, Tessa?” she inquired casually.

Tessa looked ill at ease with the question. “Um, I don’t recall. I’m not exactly sure I ever have been.”

“No problem. After we try the dress and shoes on I’ll fit you. Mr. Gregson also selected some, ah, lingerie for you.”

Predictably, the girl’s already rosy cheeks flushed a deeper shade and she merely nodded. But then, as Marlene zipped her into the classic blue Lanvin, Tessa’s eyes grew big as saucers as she gazed upon her reflection in the mirror.

“Oh. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I’ve never had anything this nice before.” Tessa skimmed her hands a little uncertainly over the fine fabric.

The girl’s heartfelt reaction touched Marlene, and she felt a sudden tenderness towards her. Marlene didn’t have children of her own but she was certainly more than old enough to be Tessa’s mother. And after so many years of catering to vain, demanding patrons, it was a refreshing change to be able to really help someone as sweet and innocent as this lovely girl. She could certainly understand Ian’s infatuation with her.

“It looks wonderful on you,” confirmed Marlene as she straightened the skirt just a bit. “I can see now why he favored this color – it’s perfect for your eyes and skin tone. Now, let’s try the shoes, hmm? I have three different sizes here to choose from.”

Tessa wore an eight and a half, and the nude Christian Louboutin pumps fit her to perfection. Marlene showed her the other items Ian had selected for her to wear this evening – a butter-soft leather handbag in a coordinating shade to the shoes, and a luxurious camel-colored cashmere coat lined in a satiny fabric.

Tessa was seemingly fascinated by the coat, touching the soft fabric. “It looks so warm,” she marveled. “It’s been so cold these past few weeks.”

Marlene wondered if the thin raincoat could possibly be the girl’s only coat. There was no other reasonable explanation why she would have worn it on a bitingly cold but otherwise clear day. “Its pure cashmere, dear, and a Burberry. One of the finest coats we sell here. He wanted only the best for you.”

Tessa smiled. “He’s wonderful, isn’t he?”

“I think he feels the same way about you, Tessa,” replied Marlene gently. “Now, why don’t we get you out of that dress so I can measure your bra size. Then Mr. Gregson has arranged some other – ah, services for you.”

A quick check with the tape measure confirmed that Tessa’s bra was indeed two full cup sizes too small, which clearly explained why she’d almost been falling out of the black lace garment. While she slipped back into her own black pumps, Marlene handed her a belted smock, the kind used in hair salons and spas.

"You can leave your things here, Tessa. I’ll lock the room while you’re gone and you can come back and change afterwards,” assured Marlene. “Follow me now, we’re just going up one floor.”

Marlene left her charge off at the in-store salon, where she was to have a blow-out, a mani-pedi, and a makeup application. When Tessa returned to the dressing room nearly two hours later, she looked a bit dazed but even more beautiful – her skin glowing, her blonde hair smooth and shiny, her nails buffed and covered in pale pink polish.

She helped Tessa dress, satisfied with the fit of the pale blue lace bra and panties, and with the new pair of sheer nude thigh-highs. After Tessa was zipped up into the dress and wearing her new shoes, Marlene added the finishing touches – a sapphire pendant suspended from a dainty gold chain and a matching pair of drop earrings.

“These aren’t real sapphires, are they?” asked Tessa with what sounded like panic.

“They are, yes. Don’t worry, Tessa, they’re insured. You won’t lose them.”

“It’s not that.” Tessa’s big blue eyes grew shiny with tears. “This is all just – a little overwhelming. I feel like Cinderella.”

Marlene laughed. “And you look like her, too. You’re a beautiful girl, Tessa, and Mr. Gregson is going to be speechless when he sees you. He’ll be very pleased.”

That seemed to do the trick as Tessa looked to Marlene for assurance. “You really think so?”

Marlene nodded. “I know so, dear. He was very anxious earlier today for you to like the things he chose. I’ve rarely see a man take the sort of care he did. Now, come. It’s time to dazzle him.”



Chapter Nine

Ian discreetly pulled back the sleeve of his shirt to check the time on his Cartier watch. It was still a few minutes before six-thirty, and he hoped that Tessa would be ready soon. He’d been waiting for this moment with ill-concealed impatience ever since she’d left his office earlier today.

After his doubts of last evening, he had breathed a huge sigh of relief after finally seeing Tessa today. In fact, her response to him had been well beyond his wildest expectations. She was shy and uncertain, and he couldn’t be too aggressive with her, but he was overjoyed to discover that she was as attracted to him as he was to her. He had never envisioned making this much progress so quickly, and was looking forward to speeding up the very enjoyable process of seducing his golden girl. How many times had he fantasized about this – taking her to dinner and then quite possibly to his bed.

But, no, he couldn’t push her. Despite her eager response to his advances and her shy admittance of being attracted to him, Ian could still sense her uncertainty and inexperience – something that seemed odd for a soon-to-be divorced woman. He wondered if Peter had been her only boyfriend, her only sexual partner, which could explain her shyness around other men.

And while he would love nothing better than to bring Tessa home with him tonight and finally make her his, he wasn’t going to rush things. The last thing he intended to do at this point was to scare her off and ruin his chances with her. He’d waited this long – surely his patience could last a while longer.

But his good intentions were all dashed to hell when he saw her emerge from the dressing room, Marlene Brennan trailing in her wake. Ian froze as he got a good look at Tessa, and his heart caught in his throat at her beauty.

The blue dress – almost exactly the same shade as the one she’d worn to the office Christmas party – clung in all the right places and made her look svelte and sexy while still shrieking class. Her breasts looked higher and rounder, and he wondered how she looked in the seductive blue lace bra he’d selected for her, as well as the tiny matching panties. His erection began to throb painfully and he groaned in silence, realizing it was going to be a damned long night ahead if he kept up this train of thought.

Tessa was glowing – there was really no other word for it. Her lovely face didn’t actually need cosmetics, but the makeup artist had done an excellent job with the subtle application she’d given her. His gaze lingered on the soft pink gloss on her lips and how her eyes seemed even bigger and bluer than usual. Her hair was shiny and smooth, falling in a straight, glossy fall down her shoulders and back. The sapphires he’d chosen to go with the dress were just right, not too large or showy.

She was smiling as she reached him, standing a couple of inches taller than usual with the added height from her new shoes.

“Hi,” she said breathlessly.

Ian grinned at her, absurdly proud of how striking she looked and how happy she seemed. “Hi, yourself, darling. You look gorgeous, absolutely gorgeous. I assume you like the dress?”

She pressed a quick kiss to his cheek, and his skin burned from the contact. “It’s beautiful. All of it. Thank you so much, I love everything.”

He couldn’t resist wrapping an arm around her waist and hugging her close. He buried his face in her hair, which smelled like vanilla and spice. “It was my pleasure, love. Especially when I see how happy my little gift has made you. Are you ready to leave now?”

“I just need to get my coat and bag,” she assured him, and turned to face Marlene.

Ian took the cashmere coat from the personal shopper and held it open for Tessa. He smiled as she buttoned up the coat and then snuggled the collar more closely around her neck.

“I really love this,” she said guilelessly. “I’ve never, ever had anything so nice before. Or so warm.”

He leaned closer to whisper in her ear, “Careful, or I might find myself getting jealous of a coat. Though I admit it’s a big improvement over that bloody raincoat.”

Tessa laughed, and took the Coach handbag from Marlene. The older woman was also carrying a large paper shopping bag which she handed to Tessa.

“This has all the things you were wearing when you arrived,” she explained.

“I’ll take that,” offered Ian, thinking of how much he longed to burn the damned raincoat that he could see folded on top of the bag. “And I must thank you for taking such excellent care of Tessa. I didn’t think perfection could be improved upon, but I believe I’ve been proven wrong. She looks – breathtaking.”

Marlene smiled. “She certainly does. And the two of you make quite an attractive pair if I may say so. You’ll certainly have every eye in the place on you, wherever you might be headed this evening.”

Ian shook her hand. “My thanks again, Mrs. Brennan. You’ve outdone yourself. I’m sure you’ll be seeing more of Tessa before too long.””

“It would be my pleasure, Mr. Gregson,” replied Marlene smoothly. “She’s been a joy to work with, and I would adore the opportunity to help her in the future.”

“Thank you for everything,” Tessa told Marlene, giving her a shy hug. “I’m sorry if I was a lot of trouble.”

“Dear, I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed working with a customer more than I did today,” assured Marlene. “You were no trouble at all. And Mr. Gregson is right – you are breathtaking. Now go do me proud and dazzle everyone you see.”

As Ian guided Tessa to the elevators, he wanted nothing more than to pull her in close for a long, deep kiss. But he was unfortunately all too aware of the curious pairs of eyes that followed them along, and he chose instead to merely keep a discreet hand on the small of her back. Once inside the elevator – which was occupied, much to his chagrin – he took hold of her hand as though they were teenagers, and received a bright smile from Tessa. Unable to resist her a moment longer, and not giving a damn who was looking, he pulled her against him for a soft, lingering kiss.

When he lifted his head, the elevator was stopping at the ground floor, everyone around them smiling indulgently, and Tessa’s eyes were as shiny as the sapphire at her throat.

“Come along, darling,” he murmured, tucking her against his side. “Cinderella’s carriage awaits.”

The “carriage” was the black Lincoln MKT Town Car that Ian utilized primarily for business purposes, or if he thought he might have a bit more than usual to drink at an event. He introduced Tessa to Simon, the tall, silver-haired Welshman who’d worked as his chauffeur since he’d moved to San Francisco. Simon was quiet, efficient, and extremely discreet – not that Ian was in the habit of engaging in amorous activities in the backseat of the vehicle. He was a firm believer in discretion, and that there was a time and a place for everything. He was too old now and too straight-laced to ever seriously consider having sex in a public place or even his car. The privacy of his own home, or the owner’s suite at one of the company’s hotels was a different matter entirely. Especially if the blonde beauty currently snuggled against his side was closeted up in the room with him.

He kept an arm about Tessa’s shoulders during the short drive to the restaurant. The top of her silky hair brushed up against his nose, and he inhaled deeply of the scent of her shampoo.

“Your hair smells like cinnamon and vanilla,” he murmured, then pressed a kiss to her temple. He took a long, shiny strand of her hair between his fingers. “And it feels like silk.”

Tessa nodded. “I love how soft and shiny it is right now. I’m such a klutz with a blow dryer that I could never get it to look like this. The stylist wanted to cut some of it, but we didn’t have enough time.”

“Good.” He nuzzled his face into her hair. “I like your hair long.”

She patted his arm reassuringly. “It was only going to be a couple of inches, just a trim. I like my hair long, too.”

Ian captured her mouth in a soft kiss. “Then I’ll take you back to the salon soon when there’s more time. Or to any other salon you’d prefer if this one wasn’t to your liking.”

“It was perfect,” she told him. “They treated me like a queen. Or a movie star. But I can’t let you keep doing things like that.”

“Why not? I told you earlier today that I intended to spoil you, and I meant it.”

Tessa looked uneasy. “I just don’t feel right letting you buy me all these things. I mean, I know I’ve worked for you for over two years but – well, we don’t really know each other.”

He tucked her glossy hair behind one ear. “I know that, Tessa,” he said gently. “And I certainly don’t want to overwhelm you or make you feel uncomfortable. I think perhaps I’ve just wanted for so long now to be with you, to take care of you, and, yes – get to know you – that I’m probably coming on a bit too strong. We’ll take this as slowly as you want to, all right, love?”

She nodded, then gave him an impish little grin. “Well, not too slowly.”

Ian laughed and hugged her close. “It’s all up to you, darling. I’m just your willing servant. Now, you haven’t asked me where we’re having dinner.”

Tessa shrugged. “Anyplace you choose is fine with me. I’m afraid I don’t know very much about restaurants in San Francisco, just the few little places in my neighborhood. And I’m guessing we aren’t going to Zen Sushi or El Toro Taqueria.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Your guess would be correct. I think we’d both be a bit overdressed for either of those fine establishments. No, this evening we’re dining at Le Mistral. Have you heard of it?”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Is it French?”

He picked up her hand and kissed it. “Oui, mademoiselle. It’s very French and very romantic. And best of all, they have private dining rooms so that you and I can – ah, get to know each other.”

Tessa had a wistful look on her face. “You speak French, don’t you? So does Julia. I heard her talking to Henri the last time she was in the office.”

“Yes, though my French is not quite as good as Julia’s. I also speak Italian and Spanish and some German and Portuguese.”

She used her thumb to trace a little pattern over their clasped hands. “You’re so smart and accomplished. I love hearing you talk at meetings. Not that I always understand what’s being discussed, but I just like the sound of your voice.”

Grateful for the unquestionable discretion of his chauffeur, Ian hauled her against him and gave her a deep, searing kiss. At the sound of her low but audible moan, he reluctantly lifted his head, only to whisper in a husky tone, “I hope you’ll like hearing all the things I plan on saying to you when we’re alone. And I’ll be sure to say them in English so that you understand every single word.”

He felt her quiver in arousal against him, and knew that if he slid his hand inside her coat he would find the hardened peak of her nipple.

“It’s okay,” she whispered back. “Even if I can’t really understand you, I think hearing you speak French or Italian would be incredibly romantic. And sexy.”

Ian groaned. “I fear that when I take you to my bed I’m going to forget my own damned name, much less how to say it in French.”

Simon pulled up to the restaurant moments later, holding the back door open as Ian exited first, then assisted Tessa out. It was a chilly evening, and he smiled indulgently as she snuggled deeper into her new coat.

“I’m developing a serious case of envy for that coat,” he grumbled as he opened the door to the restaurant.

She giggled as she preceded him inside. “How can you be envious of a coat?”

He slid his arms around her waist, hugging her back against his chest. “Because it’s wrapped around your body, and I’d give anything at this moment to change places with it.”

He pressed a little closer against her buttocks, and he knew from the little gasp she made that she could feel the heavy ridge of his erection, even through the fabric of her coat. He was grateful that he was wearing a black wool overcoat of his own, which he quickly buttoned before approaching the host stand, hiding his rather obvious arousal.

Ian patronized this restaurant often enough that many of the staff knew him by name. Tonight the maître d’ himself – Victor - greeted Ian, who then introduced him to Tessa.

Victor was far too discreet and well-trained to betray even a hint of surprise at seeing Ian here with a date – and with a woman who was obviously quite a bit younger than he was.

“Welcome to Le Mistral, Mademoiselle,” greeted Victor as he shook Tessa’s hand. “I can guarantee that you will have the most wonderful meal of your life this evening. Now, if you please, follow me to your table. You are in the Blue Room as requested, Monsieur Gregson.”

The Blue Room was a small, private dining room that could hold up to a dozen guests comfortably. Ian had hosted a number of business dinners here as well as entertained family members when they had visited. But for tonight he and Tessa would be the only occupants.

As he took Tessa’s coat and hung it on the corner rack, he smiled to observe her as she took in the truly fabulous interior of the private room. A fresco in blues and golds had been painted on the domed ceiling; the walls were papered in a blue and cream stripe; and the thick carpet beneath their feet was of a lush shade of blue. Ian was thankful to note that the large dining table that was usually in this room had been temporarily moved out and replaced with a much smaller, more intimately sized one. It was set with pristine white linens, exquisite blue floral china, gleaming flatware, and fine crystal, the high backed chairs upholstered in a pale blue fabric.

Tessa’s eyes were wide with wonder as she turned to him. “This is so lovely. Like a palace. I’ve never been anywhere like this before.”

Her heartfelt confession tugged at his emotions, and he feared he was going to continue discovering just how little Tessa had experienced or been given in her life thus far.

“I’m glad you like it,” was all he said in reply. “I entertain business associates here quite a lot and the food is just about the best in the city. And,” he added, “there’s the extra bonus of these private rooms. I doubt we’d run into anyone from the office here this evening but it’s always a possibility.”

“Oh.” Tessa bit her bottom lip, as though that thought hadn’t occurred to her until now. “You’re sure it’s all right?”

“Yes, it’s fine. Not to mention that Victor is extremely discreet and would never dream of telling anyone that I was here this evening. We’ll need to talk some about how we’re going to have to conduct ourselves around the office, but that can keep. For now, let’s have a seat, shall we?”

The waiter entered the room just after they had seated themselves, and Ian grinned broadly as he greeted the man.

“I was hoping they’d assign you to this table, Roland,” he told the waiter. “This is Miss Lockwood, my dining companion. Tessa, Roland is the very best waiter here at Le Mistral. I know he’ll take excellent care of us this evening.”

Roland, a short, slightly rotund man with an Eastern European accent, told Tessa how delighted he was to meet her and assured her that Mr. Gregson was correct – he would strive to take very good care of them.

Tessa looked a bit uncertain when Roland asked for their cocktail orders, and Ian swiftly came to the rescue. “I’ll have my usual, please. As for the lady – let’s see. Do you like lemonade, Tessa?”

She nodded, visibly grateful for his assistance. “Yes, very much.”

“Then a lemon drop for the lady, Roland.”

Roland bustled off to get their drinks and Tessa smiled at Ian in relief.

“Thank you for that. I’m not much of a drinker,” she confessed. “Just a little wine or champagne on occasion. Peter – he didn’t like keeping alcohol around the apartment.”

“Why was that?” Ian inquired curiously.

Tessa paused for a moment before replying. “He grew up with an alcoholic mother who was also abusive. Peter had a rough time of it with her and just couldn’t handle having any liquor around as a result.”

Ian nodded. “That’s perfectly understandable. And you don’t ever have to feel pressure to drink if you don’t choose to, Tessa.”

A busboy entered the room while they waited for their cocktails, filling water glasses and setting out a basket of assorted breads and a beautifully arranged plate of olives, charcuterie, and pates. Roland arrived a moment later with their drinks – the lemon drop in a frosted martini glass for Tessa, and Ian’s preferred blend of single malt Scotch in a heavy crystal tumbler.

“Sir, I’ll leave the menus for you to look over at your leisure. Enjoy your cocktails,” offered Roland.

Alone again, Ian picked up his glass and clinked it lightly against Tessa’s. “To getting to know each other,” he toasted with a gentle smile.

Her cheeks flushed fetchingly as she smiled in agreement and took a tentative sip of her drink.

“It’s delicious,” she told him. “Thank you for suggesting it.”

“My pleasure, darling. And while it may taste like lemonade it’s a great deal stronger, so sip it slowly, all right?” he cautioned.

She nodded. “Yes, of course. I’m – sorry if all of this is so new to me. I’m sure all the other women you date must be - ”

“Stop.” He placed a finger over her lips. “First, I believe I already told you not to apologize for anything. And second, despite what you might think, there have actually been very few women I’ve dated in my life. Especially not in the past two years.”

Tessa was gaping at him in surprise. “But there are always photos of you in the newspaper and – and Gina and Alicia are always talking about who you escorted to this event or the other.”

Ian shook his head in mild disgust. “Don’t believe anything those two shrews say, especially Alicia. I’m well aware of how much they gossip, but I promise you they know next to nothing about my personal life. Suffice it to say that attending a social function with a female friend or acquaintance doesn’t always equate to dating her.” He reached across the table and took her hand. “I know this is all new to you, Tessa. And while I don’t want to ever make you feel ill at ease, at the same time it makes me very happy to know that I’ll have the honor of introducing you to a great many pleasures. Both in and out of my bed.”

Her lips trembled and her eyes grew wide at his last statement. Glancing down, he had to stifle a groan when he noticed the hard peaks of her nipples poking against her dress, betraying the arousal she felt from his softly spoken words.

“We’d better start looking at the menu,” he murmured huskily, and handed her one of the heavy leather-bound books.

Ian was aware of Tessa’s distress from the moment she began to scan the expansive and complex menu, with its numerous courses and elaborate descriptions. And when she began to twirl a lock of hair around her finger in agitation, he asked her gently, “Would you like me to order for both of us, Tessa?”

She looked up at him gratefully. “You wouldn’t mind? I’m sor – I mean, I’m just not familiar with a lot of these dishes.”

“I know.” He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “And I don’t mind in the least, darling.” He picked up her hand and brought it to his cheek. “You’ll soon learn, Tessa, that there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you.”

Her glossy pink mouth fell open in a round “O” of surprise at his quietly impassioned declaration. He was astonished to see the shimmer of tears in her eyes, and his heart ached as one teardrop began to trickle slowly down her rosy cheek.

“You’re so good to me,” she whispered. “So kind. I don’t have any idea how I got this lucky.”

“Darling.” He reached across and softly kissed each of her eyelids, brushing the tears away with his thumb. “It’s not luck – it’s fate. You were meant for me all along, Tessa. It just took a while for the stars to align properly. Now, let’s take a look at this menu together, hmm? You tell me if there’s something I suggest that you don’t like.”

With her approval, he ordered the lobster salad, a creamy porcini mushroom soup, and the salmon in sorrel sauce, accompanied by a crisp French Chardonnay.

In between courses of the delicious, beautifully prepared food, he subtly tried to engage her in conversation, and to open up a little more about herself.

“Were you born in Tucson?”

Tessa took a small sip of her wine, then shook her head. “No. According to my birth certificate I was actually born in Savannah, Georgia. But I have no memories of the place and my mother never talked about it. Mostly I grew up in the Southwest.”

“Do your parents still live in that area?”

There was another pause before she replied, and he sensed she was choosing her words carefully. “I don’t know where my father is. I’ve never actually met him or even know his name. And my mother is dead.”

Ian frowned, not sure what disturbed him more – the information that Tessa had just shared or the sad, almost matter-of-fact way in which she had done so.

“I’m so sorry, love,” he told her sincerely. “Was your mother’s death recent?”

“No, it was several years ago.”

A very young age to find herself without parents, he thought grimly. Ian guessed there was more – a great deal more – that she wasn’t telling him, but this was certainly not an evening where he intended to make her talk about sad things. There would be time enough to learn her life’s story on another occasion. But there was one question that he desperately wanted an answer to.

“Was Peter your first boyfriend?”

Tessa seemed startled at his question. “Um – yes, actually. Why do you ask?”

Ian ran a finger around the rim of his wineglass. “You seem extraordinarily shy, especially around men. I’m just assuming that you don’t have much experience with other men besides your husband.”

She gave a slight nod. “Peter is the only man I’ve ever been with. He – we’ve know each other since high school. He was the only family I had, but now he’s left me, too.”

“What?” He was dumbfounded. “Peter was the one to leave? I thought – I just assumed you had initiated the divorce.”

“No. Peter left last September for Bahrain to start his new job. It was his idea to split up, especially since I wouldn’t have been able to move with him.”

Ian could only shake his head in disbelief. “How in the world could he – could any man – just walk away from you? It’s inconceivable, Tessa.”

“It’s not what you think,” she told him quietly. “Peter and I – well, it’s a very long, involved story. The reasons we married and stayed together – it’s complicated.”

“Then let’s not discuss it tonight,” he declared firmly. “Tonight is about getting to know each other better, but not sharing stories that make you sad. I don’t ever want to make you sad, Tessa.”

She gave him a smile that went right to his groin, and what she said next made him stifle a groan.

“You don’t,” she assured him. “Being with you here this evening – it’s the happiest I’ve felt in a very long time.”

Ian leaned over and kissed her tenderly. “My darling girl, you have no idea how happy that makes me to hear. And I intend to work very hard on making any sad thoughts or memories you’ve ever had disappear as though they never existed. In other words, I’m planning to devote myself to making you happier than you’ve ever been before.”

The rest of the meal passed by without any additional references to Tessa’s past. Instead, he focused on learning any number of little things about her – likes and dislikes – such as her favorite color (blue), favorite flavor of ice cream (cookie dough), and favorite movie (the hopelessly romantic Sleepless In Seattle). He also discovered that she exercised every day, liked to cook but admittedly wasn’t terribly skilled at it, and that of all the places in the world she’d ever dreamed of visiting, Italy and Spain were at the top of her list.

“I suppose you’ve been to both places,” she said wistfully.

“Yes, many times. My family owns a villa in Tuscany, so we’ve vacationed there for decades. Perhaps you’ll let me take you there sometime,” he offered.

Tessa’s face lit up with delight. “Really? You’d really want to take me to Italy with you?”

Ian smiled at her obvious pleasure at the idea. “Of course, love. If you’ll allow me, Tessa, I’d happily show you the world.”

She sighed. “God, could you be any more romantic? You’re starting to make my head spin with all of this – this splendor.”

“Ah, no more wine for you then,” he teased. “Besides, it’s nearly time for dessert.”

He had actually been keeping a careful eye on her alcohol consumption after she’d told him that she seldom drank. When he had poured her more wine, it had only been in small amounts at a time. But aside from her rosy cheeks and the way she appeared to have relaxed a little more, Tessa certainly didn’t seem drunk or even tipsy. Which was very fortunate because he hadn’t entirely given up hope on the way he wished this evening might end.

Dessert was a trio of mini pots de crème – one each in dark chocolate, caramel and mocha. They fed each other bites with the tasting spoons playfully, as though they’d been lovers for years. Ian sipped a post-dinner brandy while Tessa had wisely passed on more alcohol and was drinking tea instead.

“So how did you come to favor Darjeeling?” he inquired. “It’s not as well-known as other blends like Earl Grey or English Breakfast.”

“Mrs. Carrington,” replied Tessa. “She got me started on it. I had a terrible cold one day, but was refusing to go home until I finished some work. So she brewed me a cup of Darjeeling and insisted I drink it if – let’s see if I can remember her exact words – ah, it was something like ‘if you’re going to continue to act like a mule headed child and stay here in your condition, then the least you should do is have some hot tea.’ She watched me while I drank the entire cup, and then forced me to go home, threatening to fire me if I didn’t.”

Ian laughed heartily at the story. “Yes, that sounds exactly like our Mrs. C. Unfortunately, charm is not one of her better qualities.”

Tessa smiled. “She was tough but she made me a better employee. And in her own way, she was kinder to me than almost anyone else in my life had ever been before.”

He filed that particular snippet of information away for another time. “How did you come to work at the resort?”

“Through a job placement program at the community college I was attending. After my first year of office tech classes, I had acquired enough skills to get a part-time job. When I finished the program a year later I was lucky enough that a full-time position was open.”

“You never thought about continuing your education?” he inquired casually. “Or getting your degree?”

Tessa bent her head as though the question embarrassed her. “I wasn’t – well, a very good student in high school. Things came hard for me, actually. I just seemed better suited to working than going to college.”

He frowned. “I find that difficult to believe. You’re one of the brightest and hardest working employees I’ve ever had.”

She looked incredibly pleased at his compliment. “But that’s just office work – clerical stuff. Things like word processing and spreadsheets came easy for me. Other subjects like algebra and biology not so much.”

Tessa seemed anxious to change the subject, and he allowed her then to turn the tables and ask questions about him. She learned that he had been a three-time boxing champion at Oxford, and that he still worked out at a gym several times a week to keep his skills sharp; that his favorite flavor of ice cream was Haagen Dazs chocolate peanut butter; and that his favorite movie of all time was National Lampoon’s Animal House. She hadn’t believed the latter until he’d begun to recite dialog and recall scenes from the film.

And when he told her that he had been engaged once but that it hadn’t worked out, she didn’t probe further, merely touching his hand and telling him she was sorry. It seemed that she was no more eager to delve into his past this evening than she was to reveal hers.

He had already handed Roland his AMEX black card and was waiting for him to return with the credit slip when he took Tessa’s hands in his.

“Would you do something for me, darling?” he asked. “It’s something I’ve wanted you to do for a very long time.”

She looked a bit uncertain for a moment or two, but then nodded emphatically. “Yes, of course I will. What is it?”

Ian cupped her cheek. “Say my name. That’s all. All this time it’s been ‘Mr. Gregson’ or ‘Sir’. I want to hear my real name on your lips.”

Tessa smiled sweetly. “That’s an easy request – Ian.”

He brushed his thumb over her lips. “I’m looking forward to hearing you say that over and over.”

The weather had declined during their nearly three hour dinner, the wind whipping up and dark storm clouds gathering above. Ian kept Tessa snuggled closely against him as they walked towards the waiting Town Car.

He stopped before helping her inside. “Tessa, would you – Christ, I feel like a gangly adolescent asking you this – but would you like to see my home?”

He waited with barely concealed patience for her answer, not at all sure how she would respond. Long seconds ticked by before she finally gave a small nod.

“Yes, I’d love to see your home – Ian.”

He was sure he was grinning like a fool as he handed her inside the car, and then told Simon, “Take us to the house, mate.”



Chapter Ten

Tessa tried desperately to quell her nerves during the drive to Ian’s house. He had caught her a bit off-guard with his unexpected question, and her initial reaction had been to decline the invitation to see his home. But he had looked and sounded so hopeful, almost shy, that she hadn’t been able to refuse. Now, however, she kept wondering if she’d made the right decision.

The past twenty-four hours had been like a hurricane force whirlwind, to say the least. So much had happened in such a short period of time that she felt like she was on a crazy carnival ride that just kept on going. Of course, it had all started with Ian’s very unexpected reaction to her in his office last evening, followed by his shocking admission that he’d been attracted to her for over two years. Tessa had never, ever imagined that her elegant, debonair boss could actually desire her, much less for all those months when he’d known she was married to another man. She was still having difficulty in processing that bit of news, and wanted to pinch herself every few minutes to make sure she was really cuddled up against his big body in the back seat of his luxurious car.

And her head was definitely still spinning from the swiftness and ease with which Ian had arranged for everything – the clothing and salon treatments at Neiman Marcus, reserving the private dining room at Le Mistral. He was sweeping her off her feet and spinning her around in circles, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to get off the ride or have it continue without end.

Tessa knew that simply agreeing to see his house didn’t necessarily mean she’d consented to sleeping with him. Instinctively, she knew Ian would never dream of forcing or coercing her – he was too gallant, too much a gentleman to do such a thing. He was also so incredibly handsome and overwhelmingly male that he would never need to sweet talk a woman into his bed – they would line up eagerly for the privilege. So why was she even thinking about refusing him?

She turned her face into his broad shoulder, liking the feel of his fine wool overcoat against her cheek. His clean, masculine scent filled her senses, and she couldn’t resist nuzzling her nose against the warm skin of his throat.

Ian slid his hand to the back of her head, tilting it back for his kiss. Tessa gave a little “mmm” of pleasure as his tongue swept through her mouth, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, urging his head even closer towards hers. He gave a low growl and hauled her onto his lap. He tasted of brandy and chocolate, and Tessa was quickly losing herself in his devouring kisses as they continued for long minutes.

“God, what you do to me,” he whispered in a raw voice. “You make me forget my own name with just a kiss.”

“It’s the same for me,” she whispered back.

Ian kissed her again, but this time quickly, gently, and then he reluctantly eased her back onto the seat.

“Not here, darling,” he murmured in a low voice. “If this car had a privacy panel it would be a very different matter. But we don’t want to shock poor Simon, or give him a show.”

Under cover of the dark interior of the car, he slid his hand up beneath her coat and dress until he reached the lacy top of her stocking. She gasped as he caressed her thigh, and then realized belatedly just how aroused she was. She squirmed restlessly beneath his hand, longing for him to slide it further up her leg until he was cupping her aching sex.

Instead, he slowly withdrew his hand, his voice low against her ear. “Shh. I have no intention of making you moan when we have an audience, even one as discreet as Simon. Your pleasure is going to be for my eyes and ears only. We’ll be at my home very soon now.”

Tessa was trembling in arousal as he stayed a safe distance away, merely linking their hands together casually. To distract herself from the growing need for physical release, she forced herself to look out the window, trying to determine where they were headed. It was obvious from the size and elegance of the houses they drove by that they were in a very affluent neighborhood, and Tessa was fairly certain from the street names that it was the exclusive Pacific Heights area.

Two blocks later, Simon was pulling through a set of wrought iron gates that he’d used a remote control to open and parking on the side of a stately red brick mansion. Because it was so dark and cloudy outside, Tessa couldn’t make out too many exterior details, but there was little doubt that Ian’s home was a multimillion dollar residence.

Ian helped her out of the car, then went around to the driver’s side to speak to Simon briefly. Then he was taking Tessa by the hand and leading her up to the wide front door. He drew out his phone and punched in a code, explaining that he was disengaging the alarm system. He unlocked the door and ushered her inside, and Tessa could only stare in stunned disbelief.

The foyer of his home was nearly as large as her entire apartment, and she swiftly took in as many details as possible – from the high ceilings to the polished oak floors to the wide staircase that led to the upper and lower floors of the grand house. There was beautiful artwork on the walls and a plush Persian carpet covering part of the floor. She had never been inside such a magnificent, elegant home before, and she had barely begun to see any of it.

“Let me take your coat, Tessa,” offered Ian, as his hands went to her shoulders. As she unbuttoned it and he helped her remove it, he added teasingly, “I promise to return it to you, despite my jealousy.”

She gave a nervous little laugh as he opened an entryway closet and hung both of their coats inside. She left her purse on a long, low table that held a fabulous floral arrangement inside a porcelain bowl with an Oriental design.

She had feared she’d feel cold without her coat, but Ian’s home was blissfully warm and cozy, a far cry from her old, drafty apartment. To save money on her heating bill, she usually kept the heater turned off these days, choosing instead to bundle up in multiple layers to keep warm.

“Here, we’ll give you the grand tour,” said Ian as he took her hand and began to lead her from room to room.

His house reflected his vibrant, charismatic personality in each and every room – from the living room with its dark furniture and huge stone fireplace, to the more intimate library with more books than a person could ever hope to read in one lifetime, to the enormous kitchen with its state of the art appliances, brick wall oven and black granite countertops. There were windows everywhere, and Tessa imagined on a sunny day that the house would be flooded with natural light.

“The views from the back terrace are incredible, even at night, but since it’s just begun to rain I’ll have to show you the exterior another time,” he told her regretfully.

“I’ll look forward to it,” she told him, trying not to sound giddy with excitement that he was already talking about having her visit again. In fact, nearly everything he had said about their budding relationship thus far seemed to indicate that he intended for it to be a long-term thing and not just a brief affair. But Tessa forced herself not to get too hopeful, especially once Ian fully realized just how naïve and inexperienced she really was. Once he did, it was entirely possible that he’d regret seeking her out and that her lack of sophistication would prove an embarrassment to him.

“Let’s go see the other floors,” he urged, and led her down the long, winding staircase to the lower level.

“Do you have live-in help?” she inquired. “I mean, this just seems like a really big place for only one person.”

Ian shook his head. “I have a housekeeper here about three days a week, and a gardener as needed but no one lives here but myself. It is a very large house for just me, but I happen to value my privacy a great deal. And I have to travel so much for business that I’m simply not here all that often.”

“It’s a beautiful home,” she told him sincerely. “And it still feels warm and intimate despite how grand it is.”

He seemed pleased at her compliment. “That’s the exact effect I was striving for. Of course, I worked with a decorator when I first bought the place, but I had very definite ideas about what I wanted. Plus, I’ve collected a great deal of artwork and other items during all my years of traveling and so now they have a permanent place to be displayed.”

The lower level of the house was clearly the pleasure center of the home, for it consisted of an immense wine cellar, a home theater, a fitness room, and a billiard/card room complete with its own bar. Tessa was in stunned disbelief that one home could really boast so much luxury and space, never having imagined that people actually lived this way. It made her feel uneasy, for seeing up close what an opulent, privileged lifestyle Ian enjoyed only served to emphasize the vast cultural and economic gaps between the two of them. His world of moneyed extravagance was completely foreign to her, and she feared she could never fit in or feel entirely comfortable with such a lavish way of life.

But she struggled to hide her various insecurities and doubts as he led her back upstairs, and then continued to the upper level of the house.

There were a total of five bedrooms on this level, each with their own attached bath, and each one larger and more beautifully decorated than the last. The final bedroom was located at the end of the hallway, and featured a set of wide double doors at the entrance.

“This is my room,” Ian told her quietly, and then opened the doors wide.

Tessa walked inside the enormous room slowly as he flicked on a lamp somewhere. Ian’s master suite was easily larger than her entire apartment, kitchen and bath included, and every bit as lavish as the rest of the house. She imagined the view from the bank of windows set against the far end of the room would be breathtaking, and she could envision herself curling up on the wide, padded window seat sipping tea and watching the sun rise. The furniture in here was all dark, polished woods and clean, simple lines, large pieces that nonetheless didn’t dwarf the room. Like the rest of the house, there was nothing the least bit fussy or overdone, and it was very obvious that this was a man’s room.

Tessa’s gaze fell to the imposing four poster bed, easily the largest of its kind she’d ever seen. It was covered in a thick duvet of a pale mocha shade, both luxurious and simple at the same time. She couldn’t resist running her hand over it lightly, the fabric soft and almost velvety to the touch.

“Do you like it, Tessa?”

She whirled to face Ian, who was standing just behind her. He’d removed his suit jacket and tie as she’d been inspecting the room, and her breath caught at the splendid sight of his white shirt stretching across the broad expanse of his chest and shoulders.

Aware that he was waiting for her reply, she nodded and then glanced away abruptly. “It’s wonderful, Ian. This is – way beyond anything I could have ever imagined. I’ve never seen so much – well, I suppose splendor is a good word for it.”

Tessa shivered in reaction as he came up behind her, pressing his body against hers and lightly running his fingertips up and down her bare arms.

“I’ve wanted you here in my house – my room – my bed for so long now, darling,” he murmured in her ear, his lips caressing the side of her throat. At the same time, his arms circled her waist, one hand splayed over her belly as he pulled her in closer. “I never imagined it would actually happen, though. Seeing you here now like this – tell me I’m not dreaming again, Tessa.”

The pleading tone of his voice startled her, for he sounded almost desperate. She was quick to reassure him.

“You aren’t dreaming. I’m really here. But I’m the one who feels like she’s in some fantastic dream world,” she confessed.

His tongue began to trace erotic little patterns around her ear before he gently nibbled on the lobe. “If you aren’t ready for this, I promise I’ll understand. I won’t ever pressure you, Tessa. So tell me – should I drive you home or will you stay here with me?”

Tessa closed her eyes as her head fell back onto his shoulder, one of his hands now stroking her hip and then up the side of her rib cage. “What – what happens if I stay?”

Ian’s voice grew huskier, and was filled with so much raw passion that she felt she might swoon. “Then I do what I’ve dreamed about doing since the first time I met you – undress you slowly, lay you out on my bed, and then taste and touch every inch of this beautiful body.” His hand slid up her abdomen to cup her breast, his thumb brushing masterfully over her erect nipple. “After that I’ll slide inside of you, all the way in, and stay there for a long time. Hours, maybe days. After all, I’ve got two years of unfulfilled fantasies to satisfy.”

“Ah, that’s so good,” she whispered roughly, as his hand squeezed her breast, his fingers plucking the nipple through the fabric of her dress. “Please, Ian.”

“Tell me first, Tessa,” he demanded. “Will you stay – or should I take you home?”

Tessa cried out as one of his hands slid down to cup her sex. “Oh, God! S-stay! I want to stay here with you.”

“Thank Christ,” muttered Ian as he kept one arm banded about her waist, while grasping her chin with his other hand. He titled her head back to meet his blistering kiss, his tongue ravaging her mouth. This kiss had none of the finesse of his previous ones; this particular kiss was all raw hunger, all fevered possession, and Tessa groaned as her arousal built quickly to the boiling point. She tried to turn so that she could touch him, wind her arms about his neck, but his grip around her waist was immovable.

“Let me see you now, love,” he whispered unevenly, and it gave her a thrill to hear how hard he was breathing, to know that he was as turned on as she was.

Tessa’s eyelids fluttered shut as he began to slowly unzip her dress. She let her arms fall to the sides as he eased the fabric off her shoulders and then down past her hips. Ian gripped one of her arms to steady her as she stepped out of the dress, and she felt his gaze on her nearly nude body like it was a burning thing. Though she kept her eyes closed she could sense his presence strongly, felt him circle around her once, twice, and her cheeks burned to realize how closely he must be inspecting her body.

But she was completely unprepared for what happened next, and her eyes flew open in shocked surprise as Ian knelt at her feet, wrapping his arms around her legs and resting his forehead on her thighs. His dark head was bent, and she was startled to see how much he was struggling for control.

“My God, you are so beautiful, Tessa,” he rasped in an almost incoherent voice. “God knows I wanted so badly to take this first time slowly, to savor every second, but now I don’t think I’m capable of that. I’ve wanted you too badly for too long to control myself that way. This first time – I just need to have you, love.”

She gasped as his hands gripped her hips and he lifted his head to nuzzle at the dampened crotch of her lacy blue panties. A cry of surprise escaped from her throat as he wrenched the fragile underwear farther down her thighs, and then thrust two long fingers deep inside of her core.

Ian swore softly. “Christ, you’re so wet, Tessa. And so damned tight. God, as hard as I am right now I don’t know how much longer I can hold back. But I don’t want to hurt you, either.”

“I don’t care,” she choked out, her hips moving instinctively with the thrust of his fingers. “I can’t wait, either. It’s too good, too – ahh!”

With just the smallest flick of his thumb against her clit, Tessa’s long-starved-for-attention body burst into a shuddering climax, her legs threatening to give out from under her. And while she was still in the blissful throes of her orgasm, Ian swept her into his arms, tearing the duvet off the bed with one impatient hand and then dropped her onto the mattress.

“Take off your shoes and panties,” he told her in a deep, commanding voice, as he began to rather clumsily unbutton his shirt and toe off his shoes. “Leave everything else on. I’ll finish undressing you later.”

Tessa obeyed, then watched wide-eyed as he unbuckled his belt and shoved his pants off. She was stunned at the sheer size of his erection as it strained against his snug fitting black briefs, and couldn’t tear her eyes off of it. He removed his socks and then quickly divested himself of his underwear, baring his truly magnificent body to her gaze.

“Oh, my God,” she whispered dazedly at the sight of his powerful, heavily muscled body. He looked like a gladiator, like the prize fighter he had been in his youth, and she doubted a more beautiful man existed anywhere in the world.

And then she was beyond any sort of thought – rational or otherwise – as he climbed onto the huge bed beside her. He rolled her beneath his body, his chest heaving with the tremendous effort he was exerting to keep himself under some small bit of control, and she almost recoiled at the look of smoldering, dangerous passion in his eyes.

“I can’t take this slow or easy,” he told her harshly. “I want you too damned much. Next time I’ll have more control but for now this is how it must be.”

Tessa’s mouth fell open in shock but for once no sound escaped her lips as Ian surged fully inside her tight, hot core in one powerful thrust. He was unbelievably big, not to mention hard and hot, and she felt impaled by his bare, throbbing cock buried so deeply inside her body.

“Jesus,” he uttered rawly. “I could come right now, just like this, without moving an inch. That’s what you do to me, Tessa. And as many times as I’ve imagined this moment, I never dreamed it could feel this good.”

He drew her stockinged legs up to wrap around his hips, and she whimpered as this movement drove him even deeper into her body, impossible as that seemed. Ian leaned down and kissed her wetly, open-mouthed, his lips and tongue eating relentlessly at her mouth. So aroused and needy she felt like she might faint, Tessa wound her arms around his neck, groaning beneath his kisses as he began to thrust his heavy cock in and out of her now yielding body.

She felt tears begin to trickle down her cheeks, sobbing softly at the tremendous pleasure he was wringing from her body, pleasure she’d never known she was capable of feeling. The sensation built with each dominant thrust of his body, each time he stroked that magnificent cock in and out of her tight, clenching pussy, until she exploded in a massive, earth shattering orgasm that she could feel in every nerve ending in her body. Moments later she dimly heard Ian give a shout, and then he was coming hard, his big body shuddering repeatedly as he emptied himself deep inside of her.

Tessa wasn’t even aware of the heavy weight of his body nearly crushing hers into the mattress as he lay sprawled atop her. Their limbs were entangled, a fine sheen of perspiration covering their skin as they both struggled for breath. She wasn’t certain whose heart was beating faster – hers or his – or if the rapid thumps were one in the same. Ian’s face was buried in the side of her neck, his hair damp to the touch as she tentatively lifted a hand and began to stroke the back of his head.

He let out a long, low groan as he slowly lifted his head, and her heart gave a little start to see the expression of heavy-lidded passion on his darkly flushed face. Her hand cupped his cheek, almost withdrawing at how hot his skin felt, but then he captured her wrist between his fingers, pressing a lingering kiss to her palm.

“That was – extraordinary,” he told her in an emotion-laden voice. “I have never, ever, lost control that way in my life. And my assumption was correct earlier today – right now I don’t even know my own bloody name.”

She gave a soft laugh, running a finger over his firm mouth. “Well, I remember it – Ian.”

“God, what you do to me,” he moaned. “You’re so sweet, so beautiful, and so very, very passionate. I’m already hard for you again, love.”

She was shocked to realize he was right – his cock was still buried snugly inside her body and she could feel him begin to swell and harden.

He titled her head to the side so he could nuzzle the soft spot just beneath her ear. “But next time I intend to do this right and take it very slowly. At least that’s the plan. I can’t guarantee I’ll have any more willpower this time around.”

“It’s all right,” she whispered to him. “I don’t mind. I just want to be with you, Ian, any way you want me.”

Her sweetly murmured words seemed to further incite him, as he abruptly sat back on his heels and pulled her upright to straddle his lap. His iron-hewed arms curled around her waist like bands of steel as he took her mouth in yet another devouring kiss.

“Don’t say things like that to me, love,” he told her huskily. “Especially now when my control is barely in check. You’ll find yourself being ravished a dozen times over.”

“A dozen? Is that some sort of record?” she teased lightly. She was a little surprised that she could feel this sort of instant, comfortable familiarity with him.

Ian chuckled. “It would be something of a challenge, I think, but as much as I want you it might just be possible.” Then he frowned slightly as his thumb brushed over the dried traces of her tears. “God, were you crying, Tessa? Tell me I didn’t hurt you. I know I was rough, impatient, but - ”

“Shh.” She placed a fingertip over his lips. “You didn’t hurt me. I didn’t even realize I had cried until now. I think – what I felt – it was just overwhelming, you know?”

He looked visibly relieved. “I know exactly what you mean. And now, as much as I’d love to have you again just like this, I’m determined to show a bit more finesse this time. Wait here for just a moment, love. Easy now.”

But she couldn’t suppress a little whimper as he carefully eased his still-erect penis out of her, and then slid off the bed. Tessa remained kneeling in the middle of the bed as Ian disappeared into his en suite bathroom. She could hear the sounds of running water and then watched him walk back out a few moments later, her eyes hungrily taking in every fabulous, naked inch of his glorious body.

In addition to the unbelievably wide shoulders and powerfully sculpted arms, his chest and abs were so magnificently detailed that it made her mouth water in anticipation of pressing hot kisses along every inch of his torso. Her eyes continued their downward path to the tautness of his stomach and to his strong, muscular thighs and legs before fixating on the intimidating thickness of his cock.

She couldn’t quite believe that that had just been deep inside her body – that she had actually been able to accept a man like him. He was built like a mythological being, a Greek God like Apollo or Hercules, or the gladiator she’d likened him to earlier. She stared in unabashed lust as he grew even harder and longer beneath her fevered gaze, the velvety head of his penis reaching upwards towards his belly.

His voice was dangerous and low as he approached the bed, a dampened washcloth in his hand. “If you keep looking at me that way, Tessa, I’m going to quickly lose all control again. And we’d just have to keep trying until we finally get to do this my way.”

She licked her lips, unable to tear his gaze away from his throbbing dick. After the years of abuse he’d suffered, Peter hadn’t been able to tolerate having his penis touched in any way, and so Tessa had never given a man a blow job. But at this moment, all she wanted was to take Ian’s big, beautiful cock into her mouth and pleasure him for hours.

“Would you let me – can I - ” she pleaded tremulously.

Ian’s eyes darkened. “Jesus, Tessa. Don’t, at least not now. Before this weekend is over I want that sexy mouth of yours to touch every inch of my body. I’m going to take you in a dozen different ways, and you, darling girl, can gladly do the same to me. But not this time.”

She thought she would be embarrassed to have him wash her, but the feel of the warm, damp cloth between her legs was only soothing. He wiped away the sticky traces of his semen that had already begun to dry halfway down her thighs, then set the used cloth aside before sliding back into bed.

She went into his arms eagerly, her young, healthy body already humming with arousal at just being near him. He buried his face in her hair, crushing her against him.

“Just let me hold you for a minute, love,” he pleaded. “I need to compose myself so that we don’t have a repeat of what happened earlier. God, I think I was a fifteen year old virgin the last time I went off that quickly. Guess that’s what comes from over two years of abstinence.”

“What?” Tessa raised her head to gaze down at him in bewilderment. “I don’t understand. Two years?”

He smiled up at her and nodded. “I haven’t been with anyone else for all that time. I just – couldn’t. After I first met you and was so instantly obsessed, I naturally attempted to forget about you with other women. But it soon became very apparent that wasn’t going to help. In fact, it made things worse.”

She stared in disbelief. “But – all those women – the photos, the articles – why would you -”

He brushed a damp lock of hair off her forehead. “Because if I couldn’t have you I didn’t want anyone else. I preferred to be celibate rather than settle for something less. And I already explained about the other women – strictly platonic. In fact, most of the women I escorted are involved in one way or another with someone else.”

Overcome by the realization of just how much he was attracted to her, Tessa couldn’t resist pressing a tentative kiss to his lips. It was the first time she had initiated such an action between them, and she dimly hoped that she wasn’t making a fool of herself, betraying her lack of experience.

But then Ian swiftly flipped her onto her back, his powerful thighs straddling her hips as he drew her arms above her head and held them pinned in place.

“Enough, temptress. Now, are you ready to begin round number two? If you intend for me to try to make it an even dozen, we don’t have any time to waste.”



Chapter Eleven

Ian had imagined this particular scenario dozens of times in the past two and a half years – a warm and willing Tessa spread out on his bed, her lush, ripe body bared to his devouring gaze, and her big blue eyes silently pleading with him to take her any way he pleased. But none of those fantasies could come close to the real thing – the gorgeous, nearly-naked beauty who was staring up at him in wide-eyed wonder, her golden hair tumbled over his pillow.

“How beautiful you are,” he murmured, as he dipped his head, his lips brushing her forehead. “How many times I’ve wished for you to be here just like this, and now it’s finally come true.” His mouth moved to her temple, then to her rosy cheek before sliding around the curve of her jaw and back up the other side of her face. She was already moaning in arousal, making those little noises that were so incredibly sexy, that made his cock swell a bit harder each time she made one.

“I told you earlier that I intended to touch and kiss every inch of you, Tessa,” he told her passionately. “Including this.” He dropped a kiss on her nose. “And this.” His mouth briefly sucked the skin just behind her ear. “And most definitely this delicious mouth.”

He took her soft, sweet mouth in a deep, lingering kiss, his tongue tangling with hers until her groans rose to a fever pitch beneath his relentless kisses.

Tessa was gasping when he finally lifted his head, begging him breathlessly, “Please, Ian.”

He laughed softly as his mouth moved to caress the side of her throat, then continued its downward path along her collarbone. “Please what, my sweet?” His hands ran up and down her arms, his fingers toying with the strap of her pale blue bra. “What is it that you need, Tessa?”

Her hips were moving restlessly beneath him, her pelvis starting to lift off the mattress, and he knew she was every bit as aroused as he was. “I need – you,” she panted “In – inside of me. Please.”

“Shh. Such an eager little temptress you are,” he scolded her teasingly. “And when I haven’t even begun to touch and kiss you in all the places I’ve wanted to do for so long. Have some patience, love.”

Tessa’s head was thrashing back and forth on the pillow as she tried to grasp his hips and pull him to her. “I can’t,” she pleaded. “I’m too – I need to - ”

“To come?” he finished for her, his lips moving in a line across the upper curve of her breasts. “I know, darling. You’re very, very responsive, aren’t you? Has it always been this easy for you to climax?”

“N-n-no,” she cried, as he grasped both of her hands in one of his and drew them over her head. “J-just with you.”

“Ah, then, I’ll have to make sure I’m satisfying you often and thoroughly. You’re going to be a greedy lover, I can tell already. Lucky for me, I’m just as hungry for you, Tessa.” He traced one finger around the full globe of each breast, feeling her quiver beneath his touch. “You look gorgeous in this bra, Tessa. It makes these fabulous breasts look even bigger and firmer. And it very much makes me want to touch them and taste them. Let me, darling.”

He released her hands, then deftly unhooked the sexy, lacy bra and drew it away, baring her ripe, round breasts to his hot gaze. His big hands cupped both of the lush mounds, shaping them, pushing them up until they appeared even fuller.

“God,” was all he could manage to croak. Then he bent his head and began to run his tongue over each taut nipple, flicking the erect peak over and over before drawing it in to his mouth.

Tessa’s body bowed off the mattress as she clutched his head to her breast, her hands pulling on his hair. “Ohh, ohh. Yes, more, please. It feels so good.”

His cock had never felt this hard before, hard enough that it was almost painful, but the very best sort of pain. The whimpers and moans she made as he continued to feast on her breasts tested every ounce of self-control he had left, and he had never wanted anything more than to slide deep inside her welcoming, eager body at that very moment.

She cried out in frustration as he finally lifted his head, but then gasped again as his hands slid down the side of her ribcage to grip her hips, his mouth tracing its way down between her breasts until it reached her belly. His tongue rimmed her navel, then he pressed kisses across her body from one hipbone to the other. His hands preceded his mouth as he worked his way down to the tops of her thighs where she still wore the silky, lace-topped stockings.

“These are so fucking sexy,” he rasped, his language turning coarser than normal, for he was too overcome with lust to temper his reaction to her. “I want these long, lovely legs wrapped around my neck while I’m inside of you so that you can feel me buried as deep as I can go.” He ran his hands up and down the outside of her legs. “I’ll buy you a dozen pair of these stockings so you can wear them under your skirts and dresses every day, and only you and I will know you have them on. Except I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off of you for too long.”

One by one he rolled the stockings off, letting them flutter heedlessly to the floor. Ian pinned her hips to the mattress with his hands, holding her still as his mouth finally reached her cleft. She was wet and glistening, the pouty folds of her labia beckoning him to taste her like she was the juiciest of fruits. With a groan, he delved between her legs and rimmed the opening to her body with his tongue, tasting her there for the first time.

Tessa let out a cry of surprise, her hips thrashing wildly even though he held her firmly in place. “Ian, oh, God, I’ve never – ” she managed to utter in a ragged voice.

He lifted his head, startled at her confession. “Easy, darling, I’ve got you.” Instead of his tongue, he slid two fingers deep inside her soaked slit, amazed at how quickly she became aroused. “Tessa, if you don’t want me to touch you that way, then I won’t. But I’d love to taste you there, to make you come that way. Will you let me try? I promise to stop if you tell me to.”

Her head fell back on the pillow and she closed her eyes. “O-okay,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”

Ian kept his fingers thrusting slowly in and out of her tight passage as he kissed his way back up her inner thighs. “Trust me, love. You’re so damned responsive, so easy to arouse. Let me do this for you now.”

He was exquisitely gentle, his tongue licking at her damp folds with light flutters. As he felt her begin to relax, he deepened the licks, until he replaced his fingers with his tongue, thrusting it deep inside of her body. His thumb found her clit, manipulating it as he continued to eat her out with expert skill.

“Ian!” She screamed his name as her hips moved in sync with the thrust of his tongue and the stimulation of his thumb, the orgasm causing her whole body to tremble in reaction. And while her core was still convulsing around his mouth, he kept at her, determined that her pleasure continue, licking and stroking and sucking her until she came again.

Tessa was dazed and almost incoherent as he finally slid back up alongside her. If his own body hadn’t been screaming almost violently for release, he might have let her rest for a bit. Instead, he flipped her over onto her belly as his hands and mouth caressed her back body – traveling from the nape of her neck where her golden hair was damp from exertion; down between her leanly muscled shoulder blades and the curve of her back to the base of her spine. He squeezed the firm, high cheeks of her buttocks before running his tongue up and down the backs of her thighs and calves.

And then, Ian reached the very end of his limits, not able to wait even a minute longer to have her again. He eased Tessa onto her hands and knees, her gorgeous ass in the air as he knelt behind her.

She cried out in shock as he entered her from behind. “Oh! Oh, God, Ian! I don’t - ”

“Hush, love. It’s all right.” He pressed a kiss to her nape as he rubbed her hip soothingly. “Am I hurting you this way?”

She shook her head. “No – it feels – so good. You’re just – so deep. I can feel you so deep inside me this way.”

He groaned, banding an arm around her waist as he moved inside of her experimentally. “And it feels amazing, doesn’t it, love? God, Tessa, I need – need to move now, darling. Easy.”

Her little gasps as he slowly, carefully, thrust in and out of her made him even harder, and he couldn’t hold back, picking up the frequency and force of his movements until he was fucking her like an animal. Tessa’s gasps became screams as he pounded into her, and he felt her convulse around his cock just seconds before he came. Ian’s head fell back, his eyes tightly shut as he roared like a jungle beast, spilling himself into her as his body shuddered repeatedly.

They collapsed next to each other on the bed, his arm flung over her body as he struggled to regain some small degree of composure.

“Are you all right?” he was finally able to murmur in her ear. “I wasn’t too rough with you?”

Tessa turned into him, looping her arms around his neck and wrapping one leg about his hips. “You were amazing,” she whispered huskily. “That was amazing. I’ve never, ever felt anything like that before.”

Ian groaned, pulling her even closer against him. “God, you’re good for my ego,” he told her with a low laugh. “I’m just hoping my tired old body can keep up with your hot young one, even for a little while.”

She ran her hands over his shoulders and down his chest, pressing a kiss to the base of his throat. “You are not old. I wish you’d stop saying that. And your body is – beautiful, Ian. I can’t get enough of it.”

Her sweetly spoken words threatened to make him hard again, even though he’d just come so thoroughly he had seen stars. He gave her a soft kiss, then brushed damp strands of her hair off her face.

“I’ve never felt like this either, you know,” he confessed. “Never had such spectacular sex, or come that hard. And I’ve never, ever felt so much like a man before.”

Tessa pulled his head down to hers and kissed him. “I’m not very experienced, you know,” she told him uncertainly. “I’ll tell you about – well, my marriage at some point so you’ll understand what I mean.”

He kissed the tip of her nose. “Only when you’re ready, darling. And I rather like that you’re inexperienced. I’d be very, very happy to teach you a great many things. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

When he returned from the bathroom with a clean towel, he smiled indulgently to see that she was almost asleep. Tessa made a small sound of protest as he cleaned her up, and then, as he slid into the bed with her, she snuggled up against him and promptly fell asleep.

Ian gave a low chuckle as he covered them both with the duvet, then pulled her close. “Guess we aren’t going to try for that record dozen times after all,” he whispered to her. “Never mind, love. There’s always tomorrow.”

***

Tessa woke reluctantly, semi-conscious as she was of being warmer and more comfortable than she’d ever been in her life. As her eyes opened sleepily, she blinked in disorientation, her sleep-fogged brain taking some time to fully realize where she was. She was definitely not in her own bed, for the mattress cushioning her body was much firmer and plusher than her own, and the pillowcase beneath her cheek smelled crisper and cleaner than her own sheets.

And then she had to stifle a little gasp as she realized exactly where she was – curled up trustingly against Ian’s warm, muscular body, her arm draped over his torso, and her head tucked next to his. Ian – who less than two days ago had been her rather intimidating, completely out of her league boss – and who was now, by some quirk of fate, her lover.

Tessa’s cheeks flushed when she recalled just how intimate they had been – the things he’d said to her, the way he’d touched and kissed her, how thoroughly he’d taken her. As if on cue, she felt an unfamiliar soreness between her legs, the muscles definitely not used to the sort of physical, demanding sex she’d engaged in.

And she was aroused again, simply from lying next to him as he slept. Her breasts felt swollen and heavy, the nipples already peaking, and she knew if she touched her cleft it would be moist and ready, despite her soreness.

Her eyes slowly grew accustomed to the darkness of the room, lit only by the glow of numbers from the digital bedside clock, and from the streetlights that shone in from outside. Tessa still couldn’t quite believe that she was really in Ian’s bed, or that everything that had happened in the past thirty-six or so hours wasn’t actually a dream. She gazed longingly at the handsome face in repose next to hers, his strong, masculine features sexy even as he slept. The lines of his firm mouth were softer now, and she noticed the dark stubble across his cheeks and chin. She was so used to always seeing him clean shaven that it was a surprise to realize how dark his hair really was. Tessa resisted the urge to press a kiss to his cheek, or run a finger over his lips, not wanting to wake him.

And then she belatedly became aware of another urge, and carefully slid out of bed to use the bathroom. Shivering without the heat of the duvet or Ian’s body, she looked around furtively for something to wear and decided on his white dress shirt. The rest of their things were scattered haphazardly around the bedroom, and the sight brought a smile to her lips. She knew from the extreme tidiness of his office that he must be something of a neat freak, and that this disarray of clothing was certainly not the norm for him.

She buttoned up his shirt as she padded into the bathroom, one room she hadn’t seen yet. Tessa was in awe of its size and extravagance – all black granite counters, marble floors and walls, and modern fixtures. The walk-in shower was enormous, more than big enough for two people, as was the sunken tub. She wondered if he would ever take her in either of those places – hopefully both – and then blushed anew as she realized where her train of thought had led her.

‘God, one night with him and you’ve turned into some sort of nymphomaniac!’ she scolded herself.

She took care of her needs swiftly, and then took an extra minute or so to wash off her makeup, making do with the soap she found by the sink. A quick check inside one of the multitude of drawers and cabinets revealed a tube of toothpaste. She squeezed a dab on her finger and gave her teeth a makeshift brushing.

Tessa left the bathroom and walked over to the bank of windows, peering out through the wooden blinds at the dark, stormy night. The grand house was so well insulated that the sounds of wind and rain were barely discernible but from what she could see the storm was quite fierce.

“Is everything all right, love?”

She whirled at the sound of Ian’s sleepy, sexy voice. He had risen onto one elbow, the duvet slipping down to bare his arms and chest, and she couldn’t help running her gaze longingly over his heavily muscled torso. He was so beautiful, so incredibly strong and – well, just so male – that it made her throat close up to look at him.

“Yes, it’s fine. I just needed the bathroom. I’m sorry if I woke you,” she told him, walking back towards the bed.

“You didn’t wake me,” he assured her. He smiled as his gaze flicked over her body. “Nice shirt. It looks much better on you than it does on me.”

Tessa laughed. “I disagree. I hope you don’t mind my borrowing it.”

His eyes twinkled at her mischievously. “Not at all. Though now I’m jealous of the shirt, even more so than your coat, because this is actually touching your bare skin.”

She placed her hand in his as he extended an arm towards her. “I may not give this back. It smells like you, after all.” She turned her face and inhaled deeply of the soft fabric.

Ian smiled. “You like the way I smell?”

Tessa nodded. “Yes, very much. I used to wish I could just bury my face against your chest and inhale your scent.”

His thumb brushed over her knuckles before he drew her hand to his lips. “So you were attracted to me at least a little?” he asked thoughtfully.

“More than a little. I confess to having quite a crush on you for a very long time.”

Even in the dimly lit room she could see how his eyes darkened at her confession. “Is that a fact? Well, it seems as though both of us spent far too much time pining for the other. We’d better start making up for lost time then, hadn’t we?”

Tessa’s breath hitched at the barely restrained passion in his voice, and the way his eyes dropped to her breasts. Her nipples were hard and poking against the fabric of the shirt, and all she could offer in response to his very pointed question was a brief nod.

“Take the shirt off. Slowly.”

Her fingers were trembling as she did his bidding, unfastening one button at a time until they were all undone. She slid the shirt off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor.

Ian made a feral sound as he threw the duvet off his body, then swung his long legs over the side of the bed on either side of hers, effectively trapping her between his thighs.

His hands swept up to cup her swollen breasts. “Just so you know,” he murmured in a husky voice, “I am obsessed with these perfect tits. They can expect to receive a great deal of attention from me.”

“Ahh.” She let out a long, low moan as his thumbs brushed over her ultra-sensitive nipples. Her moans grew louder as he pulled on the taut buds, twisting them between thumb and forefinger.

“You like that, love?” he rasped. “Your breasts are very sensitive, aren’t they?”

“Yes, yes,” she cried as he bent his head and took a nipple in his mouth, sucking hard. She slid her hands into his hair, silently urging him to continue. He moved to the other breast, his tongue flicking over the nipple again and again.

Ian buried his face between her breasts, his tongue tracing a line up and down her deep cleavage. His hands slid around her hips to squeeze her buttocks, and then he swiftly hauled her onto the bed. He lay on his back, pulling her astride him, her thighs straddling the outside of his legs.

“I want you again,” he told her raggedly. “As you can plainly see. You’re not too sore, are you, love?”

Tessa licked her lips as she glanced down and saw for herself just how aroused he was – his long, thick cock pulsing and fully erect, practically begging to be touched. Tentatively, she reached down and ran a hand lightly over his throbbing length, almost recoiling at how hot and hard he was. But even that faint touch was too much for Ian, his breath hissing out savagely as he grasped her wrist, stilling her motion.

“Not now,” he bit out. “Christ, you’ll have me coming in your hand in ten seconds if you do that.”

Tessa used her free hand to caress his chest, loving the feel of his hot skin and hard muscles. “But I want to touch you, too,” she pouted. “Just like you did to me earlier.”

He captured her other hand, too, holding both of them immobile by her sides. “I want that, too, darling,” he murmured. “More than you can possibly know. I’ve dreamed of your hands on my body, of you kneeling before me, my cock in your mouth.” He lifted his head off the pillow, high enough to give each of her nipples a brief lick. “But not now, love. I seem to lose all control when I’m near you.”

She began to rock her pelvis back and forth against him, trying to free her hands. “It’s not really fair, you know. Maybe I should have just done what I wanted to you while you were sleeping.”

He chuckled. “And maybe someone is becoming very bold and needs a spanking because she’s such a wicked girl.”

Tessa let out a squeal of surprise as he gave her a quick smack on her right buttock. But any further protest she might have made faded away at his next feverishly murmured words.

“Take me inside you, Tessa. I want you on top this time, riding me. Have you done this before?”

She shook her head. “No. Let me, Ian.” She lifted her hips, reaching eagerly for his erection.

“Easy, love,” he admonished, his hand guiding hers as she positioned the tip of his penis at the slick entrance to her body.

Tessa gasped as he slowly, gradually, fed his cock inside of her an inch at a time, until she was fully impaled. She was unable to move momentarily as she grew used to the feel of being so completely filled.

Ian’s hands grasped her hips, his voice gentle. “All right there, love? Am I too deep?”

“No, no,” she protested, afraid he would withdraw if she said yes. “You feel so good. It’s so good, Ian.”

His hands caressed her thighs, her ass, slid up her ribcage to squeeze her breasts. “Move with me now, Tessa. Here, like this.”

He guided her movements with his hands on her hips, showing her what he wanted until she was riding him in a near frenzy, posturing up and down on his cock frantically.

“Jesus,” he panted, his hips pistoning wildly in an attempt to keep up with her pace. “You’re going to kill me for sure, love. I’m very sadly out of practice as I’ve already told you.” His big hands gripped her hips, forcing her to slow down. But by then both of them were breathing raggedly, a fine sheen of sweat misting their bodies. Tessa’s moans increased in frequency and volume each time he guided her up and down on his cock, lifting her up until only the tip remained inside her, and then lowering her with maddening, exquisite slowness until he was once again fully sheathed.

“God, those sounds you make,” he breathed. “I’ve never heard anything so damned sexy before. I’m more than tempted to see just how loud I can make you moan.”

“Oooh,” she whimpered as he rubbed her clit with the pad of his right thumb, while twisting her nipple with his left fingers. Without his hands guiding her movements, she picked up the pace again, grinding against his hand as she felt the now familiar approach of another orgasm. He was stimulating her in too many places at once, overloading her pleasure centers, until it was all too much to take and she called out his name over and over as she quivered with sensation, still riding him hard.

Tessa barely heard Ian swear softly before he clamped down on her hips again, holding her still as he pumped himself inside of her, finding his release. His hands fell limply to his sides as if in surrender, and she slumped down to lay on his massive chest, her hands tangling in his damp hair.

“If you do manage to kill me,” he whispered hoarsely a few minutes later, “at least I’ll die a very, very happy man.”

***

She yawned sleepily as she woke, stretching her arms and legs in opposite directions, luxuriating in the feel of the plush mattress beneath her and the softness of the bedcovers over her. They felt so good, in fact, that she gave in to the temptation and snuggled deeper into the pillow, fully intending to fall back asleep.

But then a low chuckle made her stir again, as did the warm hand caressing her bare shoulder. “You are a little sleepyhead, aren’t you, love?”

Tessa’s eyes flew open to find Ian gazing down at her, his handsome features filled with amusement. She shivered as he ran one long finger over the bridge of her nose down to her lips. His stubble was even darker and heavier this morning, his hair mussed, and she thought how incredibly sexy he looked this way – quite a change from the suave, elegant man who strode through the office with such authority. He looked wilder, rougher, but at the same time softer and more approachable.

“Good morning,” she murmured, as his hand cupped the back of her head.

“Good morning to you, too, love,” he told her just before claiming her lips in a sweet, searching kiss.

“Mmm.” She turned into his arms willingly, rubbing her naked breasts against his chest and loving the indrawn hiss of breath he took at the contact.

“Easy, darling girl.” He gently broke the kiss and eased her head onto his shoulder, keeping her wrapped in his arms. “Otherwise, you’ll have me waking you up a bit more – uh, enthusiastically shall we say.”

Tessa snuggled even closer against him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “I wouldn’t complain about that. In fact, you can wake me that way whenever you like.”

Ian gave her butt a pinch, eliciting a yelp of protest from her. “What a saucy little imp you’ve become rather quickly,” he teased. “What’s happened to the shy young girl who usually blushes when I simply tell her good morning?”

She caressed his steely abs, pressing a kiss to his shoulder. “You turned her into a woman practically overnight,” she confided. “A woman who’s absolutely obsessed with you.”

She gave a cry of surprise as he tumbled her onto the mattress, his big body looming almost intimidatingly over hers. She gulped as she noticed the way his eyes had darkened, and the smoldering look on his face.

“Then we make quite a pair, love, because I’ve been completely obsessed with you – your face, your body, your sweetness – since the first time I saw you,” he said raggedly. “And I’m beginning to fear that my obsession with you is only going to get stronger.” Ian gave her a quick kiss before reluctantly sliding out of bed. “But if we don’t get up and about now, I fear we’ll never leave this bed today. How does a shower sound before I take you out for breakfast?”

Lazily, she buried her face back into the pillow. “Not nearly as good as staying here in this bed with you all day. Why can’t we do that instead?”

He laughed heartily, bending over to nuzzle her neck. “Because I’m an old man, darling, and I need food if I’m going to have enough energy to ravish you again. Now, time to get up, you lazy wench.”

Tessa shook her head in protest, pulling the duvet over her body. “I don’t think I ever want to leave this bed. It’s the most comfortable one I’ve ever slept in.”

“It better be, considering what I paid for it. This is a Hypnos mattress, it was handmade and custom designed. I’m glad it passes Sleeping Beauty’s high standards,” he teased. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You do like to cuddle, don’t you, love? You were practically on top of me when I woke.”

She felt her cheeks grow warm as she gazed up at him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know I – um, did that.”

“Hush.” He gave her a lingering kiss. “Remember, the word sorry is no longer in your vocabulary. And I wasn’t complaining Tessa. Far from it. I’d love nothing better than to wake up with you snuggled against me every day. I was just marveling at what an affectionate little thing you are.”

Tessa went to him eagerly as he scooped her into his arms and carried her into his opulent bathroom. She was delighted to discover the floors had radiant heating, which helped to keep her nude body warm as Ian turned on the shower taps and gathered up towels.

Once inside the huge granite shower that boasted dual showerheads, Ian wasted no time in pulling her into his arms. He backed her against the wall, his voice rough as he asked, “Is this going to be another first for you?”

She shivered despite the blissful warmth of the shower spray. “Yes.”

“Good.” He nipped her earlobe teasingly. “You might have to make a list for me.”

Tessa groaned as his hands slid down her back to cup her ass. “It might be a long list.”

His lips moved down the side of her throat. “I was hoping you’d say that. And I’d be very happy to add anything you might forget to that list.”

He released her momentarily so that they could each wash their hair. Tessa was surprised to find the same shampoo and conditioner that the stylist at Neiman Marcus had used yesterday, but didn’t question the coincidence.

She had just rinsed out her long hair when Ian came up behind her, his arms wrapping around her waist and his massive erection pressing against the cleft of her buttocks. His soapy hands palmed her breasts, drawing a sigh from her throat, her head falling back onto his shoulder as he tugged at her nipples.

“Let’s make sure you’re clean all over, shall we?” he whispered in her ear, just before his soap-slicked fingers thrust deep inside her moist, swollen sex.

Tessa feared her legs might have given out from under her had he not been holding her up. “Ohhh.” Her breath expelled in a long, low wave as his talented fingers continued to arouse her, his thumb rubbing circles around her clit.

“I love how tight you are,” he crooned, slowly withdrawing his fingers only to replace them with the tip of his fully engorged penis. “How it feels like you can’t possibly take all of me but yet you do anyway. How this sweet, hot pussy sucks me in.”

She whimpered as he eased inside of her one long inch at a time, her breasts being crushed against the slippery granite shower wall, and she felt surrounded by his tall, strong body.

“Ah, oh, God,” she cried as he thrust all the way inside of her.

He wasn’t gentle with her this morning, and she loved this rougher, more primitive side of him. She braced her palms against the wall as he gripped her hips, pounding into her fiercely. Even above the sound of the streaming water she could hear how hard he was breathing, as well as the words he growled in her ear, praising her, encouraging her, urging her on.

“That’s my beautiful girl. Yes, love, ah, you feel so damned good. I could stay buried inside you like this for hours. Come for me now, Tessa, let yourself go. Ah, yes, just like that.”

She emitted a high-pitched wail as she came powerfully, this orgasm stronger than any of the others he’d given her so far. She was barely aware when Ian bit her shoulder as he, too, found his release, slapping his hand against the wall to hold himself up.

He insisted on drying her off, even though she feebly protested she could do it herself. He wrapped her up in the same sort of plush, cream colored bath sheet that he’d draped around his own hips.

“I have something for you, Tessa,” he said, handing her an incredibly soft pearl gray garment. “The tags are still intact so if you don’t like it we can exchange it for something else.”

The robe was gorgeous and fit her perfectly, exquisitely warm against her bare skin. “It’s beautiful, Ian. I love it,” she told him sincerely. “But you’ve already done too much for me.”

“I’ve barely begun to spoil you the way I intend to. I have some other things for you as well. Come have a look.”

As he took her hand, she glanced down and almost fainted when she glimpsed the tag attached to the cuff of the robe. It was La Perla – a label she’d heard Gina and Alicia rave about on numerous occasions – and the price of the robe was $450. That was more than Tessa’s food budget plus the cost of her bus pass for an entire month combined, and she was stunned that he would spend so much on her for one simple item.

“Ian.” She tugged on his hand. “This is way too much money for just a robe. I can’t let you spend this much on me.”

In response he merely took hold of the offending price tag and tore it off. Grinning wickedly, he urged her along.

He showed her the drawers and cabinets in the huge double sink where toiletries, skin care products, and cosmetics had been stored for her, everything still in their wrappers and boxes. Tessa recognized some of the brands, especially the cosmetics that the makeup artist had used on her yesterday, while others were unknown to her. All of them looked expensive and high end.

But the real surprise came when Ian led her into his enormous walk-in closet. She had thought Julia’s closet jaw-dropping but this one easily dwarfed her friend’s several times over. The clothes racks, dark wood drawers, and granite topped counters had obviously been custom built and installed, for the closet was the sort of elaborate set-up that one only saw in design magazines or TV shows about the homes of the rich and famous.

Tessa stared at the rows of carefully hung suits, shirts, trousers, jackets, sweaters and other apparel. Dozens of pairs of shoes were neatly arranged on racks. The built-in drawers undoubtedly held things like socks, T-shirts and underwear. It was a huge space, far more than one person needed, as evidenced by the empty spaces here and there on the clothes racks.

“I didn’t have time to select much, just a few things really,” Ian was telling her as he walked her over to a partially filled clothes rack. “Once Marlene was able to confirm your sizes she packed everything up and had it delivered here to the house. I – I hope you like them, Tessa.”

She was startled at the amount of clothing – far more than a “few things” – that hung from the rack. There were dresses, skirts, trousers, jeans, blouses, sweaters, and jackets. On the shoe rack just below were half a dozen pair of assorted pumps, boots and casual footwear. Tessa didn’t need to look at labels or price tags to know that all of it had been very costly.

She’d never, ever, had such beautiful things before, never even let herself imagine she would ever own things as luxurious as these. For her entire life, her clothes had come from thrift shops, discount stores, and when things had been really bad, donations of used items from a charitable group.

Tessa couldn’t help the rush of tears that filled her eyes as she tentatively ran her hand over a pair of designer jeans before admiring a gorgeous silk blouse of pale blue.

“Do you like them?”

She turned to face Ian, who stood just behind her, a rather anxious expression on his face. It touched her deeply that he had evidently hand selected all of these lovely things for her, and even more so that he was worried if they were to her liking or not.

Tessa wrapped her arms around his waist, snuggling her face against his bare chest. “How could I not?” she replied tearfully. “I know without even looking at everything that it will all be perfect. You have wonderful taste.”

He tipped her chin up, frowning at the sight of her tears. “If you like everything so much, then why are you crying?”

She felt a tear begin to trickle down her cheek. “Because you’re so good to me,” she whispered brokenly. “I’m not used to anyone doing these sorts of things for me, or trying to take care of me the way you do. I guess I’m just a little amazed.”

Ian kissed both of her eyelids. “This is just the tip of the iceberg, you know,” he told her solemnly. “I intend to buy you whatever your heart desires, Tessa. I don’t ever want you to be deprived again.”

She shook her head. “I don’t need things, Ian. I’m used to making do with what I have. I hope – I mean, that’s not why I’m here with you. Because of your money, I mean. That’s just not important to me. So don’t expect me to ask you for things because I won’t.”

“I know that, darling.” He combed her damp hair through his fingers. “Which is exactly why you can expect to receive a great many surprises from me. Ah, let’s not forget these.”

He opened a built-in drawer to reveal half a dozen sets of lacy lingerie, each in a different color. Ian picked up a very sexy bra of black lace and a matching pair of panties.

“I’ve been imagining you in this particular set since I picked them out,” he murmured in a husky voice.

Tessa fingered the lacy cups of the bra, feeling a little shy that he’d personally chosen lingerie for her. “They’re beautiful. And I’ll wear them for you whenever you want me to.”

The smile on his handsome face was positively amoral. “”Well, if I had my preference, I’d keep you dressed in nothing but these skimpy bits – or nothing at all – twenty four seven. But I suppose I need to let you out of my bed once in a while, don’t I?”

She giggled, liking this playful side of him. “Don’t forget I have a job. And a very demanding boss. Somehow I don’t think he’d consider these “skimpy bits” proper office attire.”

“You’re damned right he wouldn’t,” he growled, banding an arm about her waist and yanking her against him. “I haven’t waited this long for you only to share the sight of this luscious body with anyone else.” He cupped her breast through the soft fabric of her robe, his thumb rasping over the nipple. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t wear these under your clothes, so I can fantasize about how you look in them all day.”

Tessa gave a little moan as he continued to fondle her breast. “I’ll do whatever you want so long as you keep touching me like that.”

His fingers splayed open over her breast before giving it a squeeze. “You are quickly becoming a lusty little thing, aren’t you?” he purred. “But I’m afraid you’ve wrung me dry for the moment, love. Christ, I’ve never had this much sex in such a short amount of time. You’re like a constant aphrodisiac. Now, it’s time to take care of other appetites, hmm? Let’s find you some clothes so we can head out for breakfast.”

She ran a hand up over his pectorals, loving this opportunity to touch his bare skin. “Is it still raining?”

“Absolutely pouring. It eased up a bit during the night, I believe, but a second front is passing through right now. Why do you ask?”

Tessa rested her head on his shoulder, her fingers plucking at the towel wrapped around his waist. “Would you mind very much if we just stayed here today? I’d love to cook breakfast for you. I mean, my cooking skills are pretty basic but I can manage breakfast.”

“I don’t want you to have to work at all this entire weekend,” he declared. “That is – I hope you can stay with me the rest of the weekend. Am I interfering with any plans you’d made?”

She grinned. “Just a hot date with my laundry. And a very fun afternoon at the grocery store. Nothing that won’t keep a couple of days. And I really don’t mind making breakfast. You have such an amazing kitchen that I’d love the chance to use that stove. Provided I can figure out how to operate it, that is.”

“Ah, so now the real truth comes out,” teased Ian. “It’s my kitchen you’re really interested in, not me. I’ll tell you what, love. We’ll cook breakfast together, all right?”

She raised a brow in surprise. “You know how to cook?”

He shrugged. “Well, I’m no Emeril Lagasse but I can manage some basics. My brothers and I were required to work our way up from the bottom in the company, and for me at least that included a stint or two working in hotel restaurants. My housekeeper usually restocks supplies on Friday, so we’ll see what we can put together. Now, I suggest you get some clothes on, love. If you stay in that robe, it will be far too tempting – and easy - for me to slip it off you at a moment’s notice.”

Tessa tugged playfully at his towel. “Not as easy as it would be for me.” Then she squealed as his big hand swatted her bottom.

“Behave,” he admonished. “I think we’ll both be safer if you dress in here while I go shave. And don’t even start looking at price tags. I should have had them all cut off.”

“When exactly did you have time to put all these things away, anyway?” she asked curiously.

“I’m afraid I had to leave that task to my housekeeper,” he admitted. “Fortunately, Mrs. Sargent is both accommodating and discreet. Though I could sense she was very anxious to ask me several questions about who all these things were for.”

“So you don’t normally buy things for your overnight female guests?” she asked pointedly.

Ian shook his head. “Except for family members, I have never purchased clothing – much less very fetching lace undies – for a woman. Same thing with overnight guests. The only women who have ever been in this house are Mrs. Sargent and family members.”

Tessa was extremely pleased at this revelation. “So I’m a first for you in at least a couple of ways, too.”

He held her face between his palms and kissed her forehead. “More than a couple, love. Let me grab some clothes now and I’ll go change outside after I shave.”

She clasped his wrist. “Wait.”

As he gazed at her expectantly, she asked him shyly, “Would it bother you not to shave today? I – um, like you this way for a change. The stubble, I mean. It’s very sexy.”

Ian grinned as she caressed his cheek. “I don’t mind at all, Tessa. In fact, I don’t always shave when I’m home on the weekends. And if you find it sexy, then I definitely won’t do it today.”

She pressed a soft kiss to his cheek. “Thank you.”

Sweat broke out on his brow and his eyes darkened. “Christ, I feel like a horny teenager whenever I’m near you. I’d better get my things before I check another item off your list of firsts.”

She regarded him curiously as he efficiently selected clothing from the racks and drawers. “What item would that be?”

He winked at her cheekily. “Shagging in the closet.”



Chapter Twelve

The quiet, mellow morning was one of the most enjoyable that Ian had ever spent in this big, often lonely house. He typically spent so much time traveling on business, attending meetings or social events that he wasn’t actually here all that much.

But he could certainly make a strong case for spending a great deal more time at home provided that Tessa kept him company as she was right now.

They had cooked breakfast together, assembling eggs, potatoes, and bacon, and then finishing off the meal with tea and the scones Mrs. Sargent had bought from his favorite local bakery. It had been a quiet, companionable meal, the two of them gazing out the kitchen windows as the storm continued to bring heavy rain and winds outside. Tessa had been delighted to discover that there was a secluded courtyard just outside of the kitchen’s sliding glass doors, and was even more pleased when he’d promised her they could have breakfast out there another time when the weather allowed.

After cleaning up the dishes, they spent a couple of hours in his home office. Ian worked on preparing notes for yet another trip he was taking week after next, while Tessa happily curled up on the sofa with a short stack of books he’d helped her select from his library.

He glanced up at one point and smiled fondly as he watched her unobserved. She was wearing the gray yoga pants and pink thermal sweater he’d bought for her, her bare feet tucked beneath her. She was avidly looking through a thick, glossy book with photographs of Tuscany, wrapping a lock of her hair around her fingers. She was enchanting, enthralling, and he thought he could happily stare at her for hours on end.

She looked up then, as if feeling his gaze upon her, and returned his smile a little shyly. “Hi. Taking a break?”

Ian pushed aside the reports he’d been reviewing. “Calling it quits for the day, actually. I don’t want to spend even one more minute of this weekend with you doing work. But speaking of work, we ought to get that issue resolved while we’re able to think rationally.”

“Okay.” She set aside her book as he took a seat next to her on the leather sofa.

Ian picked up her hand, idly brushing his thumb over her knuckles. “You know I’ve broken all of my rules for you,” he began half-teasingly. “In all the years – decades, actually – that I’ve worked for my family’s company I have never dated or even flirted with a female employee.”

Tessa gave him an impish smile. “And I’m guessing it wasn’t for lack of opportunity. An awful lot of opportunities.”

He rolled his eyes at her. “Don’t believe all the gossip you hear, darling. I’ve worked hard to develop a reputation as a cold, unapproachable bastard over the years. It’s done a lot to keep most of the overly optimistic females at bay.”

She snuggled up against him, her hand creeping under his gray cashmere pullover to rub his lower back. “There’s nothing the least bit cold about you,” she whispered, her breath tickling his ear. “You’re actually really, really hot.”

Growling, he yanked her onto his lap. “And you’re making me burn for you, my sweet. Careful about playing with fire, hmm?” He brushed a kiss on her cheek. “Now, before you make me forget my damned name again, let’s talk about the office. More specifically, how you and I are going to have to conduct ourselves while we’re there. At least for the short term.”

Tessa frowned. “Short term? I’m not sure I like the sound of that. Are you planning to have me transferred somewhere?”

“No. That’s not one of the options I’ve considered. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves just a bit.” He brushed her hair behind her ear. “I’ve told you more than once that I don’t want to overwhelm you, Tessa. Nor do I want to control or manipulate you – ever. That’s not the sort of relationship I want to have with you.”

She nodded. “I know you don’t. And that means a lot to me, Ian. It would be so easy for me to just allow you to take me over, to depend on you for everything. But I don’t think I’d like myself very much if I let that happen.”

“Well, it’s nothing you have to worry about because I won’t let that happen, either. You’re a bright, capable young woman and I fully intend to help you realize that. Now, as I was saying, I’ve broken all of my hard and fast rules for you – getting involved with an employee. In particular, an employee who works directly for me. We cannot let anyone else find out, Tessa. The repercussions for both of us would be – unpleasant.”

“I know,” she agreed readily. “I’m good at keeping secrets, Ian. I’m also very closed mouthed about my personal life, even if the rest of the team is pretty much an open book about theirs. Especially Kevin.”

Ian grimaced when he noticed the way she wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Yes, I’ve had the great misfortune of overhearing some of that young man’s – er, exploits. I can just imagine some of the tawdry tales he’s offended you with.”

“It’s okay,” she assured him. “He’s an airhead and – well, kind of a slut – but at least he’s always been kind to me. Not like A - ”

“Alicia,” he finished. “No great surprise there. That one’s a nasty, stuck-up little witch. Unfortunately, her parents attend many of the same events that I do, and she’s invited along occasionally. I’m not pleased that she knows quite so much about my social life.”

“She’s pretty fixated on you,” Tessa told him quietly. “She’s even talked about quitting her job so that you’d be free to date her.”

Ian made a small sound of distaste. “It certainly wouldn’t bother me in the least if she quit, but there’s nothing she could do that would entice me to ask her out. Ever. Alicia is definitely not my type, so put that thought out of your head right now.”

“Okay,” she agreed happily.

“I appreciate that you’ve always been the epitome of discretion at the office, Tessa. You’re going to have to take even more precautions to make sure no one suspects we’re involved. If someone asks what you did on the weekend, for example, or if you’re dating someone, you’ll have to find a way to diffuse the situation.” He hesitated. “I hate to outright ask you to lie, but if it becomes necessary - ”

“I’ll do whatever I have to in order to protect both of us,” she insisted. “And I’ve become pretty good at avoiding personal questions. Fortunately, the others love to talk about themselves so much that they seldom ask about me.”

Ian was beginning to feel a little less worried about what could easily develop into an awkward situation. “All right. I’ll count on you to keep everything under wraps and simply avoid discussing your personal life as much as possible. The far more difficult part, I fear, is going to be for the two of us to act as though nothing has changed.”

“I know.” She began to twirl a lock of her hair through her fingers again. “While we’re at the office, you’re back to being Mr. Gregson. And we really don’t see much of each other during the day anyway. Especially since you travel so much.”

“And that’s another huge problem.” He picked up her hand, forcing her to release the lock of hair. “I’ve always missed you when I was away, but at least in the past it helped having some distance between us. Out of sight, out of mind, that sort of thing. But now that we’ve been together it won’t be nearly so easy to stop thinking of you. It will be damned near impossible, in fact.” He brought their clasped hands to his lips, his voice solemn. “I want you with me all the time, Tessa. Here in San Francisco, living with me permanently, but also traveling with me wherever I need to go.”

She made a small sound of surprise and gazed at him wide-eyed. “But how would that be possible? I mean, there’s no way to keep that a secret. Plus, I have to work. I couldn’t just take time off whenever you had to travel.”

“You’d have to quit your job, Tessa,” he told her gently. “And if we’re going to continue this relationship – something I’m going to do my damndest to make sure happens – then you’ll need to do that sooner than later. I don’t want to pressure you, it has to ultimately be your decision, but we could be together freely if you left the company.”

She gazed down at their clasped hands quietly, her expression almost brooding. “I wouldn’t be able to work at all if you want me to travel with you. You’d be – I’d have to be dependent on you to - ”

“Support you. Yes, I’m aware. And that is certainly not a problem, love. I’m more than willing and capable of doing exactly that.”

Tessa shook her head. “Ian – as much as I appreciate that, I can’t do it. I can’t just be your – your girlfriend or whatever the correct term is for that sort of arrangement.”

He smiled wryly. “The very old-fashioned term you’re thinking of is a mistress. And that’s not at all what I’m proposing, darling. My thought was to have you travel with me and provide any administrative support I needed. As you know, Andrew rarely travels with me, only a few times a year. The rest of the time I depend on the office staff at whatever hotel I’m visiting to provide assistance. But if you were along I wouldn’t need to do that.”

She instantly brightened at his suggestion. “So I would unofficially be your traveling PA, something like that. Just not officially an employee of the company.”

“Exactly.” He smiled to note how pleased – and relieved – she seemed at the idea. “And you can expect to work quite hard during those times. I work long hours, attend far too many meetings, go to incredibly boring dinners. But if you were along to help me – not to mention grace me with your beautiful company – it would make everything a great deal more pleasant.”

“That sounds – reasonable,” she agreed. “I mean, I wouldn’t be earning a salary but I also wouldn’t feel like a – a kept woman, or something like that, so long as I could be doing real work.”

“I think it’s an excellent plan. In addition, I’d like for you to continue doing all of my spreadsheets, whether we’re traveling or not. I frankly don’t trust any of the others to do them correctly, even Andrew.” He gave her a conspiratorial smile. “But don’t you dare tell him that, he’d be quite offended. And truth be told, he can be very intimidating.”

Tessa laughed. “Not you, too? All of us try to walk on eggshells around him, not wanting to annoy him. Though poor Shelby seems to receive the brunt of his displeasure.”

“So, it’s settled, then? When you feel the time is right – after we’ve come to know each other a bit better and you’re more comfortable with the idea – you’ll give notice?”

She nodded. “Yes. I just need some time, as you said. And I want you to detail for me exactly the sort of things I’d be expected to do as your traveling PA. I want to make sure I’m really doing something valuable, not just fetching you tea and sorting out your papers.”

He grinned. “Not to worry, love. I’ll find many ways to keep you busy all day long.” He bent his head and nuzzled her throat. “All night, too.”

Ian gave her a quick kiss, then set her down on the sofa before standing and offering her a hand up. “It’s still pouring outside, I’m afraid, so we’re stuck here. How does a workout in the gym sound?”

Tessa was more than agreeable and joined him a few minutes later in his small but well equipped home fitness room. Ian usually worked out at the exclusive private club he belonged to, one that boasted two Olympic-sized pools, an expansive weight and cardio room, handball, squash and tennis courts, and a boxing room where he could keep his skills sharpened. But his home gym more than filled his needs on those occasions when he didn’t have time to get to his club, or when the inclement weather made it preferable to stay at home.

During his condensed shopping spree at Neiman Marcus yesterday, he’d thrown in a set of workout attire for Tessa almost as an afterthought. But as she walked inside his gym, he silently congratulated himself on his hurried choices.

She wore an exercise bra of dark blue piped in black, with a wide black zipper down the front. The Lycra fabric clung to her breasts lovingly, and sweat popped out on his brow even before he’d begun his workout. The coordinating shorts were even tinier that the ones she’d been wearing that day at the office gym, when that bastard Jason had dared to put his slimy hands on her. The dark blue cotton shorts bared a great deal of her long, shapely legs and cupped the luscious curves of her rounded ass enticingly.

He was thankful that no other admiring eyes were around to see her dressed like this – or, more accurately, barely dressed. Ian made a mental note to buy her some other workout gear that wasn’t nearly as skimpy. He shuddered to imagine the reaction she’d receive walking into his club looking like this – all endlessly long legs, ripe tits, and glowing skin.

Over the next hour he tried – really tried – to focus on his own workout – lifting weights; doing several sets of crunches on the slant board while hefting a medicine ball; using the pull-up bar before dropping to the floor for as many push-ups as he could endure. But he found it impossible to stop sneaking glances at Tessa every five – or two – minutes, and then having to stifle a groan at the tempting sight she made. As she jogged on the treadmill, her breasts jiggled slightly, the exercise bra not quite as supportive as it ought to be. When she took her turn on the slant board, the waistband of her shorts dipped a couple of inches to reveal her navel. And as she bent over at the waist to stretch her hamstrings – flexible enough that her palms were flat on the floor – the hem of the tiny shorts crept up to bare part of her ass cheeks.

What made these frequent, furtive peeks at her even more alluring was the realization that she wasn’t even trying to seem enticing, and that she didn’t appear to even be aware of his gaze upon her.

After an hour, both of them were sweaty and fatigued. Ian took a long swig from a bottle of water before handing it to Tessa.

“Had enough for today?” he asked.

She nodded, swallowing a gulp of water. “I’m good. This is so awesome that you have your very own gym. You must work out here a lot.”

“I try to get in a workout at least five days a week, but I don’t actually use this room very often. The club I belong to is much larger and I like to use their pool and other facilities.”

She ran her palm up his arm under the sleeve of his workout shirt. “Is that where you box?” she asked in a husky voice, her big eyes seeming bluer than usual.

Ian stifled a groan as Tessa stepped closer, her breasts brushing up against his chest. “Yes, that’s the place.”

She gave his bicep a squeeze while her other hand slid up his chest. “Would you let me – that is, could I watch you sometime? Go through your workout? I’ve love to do that.”

“Of course you may,” he replied, pleased at her interest. “But we might need to wait on that a bit, love. Several of my executives belong to the same club and work out there frequently, so I’d have a bit of a tough time smuggling you in.”

Tessa rubbed her cheek against his throat. “Hmm, extra motivation for me to leave the company that much sooner, I suppose.”

His hands gripped her hips, pulling her close against him, and letting her feel his rapidly hardening erection. “When it’s time, I’ll get you a membership there so we can work out together. They have classes you might like, too – kickboxing, spinning, yoga.”

Tessa ground her pelvis invitingly against his cock, severely testing his already fragile self-control. “I love yoga,” she told him, sliding her arms up his chest to clasp around his neck. “Julia has brought me to her studio as a guest a couple of times and her teacher is amazing.”

Ian grit his teeth as she pushed her breasts into his chest. “I – ah, didn’t realize you saw Julia outside of the office.”

“Is that all right?” she asked anxiously. “I mean, she’s always been so nice to me and I don’t have many friends so - ”

“Hush.” He kissed her softly. “Of course it’s all right. I’d much rather see you going out with Julia than with one of the girls from the office. She’s far more grounded and sensible than any of them, not to mention engaged to Nathan.”

Tessa regarded him curiously. “What does that have to do with it?”

His hand splayed over the band of bare skin between her exercise bra and shorts. “She’s already spoken for, darling, which means she won’t be talking you into trolling singles bars looking for men.”

She tunneled her hands up beneath his shirt, exploring the muscles of his back. “And why would I want to do something like that anyway?”

He hissed as one of her hands slipped beneath the waistband of his athletic shorts, not stopping until it reached his buttocks. “So that you could find someone closer to your age, perhaps.” He shrugged, feigning a nonchalance he damned sure didn’t feel. “A hot, gorgeous girl like yourself would only have to walk inside a bar or a club, and you’d be swarmed with interested young men.”

Tessa swiftly slid her palms to either side of his face, gazing at him with fire in her blue eyes. “If I was in a room surrounded by a thousand different men, you’re still the only one I’d want – the only one I’d see. I don’t care about the age difference, Ian. My God, you’ve got the most beautiful body of any man alive. Why would I ever want anyone else?”

Her passionately spoken words not only touched him profoundly, but aroused him fiercely. “I’m a damned lucky bastard,” he muttered. “Though I’ll have my work cut out for me keeping up with you, my sweet. Extra workouts, more vitamins, increasing my intake of red meat. I’ll need to do all of that and more in order to have enough energy to keep you satisfied.”

He yelped as she very unexpectedly gave him a smack on the ass.

“You’re making me feel like some sort of sex fiend,” she pouted prettily. “I can’t help it if you turn me on.”

“Are you turned on now, Tessa?” he breathed in her ear. “Tell me, love, are you wet?”

She groaned as he cupped her buttocks and ground himself against her cleft. “God, yes!”

His tongue traced around the dainty shell of her ear. “And are your nipples hard?”

The little laugh she gave was positively wicked, and he was rather shocked at how quickly she’d shed her inhibitions. “Why don’t you find out for yourself?” she challenged in a naughty voice.

“Jesus, Tessa.” He didn’t have to look down to realize his erection was already tenting his shorts. His gaze fell instead on the lush mounds of her breasts straining behind the snug fitting exercise bra. Her nipples were definitely hard, poking against the slick fabric, begging to be touched.

His fingers toyed with the pull tab of the bra’s zipper. “I admit to having an ulterior motive in mind when I picked this particular item out.”

Her breathing had grown choppy. “What – what kind of motive?”

Ian began to lower the zipper very slowly. “This kind.”

Tessa was trembling as he finished unzipping the bra, her breasts bursting free to tumble into his waiting palms. She let out one of those erotic, drawn-out moans as he squeezed her breasts then tugged at her nipples.

“Oh, oh, that’s so good!” she cried. “Please don’t stop.”

“God, darling, you make me crazy with those little sounds you make,” he groaned, bending his head to take one of her nipples in his mouth. He circled the hard tip with his tongue before sucking the entire areola into his mouth.

He was so focused on lavishing attention on her breasts that he wasn’t aware of her hand slipping down between their tightly fused bodies. At least not until she began to tentatively palm his throbbing cock, a light touch that nonetheless almost had him exploding on the spot.

“Tessa.” This time he was the one who moaned, long and low.

“Let me.”

He was helpless to resist her as she pushed his shorts down past his hips, freeing his pulsing erection.

“Fuck.” The harsh curse hissed out from between his tightly clenched teeth as her warm, smooth hand closed around his cock. He sensed her uncertainty, the hesitant way she tried to please him, and he placed his shaking hand over hers.

“Like this. Long, slow strokes. God, yes, just like that. Easy, love. Christ, what you do to me.”

She picked up the rhythm quickly, her hand stroking his cock until he was groaning, thrusting eagerly in sync with her motions. Then she startled him again by sinking to her knees, the tip of his penis mere inches from her full, lush mouth.

“Is this how you pictured me?” she breathed seductively. “How you’ve wanted me?”

His hands gripped her shoulders tightly as she continued to stroke his erection. He made a raw, dangerous sound deep in his throat as he gazed down and saw what a decadent, carnal picture she presented – tendrils of blonde hair escaping her ponytail to curl about her flushed cheeks; her blue eyes huge and round as they stared up at him wantonly; her lips full and trembling, eager to suck him off and give him untold pleasure. She still wore the unzipped exercise bra, her ripe tits fully bared to his gaze, the nipples hard and pointed. She looked like sex incarnate, the most tempting, irresistible beauty he could ever imagine, and she was his – all his – to do with as he pleased.

“This is exactly how I pictured you,” he murmured hoarsely. “Except you’re even more beautiful, more tempting.”

“Tell me how to please you, what you like.”

Ian honestly didn’t think he could do it – instruct Tessa in the finer points of giving him a blow job – at least not without coming hard within the first few seconds. But somehow he managed to do just that, telling her what he liked, praising her efforts, groaning when she learned all too quickly how to bring him to the very edge. At his guttural, brusque instructions, she ran her tongue up and down the length of his penis before closing her lips over just the tip and sucking hard. Her tongue circled the broad, plush head of his cock, licking up the thick beads of pre-cum, before taking as much of him as she could inside her mouth. His hands fisted in her hair, pulling it free of the ponytail, as she sucked him eagerly, as though she’d been doing this forever instead of mere minutes.

Ian’s legs were shaking, and he was dimly aware of being more aroused then he’d ever come close to being in his entire thirty-nine years. At the last minute, when he was perilously close to losing it and coming hard down her throat, he jerked himself out of her mouth and took a step back.

“Together,” he uttered rawly. “We’ll come together.”

They quickly stripped off their remaining articles of clothing before he lifted her in his arms and carried her over to the closest wall, slamming her up against it. Tessa barely had time to wrap her legs around his waist before he plunged inside of her with one savage thrust.

The blood was roaring in his ears so loudly that he could barely hear the little gasps she made as he pounded her against the wall, holding her up as though she weighed nothing. He was crazy with lust, so consumed with the driving need to possess her, that any sort of rational thought was impossible. As if from a great distance, he heard her give a high-pitched cry and then her tight, slick pussy was clenching around him like a fist as she reached her climax. The shout he gave as he came mere seconds later was more like a bellow, echoing around the room.

Tessa was shaking in his arms as he gently eased her to her feet, wrapping her in a fierce embrace.

“God, please tell me I didn’t hurt you,” he begged. “I didn’t mean to lose control that way, to be so rough with you.”

She shook her head as her arms banded about his waist. “You didn’t hurt me. And I like that you were a little rough, that I can make you lose control a bit.”

“Did you now?” he asked, amused. “I think if I let you, darling, you could turn me into a wild animal. Once again, I’m not certain I could even spell my name right now.”

She shivered in his arms. “I’m cold. Can we get into a hot shower, please?”

He grabbed two towels from a shelf in a corner of the room and wrapped one about her shoulders. “Of course, love. But what if we make it a hot bath instead? That way,” he murmured wickedly against her ear, “we can check off one more item from your list of firsts.”

***

Tessa seemed quiet and pensive the rest of the afternoon and evening, as though something was troubling her. But Ian tactfully didn’t push or pry, sensing that she was having an inner struggle with some matter.

He’d taken her again during their bath, but it had been a far cry from the frantic coupling they’d shared in the gym. He’d taken his time with her in the huge sunken tub, petting and soothing her with soft kisses and exquisitely gentle caresses. Their lovemaking had been slow and tender, but she had still been so wrung out afterwards that he’d had to physically lift her out of the tub and dry her off, as though she were a small child. Tessa had been sleepy, clearly not used to the multiple demands he’d made on her body in less than twenty four hours, and he’d laid her down carefully in his bed. She’d been asleep within minutes and he had watched her for almost half an hour before forcing himself to leave the room.

The fierce storm had finally ebbed, and he’d taken her out to dinner, this restaurant far more casual than Le Mistral. It was a charming Italian café not too far from his house, and the owners knew him well. Ian chatted with them briefly in Italian, and introduced them to Tessa.

Over a shared Caesar salad, platters of steaming, fresh pasta, and a bottle of red wine, he’d studied her with some concern. Even her appetite was off tonight, as she ate only sparingly and drank more water than wine. She looked beautiful, of course, wearing one of the outfits he’d bought her – skinny black jeans, a dark blue sweater that skimmed over her lush breasts, and black high-heeled ankle boots. Her cheeks were still flushed becomingly from her nap, not to mention all the sex they’d been having, and she was damned near irresistible. The restaurant was crowded, and Ian’s perceptive gaze didn’t miss even one of the very interested male glances that fell Tessa’s way. At one point he reached across the table and took her hand in his, sending out a silent message to anyone looking that this one belonged to him.

He longed to ask her what was wrong, if there was something he could do for her, but continued to keep quiet. Instead, he only made occasional small talk over dinner, giving her the space she so obviously needed, and tried to tamper down his unsettled feelings. He was more than half afraid that Tessa was having second thoughts about all of this – about him, them – that she was realizing he was in fact too old for her or that she wasn’t ready for another relationship so soon after being divorced. She was likely agonizing over how to tell him, especially given the fact that he was her employer and she didn’t want –

“Ian.”

He glanced up at her softly spoken word. She was worrying her bottom lip to keep it from trembling, and he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. He took a swig of wine, needing the fortification. “What is it, love?”

She slid her hand over his, giving it a squeeze. “I want to tell you everything. About my mother. And my marriage. And, well, about me. I’m ready.”

He felt an overwhelming sense of relief at the exact time a wave of empathy washed through him. He squeezed her hand back reassuringly. “All right, darling. Let’s go home and you can tell me whatever you like.”



Chapter Thirteen

“My mother was bipolar. I didn’t know that’s what her illness was called until I was about eleven or so, when I was old enough to ask questions and do some research. Up until then all I knew was that sometimes Mom was happy and liked to do fun things, but other times she was very, very sad and didn’t get out of bed most days. As I got older, the sad times started taking her over more and more, until that’s all there was.”

Tessa paused to take a tiny sip of the brandy that Ian had insisted she drink. She’d never tried the stuff before, and while the first couple of sips had made her shudder, there was no denying that the undoubtedly expensive liquor was beginning to warm her up.

“Mom was a writer,” she continued. “She actually had several books published and the royalties she got helped support us for a while. Then she started falling deeper into depression and could barely function most days, much less write. And when she did try writing during her manic episodes, it was just a bunch of nonsense, nothing that made sense or that she could ever hope to have published.”

Tessa and Ian were sitting in his library, one of the coziest rooms in his house. He’d started a fire since she had felt chilled, and he was now sitting on the opposite end of the sofa, giving her the space she needed as she visibly struggled to tell him about her life.

“You never tried to find your father?” he inquired gently.

She shook her head. “There was really no place to even begin to do that. One of the few times in my mother’s life when she was actually lucid enough to talk about it, she admitted that I’d been conceived during an especially manic period of her life. The – the research I did later referred to it as hypersexuality. In other words, she slept with a lot of different men in a very short period of time. Any one of them could have been my father.”

Ian gave a brief nod. “And I’ll just assume she never bothered to learn any of their names?”

“Yes, you’d be correct with that assumption. So, no, there’s absolutely no chance of ever learning who my father is. It was just my mother and I, since she’d lost contact with all of her family as well.”

He touched her cheek softly. “Was there no one else then to help you, Tessa? No friends, neighbors, a doctor perhaps?”

“No. We moved around – a lot. When Mom got into one of her manic phases, she’d be full of all these plans, ideas for a new book, and most of those times she’d decide we had to move somewhere different so she could find inspiration. We lived all over the Southwest – Arizona, New Mexico, southern California, west Texas. We’d move at least once a year, sometimes as many as three or four times.”

He frowned. “That couldn’t have had a positive effect on your schooling.”

Tessa gave a bitter little laugh. “It was absolute hell, as one could imagine. I was always the new girl in class, having to play catch up with what all the other kids were learning. I was constantly getting used to a new teacher, a new book, a different way of learning. My grades suffered, and it was usually a struggle just to keep up. And my mother certainly wasn’t any help with studying or schoolwork. When she was manic she’d actually encourage me to skip school so that we could go out and have fun that day instead. And of course when she was down – well, she couldn’t even look after herself, much less take care of me.”

Ian gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “I’m assuming that due to all your moving around that it was difficult to make friends. Is that why you had no one to help you?”

“Partly, yes. I was shy to begin with, so it took me a long time to make friends. And just when I’d finally begin to settle in, my mother would uproot us again and I’d have to start over. So there were never any long term friendships, people I could count on. And then, as I got older, I’d start hearing horrible stories about foster care, especially for kids my age. I was afraid that if I approached a teacher or a doctor and told them about my mother that they would separate us – that I’d wind up in foster care and my mother in some sort of mental institution. So I – I began to look after her as soon as I was old enough.”

“What?” Ian looked and sounded shocked. “How is that even possible, Tessa? How old were you?”

She shrugged. “Maybe seven or eight. When she was in one of her down phases, I’d try to get her to eat, encourage her to get up and about. I learned early on how to look after myself – fixing meals, getting to and from school, even doing the laundry. I was terrified someone would take me away, Ian. My mother might have been sick, but she was all I had.”

“Take another sip of your brandy, darling,” he urged. “I’m sure this all must be upsetting for you to relive.”

Tessa drank a bit more before continuing. “Things got tougher as I grew older and my mother got sicker. When she was manic she’d usually be able to find some sort of job – waitressing, a cashier, a hotel maid. There was never much money, barely enough to keep us going. But when she was down, she couldn’t work, basically just slept most of the day. We – we lived on welfare during those times, sometimes in homeless shelters, sometimes in our car.”

He visibly paled before drinking down the rest of his brandy. “My God, Tessa. To think of you in a place like that – being homeless. Christ, I want to wrap you up in my arms and never let go of you,” he told her fervently.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” she said softly. “It really wasn’t as bad as I know it must sound.”

“No, I’m guessing it was far worse and you’ll never admit to me just how bad it really was,” retorted Ian. “But I won’t press you for more details right now. Go on.”

Tessa began to twirl a lock of hair between her fingers, betraying her agitation. “As soon as I was old enough I got a job. Fortunately I matured early so I looked two or three years older than I really was. At thirteen I bluffed my way into working at a summer day camp. Some of the kids attending the camp were older than I was. Then I got after school jobs, mostly at fast food restaurants or shops at the mall.”

“Thirteen. Bloody hell, you were still a child.” He shoved a hand through his hair, mussing it, clearly displaying his distress. “But it’s beginning to sound like you never really were a child.”

“No, I wasn’t,” she agreed solemnly. “But at least I was able to earn enough to keep us out of homeless shelters. I worked one job after school and another on weekends. My schoolwork suffered even more, but I made sure to pick easier classes that I could keep up with. No calculus or chemistry for me, I’m afraid.”

Ian hauled her against his side, as though unable to keep from touching her a moment longer. “It doesn’t matter, love. You’re the brightest, most brilliant girl I’ve ever known.”

Tessa sighed. “I always felt stupid in school. Except in my computer classes. I knew early on that I wouldn’t even try to go to college, and instead worked on improving my computer skills so that I could get a good job. I had always figured on taking care of my mom, you see, hoped that once I graduated from high school and got a real job that I could finally get her some help, get her on the kind of medication that might allow her to have a normal life. But I ran out of time.”

She started to tremble then, finding the next part of her story the most difficult and painful. She took another fortifying sip of brandy, not even flinching from the burn this time.

“I had turned sixteen a few months earlier, but had only received my driver’s license two months before,” she continued. “By that time, my mother wasn’t even getting out of bed most days, much less driving the car. We were living in Tucson then, had moved there in January. It was October when it happened – on a Wednesday, of course. Because almost every bad thing that’s happened in my life has been on that day of the week.”

Tessa hid her face in her hands, struggling to find a way to resume her story. The next part of her tale was by far the most difficult, the most gut wrenching, but it had also been the catalyst that had set so many other things in motion.

She kept her eyes downcast and fought hard to prevent her voice from breaking. “When I was driving home that evening from work, I could smell the smoke in the air. I pulled up in front of our apartment building and it – it wasn’t there anymore. There had been a fire earlier in the day and the entire building was destroyed. When I got there a fire truck was still on site making sure the flames were under control.” She raised tear filled eyes to Ian, her jaw wobbly. “My mother – she didn’t make it out, Ian. Most other residents weren’t at home at the time, and the few who were heard the smoke detectors and got out. My mother – she was probably too deep inside her dark place to pay attention, probably didn’t even hear the alarms or the sirens or smell the smoke. She was – gone. Everything was gone – our furniture, our clothes, dishes. All I had left were the clothes I was wearing, my purse and school books, and the car.”

Tears were running freely down her cheeks now as she whispered in a broken voice. “I should have been there with her. I knew how bad off she was, how far into the darkness she’d fallen. I could have saved her, could have - ”

“Stop it.” He crushed her against him, lowering her head to his shoulder and holding her while she wept. “Hush, love. Don’t do this to yourself. I’m guessing you’ve blamed yourself for years, but it wasn’t your fault. Your mother was very ill from the sounds of it, and you were at work when the fire started. Working to help take care of her, I might add. So stop feeling responsible, Tessa. It was just a terrible accident.”

Ian continued to rock her gently in his arms, as though she were a child, until her sobs began to subside and she was calm enough to continue telling her story. She didn’t resist when he refilled her brandy glass, and obediently took a swallow.

“So what happened to you after that?” he prodded gently. “You were what – sixteen? Were you forced into one of those foster homes you had heard awful things about?”

Tessa shook her head. “No. There was a Red Cross volunteer on site the night of the fire, and she arranged for most of the residents to stay in a motel for a few days. It was pretty confusing that night so no one really bothered to ask how old I was or anything. I stayed in the motel for a week, and the Red Cross arranged for vouchers for stuff like food and clothes. But I knew it would only be a matter of days before someone figured out I was underage and had nowhere to go. One of the girls I worked with on the weekends – Michelle – heard about what happened and convinced her mother to let me stay with them. Michelle was one of the few friends I had, though I didn’t know her all that well since we went to different high schools. But she’d always been nice to me, and I was desperate at that point, so I agreed.”

“Go on,” encouraged Ian. “What happened then?”

“I moved in with Michelle, her mother and younger sister. Her mother didn’t seem all that happy to have me there at first, but when she learned she’d get a monthly foster care check that made things a little better. But it was – well, kind of a nightmare living there. The three of them fought constantly – screaming matches, name calling, horrible, awful fights – and they seemed to happen almost every day.” Tessa gave a little shudder. “As sick as my own mother was, she never once yelled at me or called me the sort of terrible names Michelle’s mom used. But I wasn’t even at the house all that much between school and two jobs, and it was better than being homeless.”

“So you stayed there until you turned eighteen?”

“No.” She gave another shake of her head. “I stayed there for just a few months, until Michelle’s older sister moved back home. Along with her boyfriend and their two small children. Both of them had lost their jobs, been evicted from their apartment, and had no money. So all of a sudden the house – which only had three bedrooms – went from having four people living there to eight. And what had been a nightmare for me became a living hell. Now there were five adults all fighting with each other, plus two screaming kids. Michelle and I had to move out of her bedroom so her sister and her family could use it. I wound up sleeping on the floor of the room Michelle had to share with her younger sister. Even then I kept telling myself it was better than living in my car.”

The expression on Ian’s face had become deadly serious, his mouth a grimace. “I’m going to assume that wasn’t precisely the case, though.”

“It wasn’t. The sister’s boyfriend – he was – a real creep, no other way to put it. My skin would crawl from just being in the same room with him, so I made sure I avoided him like the plague. Unfortunately, he was – attracted to me, made some very unwanted advances, said some really disgusting things to me. I was on the verge of leaving the house for good just so I wouldn’t have to see him again.”

Ian made a low, snarling sound. “If you’re about to tell me that piece of filth touched you - or worse- I swear that I will hunt him down like the animal he is and beat him to death.”

She laid a hand on his arm, soothing his barely controlled rage. “No. It never got that far. But Michelle’s sister overheard some of the stuff the creep said to me, and she went a little crazy, accusing me of trying to steal him away. Her mother got involved and took her daughter’s side, then basically told me to get out because I was disrupting the household and I couldn’t stay any longer. Michelle tried sticking up for me, but her mother threatened to toss her out, too, so I just left. Believe me, sleeping in my car was an improvement over having to live in those conditions one more day.”

Ian shut his eyes, and didn’t speak for several seconds, almost as though he were silently counting to ten to keep his rage in check. “Christ. You actually slept in your car, Tessa? There was nowhere else for you to go? Wouldn’t a foster home – no matter how awful – have been a better solution?”

“I truly didn’t think so at the time, no,” she replied honestly. “I’d read some real horror stories and talked to kids at my school about the kind of homes teenagers were usually placed in – mostly group homes where you lived with recovering addicts or kids just out of juvenile detention. There were other stories, too, about girls who’d been raped or abused. I decided to take my chances on my own.”

He ran a hand down his face, as if unable to believe what he was hearing. “How did you manage? I mean - ”

“The school term was still going on so I was able to use the showers in the gym during the week. Weekends I had to – er, improvise some. I did laundry at a laundromat. I qualified for free school lunches and made that my main meal, and just ate what I could afford the rest of the time. I made sure I moved my car around a lot when I parked for the night so I wouldn’t look suspicious always staying in the same neighborhood. And I always parked in good areas that were well lit. The weather in Tucson is pretty warm all year round so being cold at night was never an issue.”

“God.” He surged to his feet and began to pace around the library. His entire body was tense and almost shaking, and he kept clenching and unclenching his fists, as though he longed to hit something.

“If it’s any consolation,” she told him meekly, “I only lived that way for about four months.”

He spun around to face her, his handsome face livid with rage. “Four hours would have been too long for you to live like that. I feel – sick, Tessa. Bloody sick at the thought of you all alone and helpless. Jesus, anything could have happened to you out there. You could have been raped, robbed, murdered.”

“I know,” she admitted reluctantly. “I never slept especially well those months, was always cautious to make sure no one bothered me.”

“What changed after those hellish months?” he rasped. “Please, for God’s sake, tell me things got better after that.”

“They did. And what happened after that was Peter. My hus – my ex-husband. He – well, there’s really no other way to say this. He saved me, Ian. In more ways than you can possibly imagine.”

Ian refilled his brandy snifter and drank half the contents in one gulp. ”Continue, Tessa. I’m sorry if I seem upset but – Christ, to think of you all alone that way.” His voice trailed off as he shuddered.

“It’s okay, honestly.” Tessa found it a bit odd that she was the one offering him comfort under the circumstances. But then, she already knew how the story ended.

“I’d known Peter for a little over a year,” she related. “He and I both worked at Old Navy after school. Well, saying I knew him might have been a stretch. I knew his name, said hello in passing, and spoke to him on occasion when I had a question about something in his department. He was quiet, like me, and very introverted. A real loner.” She was relieved to notice that Ian had stopped his frantic pacing and seemed calmer.

“Because our shifts at the store didn’t end until late, we usually walked out to our cars together. It wasn’t something he ever offered to do, it just sort of evolved into that. Anyway, one night we got out to our cars and mine had been broken into. Fortunately, anything of value I had was in my purse which I had taken with me so nothing was stolen. But, well, it was all just too much for me to take and I started crying. And of course, it happened to be another Wednesday.”

“So Peter – he helped you?”

“He did.” She nodded in assent. “We stopped somewhere for coffee and I told him everything that had happened in the last few months – the fire, living at Michelle’s, sleeping in my car. He didn’t say much, but told me to follow him when we left. We wound up at his house. The house itself was in pretty bad shape, but it was on a big corner lot and there was some space in the back that was sheltered where he told me I could park every night. He figured it would be safer there and he could keep an eye on me.”

Ian was still frowning. “Why didn’t he just invite you inside?”

“Because if my life had been difficult, Peter’s had been one of constant torment. His mother was a chronic drunk, a really horrible woman, and he refused to even let me meet her, told me I didn’t need any other negative experiences in my life. He’d sneak me inside when she left the house or was passed out drunk so I could use the shower or bathroom, would bring me food and just sort of look out for me. It wasn’t perfect but at least I felt a little safer and not quite so alone.”

He leaned back against a low table that held a marble chess set, his feet crossed at the ankles as he sipped his brandy. “And how long did this new arrangement last?”

“Just a few months. Until Peter graduated from high school and turned eighteen.”

Ian raised a brow. “What happened then?”

“He married me.”

***

Ian was damned glad he hadn’t chosen that particular moment to take a sip of brandy because he most certainly would have choked on it. When Tessa had told him rather uncertainly at the restaurant that she wanted to tell him about her past, nothing in the world could have prepared him for all of the terrible things that had befallen her in her relatively short life thus far. But this latest revelation – while certainly not terrible – might have been the biggest shock of them all.

He stared at her in disbelief. “So exactly how old were you when this marriage took place?”

Tessa looked down at her lap where she was clasping and unclasping her hands in agitation. “Seventeen,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Seventeen. Why, Tessa? Why couldn’t you have waited until you were a little older? Were the two of you that much in love?”

Her gaze flew up to meet his at this question, and she shook her head in denial. “That – that’s not it at all. We rushed to get married as soon as possible so that Peter – so that he could be legally responsible for me. The social worker assigned to my case finally figured out that I wasn’t living at Michelle’s any longer – even though her mother kept cashing the support checks. So Peter offered to get married in order to – well - ”

“To save you. Yes, I understand now.” Ian heaved a sigh. “So you didn’t marry for the usual reasons, then?”

“We weren’t madly in love, if that’s what you mean. Peter was kind to me, we became best friends, but it was never a romantic relationship. And we never intended to stay married. Peter had always planned to pack up and leave Tucson as soon as he turned eighteen – too many awful memories there for him. But he stayed – for me – first so I could finish high school, turn eighteen and be considered a legal adult.”

“And yet you remained married for quite a long time after that.” His curiosity was growing by leaps and bounds.

“Yes.” She took another sip of her brandy. “Peter enrolled in community college that first year and we moved into a shared rental. That was another disaster. We were in such a hurry to find a place that we could afford that we didn’t bother to find out much about our roommates.” She managed a small smile. “You know how you told me your favorite movie is Animal House?”

Ian nodded, quite certain he wasn’t going to like where her question was leading. “You aren’t going to tell me your roommates were like the characters in the movie, are you?”

“Worse. It was the nonstop party house, people coming and going constantly, no privacy, everyone helping themselves to food and things that Peter and I bought for ourselves. We ended up stashing things in our room, buying a padlock for the door, and spending as little time as possible there. We’d signed a lease for a year, couldn’t afford to break it, and didn’t have enough money saved to put down on another place anyway.”

“So you toughed it out for a year?”

Tessa wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Somehow, yes. We each worked two jobs, took a third over summer break, and saved every penny until we had enough to get a little place of our own the following year.”

“Why did you stay together after that first year? What changed?”

She heaved a little sigh. “Peter felt responsible for me, even though he had no real obligation. He told me he wouldn’t have been able to live with himself leaving town knowing I‘d be trying to fend for myself with no money, no real marketable job skills, no family to help out. So we decided I’d enroll in the office technology program at community college and get my certificate. He agreed to stay in town for the two years of the program, until I could get a good enough job to support myself. In the meanwhile, he received a scholarship to the University of Arizona and decided he might as well get his degree to have something to fall back on if his journalism career didn’t work out.”

“So you remained married another year so you could help him finish his degree?”

“That’s it exactly,” she agreed. “By then, we’d been married for four years and – well, we’d just grown used to being together, I suppose. When Peter got the job offer up here in San Francisco, I transferred, too. I didn’t have especially fond memories of Tucson so I welcomed the opportunity to leave.”

Ian offered up a brief smile. “Just about the only good thing to come out of this whole mess, wasn’t it? Your ex-husband’s job brought you into my life – even though I’ve had to wait an eternity for you.”

Tessa returned his smile a bit timidly. “Yes, that was a good thing as it turned out. And I do love San Francisco. It’s very different from any other place I’ve lived.”

“You’re leaving out the final piece to this puzzle, Tessa. Why did Peter ask you for a divorce after so many years – how many was it?”

“Seven. We’d been married a little over seven years when he got the job in the Middle East. I wanted to go with him, but he set his foot down. Told me it was time we stopped fooling ourselves that we could ever have a normal marriage, that it was time for me to finally start living.”

Ian looked perplexed, even as he took a seat next to her on the sofa. “What exactly does that mean? I know you said you didn’t get married for the usual reasons, but surely after seven years - ”

“No. We never had a truly romantic marriage, or anything remotely near a normal relationship. Peter – he had a lot of issues. He only told me part of what happened to him but – well, he was badly abused as a boy and never really dealt with those issues.”

“The alcoholic mother, I presume?”

Tessa had a sad look on her face. “Unfortunately, she was only the tip of the iceberg. His father left them when Peter was about six, but evidently he’d been violent towards both of them. But the real problems began when his mother’s younger brother moved in. He – he was a pedophile, Ian, and abused Peter for years – sexually abused him.”

He was slowly starting to see where this sad tale was leading. “That’s terrible, darling. His mother did nothing to help?”

“She didn’t believe him, called him a liar and a troublemaker. Apparently, she depended on her brother to help with expenses so she turned a blind eye to what the bastard was doing to Peter. The abuse went on for several years until the uncle got caught trying to molest another child and was shipped off to prison.”

Ian’s jaw clenched in anger. “A fitting place for the scum of the earth like him. I assume he’s still rotting away there?”

“Most likely, yes. But that wasn’t much consolation to Peter, considering the damage that had been done. Peter had great difficulty being intimate. We were married for almost three years before we finally managed to have sex. And it was never easy for him. He – he couldn’t really bear being touched, especially in a sexual way.”

He stroked her hair lightly. “That must have been difficult for both of you. You’re such an affectionate little thing, Tessa. I can’t even imagine how hard that was for you.”

“Peter used to tell me that I should – oh, God, this is embarrassing.” She took a deep breath. “When he wasn’t able to – um - ”

“Get an erection?” he supplied.

Tessa’s cheeks flushed as she gave a short nod. “Yes. He, uh, had a lot of difficulty with that or with, um, keeping one long enough to - ”

“It’s all right, love,” he assured her. “I get the idea. So I assume that you two didn’t – weren’t intimate very often?”

“No, we weren’t. I got to a point where I didn’t want to pressure him, or make him feel worse. As it was, he used to actually suggest I find someone else, another lover, someone who could – well, take care of me that way.”

Ian took her into his arms, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I know without having to ask that you never even considered that idea. No matter what the state of your marriage I don’t think you’d have it in you to be unfaithful. With Peter’s permission or not.”

“You’re right. I never even gave it a serious thought. Normal marriage or not, I always thought of Peter as my husband as well as my best friend. I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I had done something like that.”

He eased her head onto his shoulder, still stroking her hair. “So he decided to set you free after all that time. He knew that he could never give you what you needed and that you’d never cheat on him. After all the good deeds he did for you, Tessa, the last might have been the kindest one of all.”

“I didn’t get that at first,” she admitted. “All I could think about for the first couple of months was how alone I was. And of how terrified I was that I’d become like my mother.”

Her last confession startled him anew, and he tipped her chin up. “What in the world are you talking about, Tessa? Why are you afraid of something like that? Mental illness isn’t hereditary.”

“I know that. And I’ve never had a manic episode like she did, nothing like that. But – the other – the darkness. Sometimes it gets so hard, Ian. I have to fight it off, to keep myself from falling under like she did. When Peter left – and all the times before when he’d be away for weeks at a time on assignments – I’d have to force myself to keep going, to not let the depression take me over.”

Tessa was weeping quietly, and he felt like his heart would shatter into a thousand pieces at the sound. He cuddled her close, knowing how she liked that, and tried not to feel helpless as he soothed her.

“Tessa, darling, it’s hardly a surprise that you’d feel sad and, yes, depressed at times. My God, what you’ve had to endure in your life – most people never experience even a fraction of those sorts of hardships.” He kissed her softly, tenderly. “You might think you’re weak, or not especially bright, but to me you’re the strongest, smartest, most capable person I’ve ever known. I am in complete awe of you, love.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and snuggled a little closer. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For listening to me and understanding.”

“I will always be here for you, Tessa,” he told her earnestly. “You’re never going to be alone again. Or frightened. And definitely not homeless. I can’t even process that idea yet – it makes me want to hit something when I think about it. But you can be damned certain nothing or no one is ever going to hurt you again, so long as I’m alive and kicking.”

She fell asleep in his arms not long afterwards, emotionally exhausted from everything she’d just told him. He carried her upstairs to his room and undressed her carefully, leaving her clad only in the black lace bra and panties she’d obviously worn to please him. But as beautiful and tempting as she was, he kept his libido in check, for this was not a night for amorous activity. Not when she was so vulnerable, so in need of comfort and support. Instead, he covered her with the duvet, brushing her hair back with a tender hand, before returning to the library.

It was a long time and two more snifters of brandy later before he felt the least bit sleepy. What Tessa had just told him – the sad picture she’d drawn for him of her life – made him feel sick at heart when he tried to imagine how lost and lonely she’d been. Unbidden, images of her at various points in her life flitted through his mind – one of a small, innocent child left to fend for herself while her mother was too deeply mired in depression to even get out of bed; the next of a shy, lonely adolescent girl beginning her first day at what was her third new school that year, desperately trying to catch up with the lessons; and the last – and most disturbing image – that of a teenaged Tessa, alone and forced to sleep in her car because she had no family or friends to take her in.

And yet she’d come through all of that without any obvious emotional scars, save for the shyness she still exhibited and her fear of succumbing to the dark depression that had ultimately been responsible for her mother’s death. She had taken the required steps to acquire a good job, to support herself and make certain she would never again be a victim of poverty. And throughout the telling of her story, Tessa had never once complained about the lot life had dealt her, or expected sympathy because of it. It was remarkable, really, what she and her soon-to-be ex-husband had made of themselves, given their unfortunate upbringings. From what he’d surmised, Tessa and Peter had both worked hard to support themselves with multiple jobs and had lived a very frugal lifestyle.

And learning about the abuse Peter had suffered as a boy, and the subsequent effect it had had on his relationship with Tessa explained quite a bit. Peter’s seeming inability to be intimate with his gorgeous young wife made it clear to Ian why Tessa was so inexperienced sexually.

‘Christ,’ he thought in some amusement, ‘she’s practically a virgin, mate.’

He felt nothing but empathy for what Peter had suffered, and great appreciation for how the boy had helped out an innocent young girl, but he was also selfish enough to feel elation that he – and not Tessa’s ex – would be the one to bring her true sexual fulfillment.

Ian finished the last of his brandy, made sure the fire was doused, and went upstairs to bed. Tessa was sleeping peacefully, her cheeks flushed becomingly as he undressed and slid into bed beside her. And as she turned towards him automatically in her sleep, his heart sang with the joy of finally having her exactly where he’d always dreamed of for so long.

***

Tessa’s hands were a little unsteady as she unlocked the door to her apartment. She’d rather foolishly hoped that Ian would agree to just drop her off and not expect to come inside, but she really ought to have known better. Ever since she’d told him about her past last night, he’d seemed extra protective, even more solicitous of her, and when she’d told him just now that he really didn’t have to see her inside the look he had given her was almost scathing.

“Don’t be silly,” he’d told her firmly. “Tessa, after hearing how you’ve had to struggle for so many years I’m not expecting that you’ll be living in a penthouse somewhere.”

But she honestly didn’t think he had any idea of just how humble her tiny apartment was. Ian was used to Georgian brick mansions and Tuscan villas and staying in the owners suites of luxury hotels. Not a dark, poorly insulated and shabby little set of rooms inside an old building located in a not so nice part of the city.

Tessa offered up a silent thanks that at the very least the place was as clean and tidy as possible. After the shocking turn of events in Ian’s office last Thursday evening – which now seemed as though it had happened three months ago as opposed to a mere three nights – she’d been so rattled and unable to sleep that she had cleaned the entire apartment from top to bottom.

But no amount of cleaning or tidying could hide the fact that the apartment was cramped, with scuffed wood floors, only one window that let in filtered light, and a rather odd assortment of mismatched furniture that she and Peter had acquired from a variety of sources over the years – garage sales, thrift shops, ready-to-assemble pieces, and even things that had been left in front yards with a FREE sign attached to them. The apartment couldn’t have been any different from Ian’s own splendid, elegant home and Tessa was very uncomfortable having him here.

He was silent and unsmiling as he walked inside, his big, broad-shouldered body dwarfing the place and making it seem even tinier than usual. She knew that steely-eyed gaze of his that never missed a trick would be quick to pick up on the cheap furniture, lack of space, and the cracks in the wall. If he had been even two inches taller his head would have brushed against the low ceiling.

“When is your lease on this place up?” he asked briskly.

She tried to interpret the rather closed-off expression on his face but quickly gave up and answered him. “In April. Peter’s been sending me a little money every month to help with the rent, but I’ll need to find something more affordable very soon.”

Ian frowned. “What’s the rent?”

Tessa told him and didn’t miss his startled reaction. “I know it sounds like a lot for such a small place but, well, that’s what rents are like in San Francisco these days.”

“I’ll pay off the lease for you,” he offered abruptly. “I don’t have my checkbook with me but I can bring a check to your landlord tomorrow. I don’t want you staying here even one more night, Tessa.”

She shook her head. “I can’t let you do that, Ian. Not that I don’t appreciate the thought but – I just can’t. Until we’re ready for me to travel with you and work as we discussed, I have to earn my own way.”

“That’s ridiculous,” he scoffed. “You can still keep working until you decide it’s time to give notice – which I trust will be much sooner than later. That’s not a valid reason why you can’t move in with me right away. If you’re concerned someone will see us arriving at work together, I can arrange for a separate driver for you or just get a taxi to take you to the office.”

Tessa laid a hand on his arm gently. “No, Ian. This needs to be on my terms – please? I’m not ready for that – to just move in with you so quickly. You’ve told me more than once that you don’t want to overwhelm me. So – don’t. Please.”

“God, I’m sorry, darling.” He swiftly took her into his arms. “You’re absolutely right. I told you that I wanted to indulge but never control you and I meant every word. I’m just so anxious to have you with me all the time. Especially after seeing this neighborhood you live in. Forgive me, but there were a few too many unsavory characters we passed on these last few blocks for me not to fear for your safety.”

“I know.” She rubbed his back as if to reassure him. “But I always lock my doors, never go out at night alone, and keep aware of what’s going on. The building even has its own laundry room so I don’t have to go out for that.”

“It’s not just the area.” He waved a hand around the room. “This place – I’m sorry, Tessa, but it’s just – depressing. There’s a crack in the ceiling, mold in the corner, a draft coming in through the window. I intend for you to live like a princess from now on, not a peasant or a pauper.”

Tessa shrugged. “I know it’s not much but it’s actually a lot better than some places I lived in with my mother. We had some pretty awful living conditions over the years. If you think this place is bad, you’d really want to start hitting something if you could see some of the others.”

He ran a hand through his hair in agitation. “Christ, I’m going to have nightmares about that, I swear. Every time I let myself imagine what it was like for you - ”

“Then don’t,” she admonished. “Let’s start forgetting about my past and focus on the future. I – I just need a little time, Ian. Okay? I mean, just a few days ago you were my boss – only my boss – and I had zero idea that you even thought of me in that way. And now you want me to move in with you and travel everywhere and take care of me. I mean, it all sounds like some sort of wonderful fantastic dream but, well, my head is kind of spinning when I try to take it all in.”

“Shh.” He lowered her head to his shoulder. “You’re right, of course you are. I’m just so used to being in complete control of everything around me that I need to step back just a bit and give you a little space.”

Tessa nodded. “It’s just – ever since Peter left I’ve been completely on my own for the first time in years. Even when my mother was at her sickest, in her deepest depression, I could still tell myself I wasn’t alone, could fool myself into believing that she’d come through for me if I really needed her. And then when Peter offered to marry me so I wouldn’t have to go into foster care- well, it was easy to just depend on him after that. I got too complacent, letting him handle the finances and make most of the decisions. It just felt good to let someone else take care of me for a change.”

“That’s completely understandable,” he soothed her. “In fact, it seems like a very natural reaction given all of the hardships you’d endured over the years.”

“When Peter moved out in September, it left this huge hole in my life. I had to start figuring out how to rely on myself again, and not to depend on another person. I’ve just really started to do that, Ian. And as much as I want to be with you, I’m not sure I should be letting myself depend so completely on someone else.”

Ian clasped her face between his hands almost desperately. “I am not letting you go, Tessa,” he bit out harshly. “If it’s space you need for a while, I’ll give it to you, even if it means leaving you in this place for a time. But I’ll do whatever I have to in order to keep you with me in the long term.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she murmured, sliding her hands over his. “I want to be with you, too, more than anything. But I don’t want to feel weak or helpless again, or worry that I can’t look out for myself if necessary. Can you understand that?”

He touched his lips to her forehead. “Of course I can. And with that thought in mind, let me offer you a different alternative. If you’d rather, Tessa, you could go back to school, earn your college degree. I’d still want you to live with me, but if it made you happy I’d gladly support you going to college. Even if it meant I couldn’t have you traveling with me like we discussed. At least you’d have the security of that degree, knowing that you could always fall back on it to get a job if necessary.”

She was touched by his offer, and placed a hand on his chest. “Thank you, Ian. I’m not sure if that’s what I want but it’s nice to know I have the option. I’ll give it some thought. And I will move in with you, sooner than later. I just need a little time to process all of this. Is that – is it okay?”

He gave her a bone-crushing hug. “It’s more than okay, love. And if I start acting too domineering I want you to promise you’ll tell me, hmm?”

Tessa smirked. “You mean like earlier today when you got upset about the clothes?”

Ian had the good graces to look properly chagrined and nodded reluctantly. “Yes, damn it, like that.”

After dinner at a very good Japanese restaurant where they’d shared sushi and sake, they had stopped at Ian’s house in order for Tessa to pick up her things. And had promptly become engaged in what had threatened to become their first real argument.

At issue was the clothing and other things he’d bought her, things he’d fully expected her to take to her apartment and use. After all, he’d explained, he intended on buying her a great deal more, with or without her approval, so she might as well make use of the items he’d already purchased.

“But I can’t wear any of these things to the office,” she’d explained gently. “Gina and Alicia and the others would recognize these labels – especially the red soles on those Louboutins – from the other side of the room and wonder how I was able to afford them. If we’re going to keep things discreet between us at work, no one can suspect I have a new man in my life. Especially not one who can afford to buy me a seven hundred dollar skirt or a three hundred dollar blouse.”

Ian had scowled. “I thought I’d cut off all those bloody price tags. And I wanted you to have some nice things for the office, darling. Not to mention,” he’d added with a wink, “I owe you a blouse since you ruined one of yours on Thursday. Thank God for leaky printer cartridges. Otherwise, I’d still be in the very beginning stages of the extremely involved plan I had to seduce you. That faulty cartridge sped up my game plan by at least three months.”

They’d argued back and forth a bit longer, until he’d rather sullenly agreed with her reasoning. He was somewhat mollified when she consented to take the lingerie, loungewear and toiletries he’d bought, reasoning that no one would be able to tell what she was wearing underneath her clothes, or determine what brand of shampoo she’d used.

Ian had growled. “You’re damned right no one else is going to see those skimpy bits you’ve got on beneath your clothes. Especially that bra you have on right now. Christ, it makes your tits look even bigger than they are. Or like they’re going to fall out of the cups if you breathe the wrong way.”

Tessa had giggled, despite the stormy expression on his face. “Should I remind you that you were the one who bought it for me?”

He had pulled her into his arms, his good humor restored. “Perhaps we should just let you try everything on before we buy more things. Mmm, my very own private fashion show, with you as the only model. Remind me to call Marlene and set that up.”

But as they walked down to the garage to get into Ian’s imposing black Range Rover – one of four vehicles he owned – he’d become pissy all over again, this time due to the old, well-worn raincoat that Tessa had been buttoning up.

He’d glared evilly at the coat. “You really have to wear that bloody thing? Do you have any idea how much I hate the sight of that particular garment?”

Tessa had fiddled with one of the buttons. “I’m sorry if it offends you, but aside from a couple of sweaters and an old sweatshirt it’s the only outerwear I own. Not counting the three thousand dollar cashmere coat you just bought me. Or that cute leather bomber jacket that cost - ”

He’d placed a hand over her mouth, cutting her off. “I get the picture. You can’t walk into the office decked out in designer garb or that coven of witches you work with will suspect you’ve got a rich sugar daddy taking care of you.” He’d rubbed her back comfortingly. “I just hate to see you having to wear the same things week after week, love. I want to lavish all the beautiful clothes and shoes and jewels you never had before on you. But I know I have to be patient. You’re trying to be the sensible one here, and I’m overreacting.”

“It’s all right,” she’d told him with a kiss. “I understand how you feel, even though labels or designers don’t matter in the least to me. It’s you I want, Ian, not the things you can give me.”

He’d pulled her into his arms at that point, kissing her hard. “God, I really hit the jackpot when I found you, didn’t I?” he’d murmured.

Tessa had thought the subject of her coat closed until he’d pulled out of the garage.

Ian had glanced over and given the coat one final grimace. “You can keep it for now, but mark my words. The day you move in with me permanently and quit your job, we’re having an official raincoat burning party. And I get to do the honors of tossing the damned thing into the fire.”



Chapter Fourteen

Late January

“What time is His Hotness due in today?”

Tessa forced herself not to flinch or otherwise betray her reaction to Gina’s casual inquiry. She also had to bite her tongue to stop herself from automatically replying to the question by informing everyone that Ian’s Town Car was even now pulling up to the curb downstairs, and that he would be striding through the office within the next few minutes.

She knew this, of course, because he’d just sent her a quick text with that very message. Within the first week of their new relationship, he’d presented her with a brand new, state of the art smartphone. Ian had been appalled to notice how old and outdated her cell phone had been, and the one he’d replaced it with was linked directly to his own.

“My private cell phone,” he’d clarified, “and not the one I use for business. Only a very few people even have this number so we don’t need to worry about anyone from the office reading texts or emails we send each other.”

And he had very quickly made it a habit to send her regular and frequent messages, especially over these past few days when he’d been away on business. He’d flown out last Sunday afternoon on the corporate jet to visit properties in the Pacific Northwest – Portland, Seattle, Vancouver and Victoria. It had been the first time they’d been separated since becoming lovers, and the time apart had been agonizing for Tessa. She hadn’t imagined she could miss him so much after being together for such a short period of time, but the separation had been awful. The only things that had gotten her though the last four and a half days had been all those texts and emails, and his nightly phone calls.

She knew his plane had landed last night, for he’d called her on the way home from the airport. He’d called her again as she was getting dressed for work this morning, largely to ask her in a sexy voice what set of undies she was going to wear today so that he could imagine her in them all day. Just the sound of his deep, cultured voice had been more than enough to arouse her, and she’d almost had to change out of the lacy black panties she’d put on when they quickly grew damp.

“You have no idea how much I’m looking forward to seeing you again, darling,” he’d told her huskily. “I may lock you in my bedroom all weekend. After being celibate for over two years now I can’t even go four days without you.”

Tessa knew the feeling all too well. Sex with Peter had been so infrequent and so frustratingly unsatisfying that she hadn’t known what a normal, healthy sexual relationship was really like. But even after such a brief time with Ian, her body craved him almost constantly. She wasn’t sure how she was going to hold back the urge to fling herself into his arms when he walked through the office any minute now.

“Ah, and he’s arrived,” murmured Kevin in a hushed tone. “What suit is it today, Gina?”

Gina glanced up as Ian began to walk past their cubicles. “It’s the black pinstriped Dolce & Gabbana. He must have a hot date tonight, usually only wears that one on special occasions.”

Tessa couldn’t hold back the small smile that crossed her face, first from knowing that Ian’s “hot date” was with her, and also from realizing that he’d worn that particular suit especially for her.

They had both been fresh from a very intimate shower they’d taken after a workout in his home gym. It had been last Sunday, the day he’d had to fly out on his trip, and he’d invited her to help him pack. Tessa had happily agreed, liking the idea of doing things for him, and also enjoying the opportunity to familiarize herself a little with the contents of his extensive wardrobe.

At his instructions, she’d located the various drawers where his socks, underwear, and workout clothes were stored, and handed him several sets of each. He packed everything with the expertise of a longtime world traveler into his Bottega Veneta suitcase, along with a fully stocked toiletry case that he always kept ready to go.

“Suits next, darling, then shirts and ties. Which suits do you fancy the best?” he’d asked.

Tessa’s gaze had been drawn automatically to the elegant black pinstriped one. He didn’t wear that one very often, but she could easily imagine how handsome and sinfully sexy he would look in it.

“This one’s my favorite,” she had told him. “So maybe you shouldn’t take it with you.”

Ian had cocked his head to one side, regarding her curiously. “And why is that, love?”

She had stalked towards him then, her eyes glued to the wide expanse of his bare chest, the towel wrapped around his waist his only article of clothing. She’d been wearing a beautiful little robe he’d bought her, of champagne silk that ended at mid-thigh and felt decadent against her skin.

Tessa had run her fingers lightly up over his ripped biceps to the rock hard muscles of his broad shoulders. Her lips had begun to trace a path across his pecs. “Because I don’t want any other women to see how hot you look in it. Especially since I won’t be there with you,” she had murmured huskily.

Then, before he could stop her, she’d sunk to her knees and ripped away his towel, exposing his massively aroused penis. The curse he’d uttered as she’d taken him into her hands had been guttural, but he hadn’t offered up any resistance as she had stroked him persuasively.

“You’re getting awfully good at this,” he’d croaked, as one of her hands pumped his cock while the other reached back to give his swollen balls a light squeeze.

Tessa had given him an impish grin. “You know what they say – practice makes perfect. But I really think I need to keep practicing, don’t you?”

Ian’s breath had expelled in a long, drawn-out hiss as she’d taken him into her mouth. As she had continued to suck him eagerly, he’d fisted his hand in her wet hair, holding her head still as he thrust into her warm, willing mouth.

After he came minutes later, he’d hauled her up into his arms and whispered naughtily in her ear, “I think you’ve perfected that particular skill as well.”

And then he had proceeded to untie the belt of her silky robe, cupping her breasts, before dropping to the floor and returning the favor she’d just bestowed on him – using his considerable oral skills to bring her to a stunning orgasm.

Tessa squirmed a little in her desk chair as she remembered just how hard she’d come, and then realized her panties were getting soaked all over again at the recollection.

She was able to pull it together just enough to murmur a subdued “Good morning, Mr. Gregson” along with the others as he passed them by. Any disappointment she felt at knowing he couldn’t make any sort of direct eye contact with her, or single her out in any way in his greeting, was quickly dispelled a couple of minutes later when her new phone pinged, signaling an incoming text.

Tessa kept the phone tucked into a pocket of her purse, where she could easily take discreet little peeks at it without any of her co-workers noticing. She forced herself not to smile or betray her reaction in any other way, but couldn’t stop the warm feeling that spread throughout her body as she read Ian’s text.

Good morning, love, Wishing I could give u a big kiss right now. Can’t wait 4 tonite.

She waited until she was sure no one else was watching and tapped out a reply.

Morning to u 2. Txs for wearing my fav suit. U look very sexy.

There was a prompt reply. Txs 4 wearing my fav undies. Counting minutes till I can take them off u.

She had to fight off the urge to giggle as she replied. Yes but I might have 2 take them off cuz they’re kind of damp.

Ian didn’t respond for almost ten minutes, and she’d almost given up hope that he would when the familiar ping sounded. This time she couldn’t hold back the smile that stretched across her features.

Sorry on a call. Sounds like u need 2 keep spare undies with u. We’ll buy more tomorrow.

Kevin looked at her curiously as she forced her attention back to her computer screen. “You look like you’re in a good mood, sweetie. Whatcha smiling about?”

Tessa tried her hardest to seem nonchalant. “Oh, just thinking about an episode of Modern Family I caught last night. This really hilarious scene where the gay couple had these oversized stuffed animals strapped to the roof of their car.”

Kevin’s face instantly lit up. “I know exactly what scene you’re talking about. The stuffed gorilla keeps rocking back and forth like it’s trying to hump the elephant. Priceless, isn’t it?”

That fortunately distracted him – sadly, it didn’t seem to really take much to accomplish that – and he was riffing about other TV shows for the next half hour. Meanwhile, Tessa continued to feel a little thrill each time she got a flirty little text from Ian. It was almost like they were high school sweethearts, exchanging naughty messages during English class. Except that she’d never had a real boyfriend in high school, and had certainly never been carefree enough to text flirt with one. So she allowed herself this indulgence now, this feeling like she was sixteen again and flirting with the really hot guy she’d had a mad crush on for two years. She allowed the indulgence because she’d never had the opportunity before, had never really been sixteen or even a teenager, had never known the sweetness and innocence of a first love.

The work day flew by quickly, as it usually seemed to do when Ian returned from a trip. Andrew was delegating tasks to the team right and left, no doubt as quickly as his boss was passing them on to him. Tessa had three complex spreadsheets to update plus two new ones to create, and immersed herself in her work.

She was so engrossed in what she was doing that at first she paid no attention to what Gina and Alicia were yakking about. Tessa honestly had no idea how the two of them got any significant amount of work done, given the frequency and length of their conversations. But then she caught the tail end of a question Gina was asking, and found herself listening discreetly for Alicia’s reply.

“...didn’t bring a date to the ballet fundraiser? Not even his little ballerina friend?”

Tess knew they were discussing Ian, and an event he’d attended last week. It had been, as Gina mentioned, a fundraising cocktail party for the San Francisco Ballet, of which Ian was a patron. He had been reluctant to attend without Tessa, but had glumly acknowledged he couldn’t very well take her along. Yet.

“This is why you need to move things along, darling,” he’d admonished. “Why you need to resign and move in with me – so that I can take you with me to these dreadfully boring events and show you off to everyone.”

She hadn’t been able to resist teasing him just a little. “But if they’re so boring, wouldn’t we be better off finding something more – er, fun to do?”

He’d given her a light smack on the ass. “Cheeky little devil. Yes, you’re right, but there are some events I just can’t shrug off, I’m afraid. However, if you were with me, then they wouldn’t be nearly so boring.” He’d whispered in her ear then, causing a shiver to run up her spine, “I’d probably try to find ways all evening of copping a feel. That would certainly make things a damned sight more interesting.”

Tessa bit her lip to keep from groaning at the memory, especially when she recalled what had happened next. She distracted herself from her wayward thoughts by casually eavesdropping on the rest of her co-workers conversation.

“No, he was definitely there solo according to my mother,” confirmed Alicia. “And didn’t stick around very long, either. Plus, his date for the Christmas party – remember the banker in the Elie Saab gown? – has apparently been seen out with a new man.”

Gina grinned. “So does this mean His Hotness is back on the market? Maybe it’s time for you to finally turn in that resignation and go for it, girl. Oh, but you’ve got Ross now, don’t you?”

Alicia sniffed. “Seriously? You think Ross can hold a candle to him? Nobody is on the same scale as the boss man, nobody. Besides, when he showed up without a date last week the speculation was running rampant that he has someone else but that she isn’t local. If he keeps attending these events on his own, then we’ll know it’s true.”

‘Not necessarily’ was on the tip of Tessa’s tongue. She and Ian had discussed the matter of his past dates, and he’d explained in some detail about each of the women he’d escorted to functions over the last couple of years. Rebecca – the banker – was carrying on a clandestine affair with a married politician; Erica – the news anchor – was married but her husband was severely disabled and rarely left their home; and the ballerina – Gabriela – an ethereally lovely, waifishly slim portrait of delicate femininity was actually a lesbian. She kept that fact a carefully guarded secret for fear that it would have a negative impact on her career.

But despite the fact that his relationships with all three women were strictly platonic, Ian had declared he wouldn’t escort any of them again. Until such time as Tessa was able to arrive on his arm, he would attend as few events as possible and those selected ones alone. She longed to throw that fact in Alicia’s snotty face, but continued to keep a lid on her emotions.

Fortunately it was time for the roommates to leave for lunch, and it was blissfully quiet once again. Tessa was so focused on her work that she didn’t hear her phone pinging. It was three texts later that she finally paid attention and hastily grabbed her phone, tapping out a swift reply to Ian’s messages.

Sorry lost in your spreadsheets. This last one is tuff.

His reply came within seconds.

Need some help?

She couldn’t suppress a wicked grin as she answered. With the spreadsheet or my wet panties?

Long seconds later his reply pinged. I think u have discovered the fine art of sexting. Tonite u might discover the equally fine art of spanking.

Tessa clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from giggling, conscious that Shelby and Marisol were nearby. She couldn’t resist typing back. OK I’ll behave.

Ian’s reply was swift. Damn. Not the answer I wanted.

Mischievously she replied. But u can still spank me. Sir.

When she had teasingly called him that at work one day last week, he’d explained to her later than evening about BDSM and dominant/submissive relationships.

“The submissive – most often the female in the relationship – is supposed to address the dominant as Sir or Master. So when you call me that, it makes me feel a bit uncomfortable. If you have to address me in the office, let’s try to keep it to Mr. Gregson, hmm?”

She’d toyed with the lapel of his shirt before asking him quietly, “That – that isn’t the sort of relationship you’ve ever had, is it? Or want to have?”

“God, no,” he’d replied fervently. “I’ve never been interested in any of that stuff. Nor would I ever consider marring even an inch of your perfect skin with a whip or a rope. And I would never, ever, order you around or demand your obedience. That thought doesn’t appeal to me in the least. We’re going to be equal partners in this relationship, Tessa. Both in and out of bed.”

As usual, whatever he said was so overwhelmingly romantic that she’d felt like swooning in his arms. Tessa was still having to pinch herself on a continual basis, in disbelief that someone as wonderful as Ian was really interested in her. She’d been half-afraid that all he’d wanted was a quick roll in the sack, and that as soon as they had slept together he would get bored and break things off. But it seemed her fears were completely unfounded, for everything he’d said had indicated he expected their relationship to be a long term one.

Ian had an afternoon meeting and then a conference call, so the frequent, flirty texts came to a halt. But as it drew closer to five o’clock – the time she was due to meet him – Tessa couldn’t help the flutters of excitement that shimmied through her body. She remained quiet as her co-workers chattered about their weekend plans, and when Shelby asked her directly what she had going on, she kept her reply intentionally vague.

“Oh, you know, the usual stuff. Sleeping in a bit, maybe catching a yoga class, just relaxing.”

She was relieved that she didn’t actually have to lie, because she did plan to sleep in and spend some time relaxing. The fact that she planned to do both with Ian was not something her co-workers needed to know.

Tessa wasn’t at all surprised to see the black Town Car parked in the exact location that Ian had texted her. She knew he hated these clandestine meetings, having to sneak around so no one from the office would see them together. And he’d been fairly patient so far, but Tessa knew his natural tendency to control would take over sooner than later and he’d be pressuring her to quit her job and move in with him. She was probably ten kinds of an idiot for not automatically giving in to him and doing exactly as he wanted. She couldn’t imagine too many other women in her position resisting Ian for very long. But she just needed some time to feel more comfortable with him, more secure that she wasn’t going to embarrass or disappoint him in some way, as well as feeling more confident in her own abilities to take care of herself and not just let Ian assume entire responsibility for her.

Simon was standing by the side of the car as she approached, a polite smile affixed to his otherwise impassive features. He gave her a nod as he opened the back door for her. “Good evening, Miss Lockwood.”

Tessa smiled a bit uncertainly, not able to keep herself from worrying if the rather starchy Simon considered her a golddigger. Or a slut. Or both. She shook off her hopefully unfounded fears and merely replied, “You, too, Simon. Thank you.”

And then any fears or doubts she might have been harboring were swiftly dashed away as Ian’s hand closed firmly over her arm, pulling her into his embrace as she slid onto the seat.

“Christ, I missed you,” he rasped, and then his mouth took hers in a raw, open-mouthed kiss, his tongue sweeping through her mouth demandingly.

Tessa clutched the lapels of his black wool overcoat and kissed him back hungrily, as starved for his touch as he so obviously was for hers. Neither of them noticed Simon discreetly starting up the car and pulling out into the very congested downtown commute traffic.

They were both breathing hard when Ian finally lifted his head, and Tessa was startled to realize she’d somehow managed to climb onto his lap. But when she started to ease off of him back onto the seat, his big hands clamped down on her hips, holding her in place.

Her cheeks flushed, she whispered to him urgently, “Aren’t you afraid Simon will notice?”

Ian grinned, shaking his head. “Not in the least. Simon is very discreet, as I’ve mentioned before, and he also knows I’m quite fixated on you. So you can keep this very delectable bottom of yours right where it is.”

Tessa sighed in bliss and lowered her head to his shoulder in surrender. “Okay.” She turned her head and pressed a kiss to his cheek before murmuring softly, “I really missed you, too.”

His arms tightened about her in reaction. “I trust you’re going to show me exactly how much as soon as we get inside the house,” he replied in a low, urgent voice.

She bit down on the inside of her cheek, stifling a gasp as his hand worked its way under the hem of her black skirt, squeezing the flesh of her inner thigh. “I’m not sure I can wait that long,” she told him, trying very, very hard not to moan as his long fingers traced the crotch of her panties.

“I can tell,” he breathed in a low voice. “You’re very aroused, aren’t you, love? Have you been like this all day?”

She nodded, closing her eyes in ecstasy as he slid one finger beneath her soaked underwear and began to stroke the moist folds of her labia. “Ever – ever since you called me this morning,” she confessed breathlessly.

Ian’s tongue traced around her ear while his finger continued to tease her drenched slit. “And I’ve been hard and aching for you all damned day, imagining how you look in these skimpy black lace bits. Stockings, too, I see.” His hand slid back down to the top of her leg where her silky black thigh-highs ended.

Her body suddenly felt overly warm, her breasts swollen and achy, and she squirmed on his lap, her bottom brushing against his thick, fully erect cock. “Please,” she whispered shakily, not quite sure what she was asking him for.

But he knew, apparently very well, because this time he slid two fingers under the band of her panties, plunging them as deep inside of her as he could manage, given their somewhat limited space.

“Shhh,” he urged in a hushed tone, as a low moan began to escape her throat. “If I agree to take care of you here, love, than you have to promise to be very, very quiet. Knowing how shy you are, you’ll never be able to look Simon in the face again if he hears you come.”

Tessa gave a quick nod, and then fisted her knuckles against her mouth. Stifling the sounds of her pleasure proved an almost impossible task, however, especially when Ian’s talented fingers brought her to a swift, stunning climax. Still, she remained silent, the very thought of Simon hearing her beyond mortifying.

This time when she slid off his lap, Ian didn’t protest, merely taking her hand in his.

“Thank you.” She leaned over to whisper in his ear. “I’ll, um, return the favor later.”

He chuckled before whispering back, “We’re not keeping score here, love. But I’ll certainly take you up on your very inviting offer before the weekend is over. Quite possibly before this night is.”

For the remainder of the drive to his house, they were on their best behavior, their linked hands the only parts of their bodies touching. They talked about work, his trip, the weather forecast for the weekend which was supposed to be pleasant and warmer than was the norm for this time of year.

Tessa’s interest was piqued. “Can we have breakfast out on the terrace? I don’t mind if it’s a little cool in the morning, do you?”

He smiled at her indulgently, as though she were a little girl who’d just asked for a new doll. “Not at all, darling. Especially since the terrace is nicely sheltered from the wind. Not to mention all the patio heaters I have outside.”

She beamed at him. “So, it’s a date, then? Will you let me cook for you again?”

Ian brushed his thumb over her lips. “If that gives you pleasure, then, yes, of course. But you’re going to spoil me very quickly if I allow you to keep doing things like that.”

“I like doing things for you,” she told him guilessly. “And you deserve to be spoiled, especially after everything you’ve done for me. Has no one ever done that for you?”

“Spoiled me, you mean?” He shook his head. “Not that I’ve lived a deprived lifestyle by any means. But my parents were determined that my brothers and I not grow up to be pampered, snobbish brats so we weren’t overly indulged as children. As far as another woman spoiling me – I can honestly say that you’re the only one who’s ever offered to do so.”

Tessa smiled in delight. “Once again I’m very happy that I was the first for you in some small way.”

Ian’s expression was one of incredible tenderness, so much that it made her heart soar. “Tessa, you have no idea how many firsts you’ve already given me. When the time is right, I’ll tell you exactly what they are.”

They arrived at his house moments later, not giving her an opportunity to quiz him on his mysterious comment. And then, almost the very second the front door was shut behind them, she wasn’t given the chance to do anything but submit willingly to his very urgent desires.

“Hurry,” he urged, leading her up the stairs to his room. “It feels like four years since I’ve had you instead of only four days.”

Clothes were shed in between hungry, passionate kisses, a trail of coats, shoes, shirts, and other garments left in their wake as they stumbled into his bedroom. Tessa still wore her lingerie and shoes as he all but flung her onto the bed, while he was splendidly nude save for his snug-fitting black briefs. Her blue eyes grew round and huge as he swiftly divested himself of his last remaining article of clothing, baring his truly magnificent body to her eager gaze, the sight of his massive erection causing her to pant in anticipation.

She hadn’t expected him to be gentle, given the near-desperation of his kisses, but she still cried out in shocked surprise as he fisted one hand in her panties, yanking them down her legs, just before surging as deep inside of her as possible in one masterful stroke.

“Ah, ah, oh, my God,” she wailed, feeling the head of his cock battering against the tip of her womb. “Ian – oh - ”

Her voice trailed off as he began moving inside of her roughly, his voice low as he uttered a series of brusque instructions.

“Lift your legs up onto my shoulders. Yes, like that. God, that’s good.”

“That’s it, love, wrap those beautiful long legs around my neck.”

“Ah, Christ, you’re so damned tight. I’m not going to last long this first time.”

Just when Tessa didn’t think he could possibly fill her even one more inch, couldn’t get any deeper inside of her, he slid his hands beneath her buttocks and lifted her several inches off the mattress. At his first hard thrust from this position, she came instantly, sobbing out his name as the pleasure rocked through her body.

He continued his hard, almost brutal thrusts until she heard him curse vividly, “Jesus, fuck,” and then he was coming uncontrollably, his body jerking over and over. Tessa gazed up at him, spellbound by his erotic male beauty – his dark hair damp with sweat, his eyes tightly shut as he continued to spill himself inside of her. Even as she felt the hot, sticky bursts of semen begin to trickle down her inner thighs, he was still coming, still filling her with his seed.

He groaned as he collapsed on top of her, crushing her much lighter body into the mattress as he buried his damp face against the side of her neck. She stroked his head soothingly, her lips touching his temples and brow. They remained just that way for several minutes, until the weight of his heavily muscled body was too much and she began to gasp a little for air. Ian quickly slid off of her onto his side, drawing her close.

“Sorry, sorry,” he murmured, his hand tilting her head back. “I didn’t hurt you, did I? Not just now, but, well, before when - ”

“No.” She gave him a brief kiss. “You didn’t. But I think I might have seen some stars there for a few minutes.”

Ian chuckled. “I know the feeling, love. Except I think I was in another solar system entirely. God, the way you make me lose all control, Tessa – that’s never, ever happened to me before.”

She ran her hand up and down his arm, squeezing his bulging bicep along the way. “It’s hard to imagine you ever losing control. At the office you’re always in total command, everyone’s more than a little intimidated by you.”

He captured her roving hand, running his tongue over the knuckles. “Ah, but I don’t have a mostly naked, entirely tempting goddess to entice me into losing control there. Well, I do, but you’re not - ”

“Mostly naked there,” she finished. “Except for one very embarrassing time.”

He laughed in recollection. “I have to keep the door to my washroom closed most of the time, you know. Otherwise, every time I look in that direction all I can see is the vision you made standing in the doorway that night, these gorgeous breasts almost spilling out of that bra. Speaking of which.”

Tessa gasped as his hand slid up her bare hip past her ribcage to squeeze one breast. In the next moment she’d been tumbled onto her back and he was straddling her thighs, his gaze locked hotly on her breasts still encased in the black lace bra.

He dipped a finger into her deep cleavage. “I’ve been imagining you all day long in this bra, you know,” he told her huskily. “But no fantasy is quite as remarkable as the real thing. Let me see you now, Tessa.”

He unhooked the bra with ease and peeled the cups away, baring her full breasts. Their groans were simultaneous as he filled his palms with her warm flesh, his fingers plucking the nipples into even harder peaks. She whimpered as his caresses grew more aggressive, his fingers twisting and pinching the nipples, his large hands palming her breasts roughly.

“Do you like this?” he asked in a voice that demanded a reply.

“Y-yes,” she breathed. “S-so good.”

Ian slid down her body, his lips tracing a hot path from the base of her throat down between her breasts. Then his tongue was licking a slow, deliberate circle around one reddened nipple, as her back bowed off the mattress, her hands clutching at the sheets.

“Easy, love,” he soothed her, stroking her hip. “You’re so responsive, Tessa, so naturally uninhibited.”

“Ummm.” She sighed in bliss as his mouth closed over her nipple, sucking it until she was squirming. He shifted his lips to the other breast, while his hand slid down over her quivering belly into the soft nest of her pubic hair. Two long fingers thrust deep inside her slit, where she was still sticky from his very recent orgasm.

“You’re all creamy from my cum,” he purred in her ear, his thumb brushing over her clit and making her thrash wildly beneath him. “It feels as though I’ve marked you, claimed this tight little pussy as my own.” His fingers thrust as deeply inside her as they could reach. “And you are mine, Tessa, make no mistake about it. You belong to me now, and I’ve no intention of letting that change.”

“Yes, yours,” she sobbed as he continued to arouse her, the thrust of his fingers and the rasp of his thumb twin assaults on her already over-stimulated senses. She cried out almost plaintively as he brought her over the edge yet again.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, holding her tight. “You’re magnificent when you come, Tessa. It makes me want to see how many times I can bring you that sort of bliss.”

She felt limp and replete, almost boneless as her arms twined loosely around his neck. “Okay,” was all she could manage in response.

Ian gave a low laugh. “Perhaps just one more, hmm? Then I’ll get us fed so we can keep our strength up. After all, our weekend has barely begun.”

Tessa was so lightheaded and sated from her most recent orgasm that she didn’t think it was possible for her to even move, much less make love again. But then Ian was gently rolling her onto her side, his hard body spooning her, and she gasped when he eased inside of her from that position.

“All right there, love?” he hummed, even as he lifted her leg to wrap around his hip. “You’re not too sore, are you?”

“Mmm, no.” She expelled a breath as he slid in and out of her, gently this time, as though he were savoring each slow, careful thrust.

“You feel so good, Tessa,” he groaned. “God, I’ve never felt this much before, felt like I could keep fucking you for hours. It’s perfect, you’re perfect.”

He grasped her chin and tipped her head back just far enough so he could kiss her long and hot, his tongue sweeping lazily through her mouth until she was mindless with the pleasure.

Her climax this time was as gentle and tender as his lovemaking had been, but no less satisfying. Ian held her within his arms for a long time after he came, until they were almost falling asleep.

After a leisurely shower, they dressed in comfy loungewear and picked up their discarded clothing from the hallway and stairs. Ian ordered in Chinese food for them, from a restaurant that was light years better than the greasy takeout places in her neighborhood. They ate in the kitchen, sharing a bottle of perfectly chilled Chardonnay, before settling in to watch a movie in the library.

Mrs. Sargent had stocked their favorite ice cream flavors for them – Ben & Jerry’s cookie dough for her, Haagen Daas chocolate peanut butter for him.

Ian grinned as Tessa licked ice cream off the back of her spoon. “Remind me to add whipped cream to next week’s shopping list. Maybe some chocolate or caramel syrup, too.”

Tessa wrinkled her nose. “The ice cream is rich enough for me. I’m not sure I want to spoil the taste with that other stuff.”

He leaned over and licked a dab of ice cream off the corner of her mouth. “Ah, but it isn’t for the ice cream, love,” he teased. He trailed a finger around one of her breasts. “I think this would taste even more delicious with some syrup drizzled on it.” His hand drifted over her belly to cup the juncture of her thighs. “And I could get very inventive with a can of whipped cream.”

Her head fell back against the sofa, her spoon clattering to the floor as he rubbed her clit through her yoga pants. “Sounds – ah, messy. We might – ooh – get the sheets sticky.”

His tongue traced over her lips, his mouth cool from the ice cream. “That’s the plan, darling.”

***

Tessa stared in some dismay at the amount of clothing, shoes, lingerie, and other accessories that had been strategically hung up and arranged around the oversized dressing room. She hadn’t realized that they had picked out quite so many items for her to try on while perusing the various racks earlier in the day.

She turned to face Ian, who’d taken a seat on the wide, padded bench that took up most of one wall of the room. “I can’t possibly need all of these clothes,” she told him firmly. “It will take me hours to try everything on.”

He raised a brow at her expectantly. “Well, then, you’d best get on with it, hadn’t you? I made dinner reservations for seven-thirty so there’s not much time to waste.”

Tessa frowned, glancing at the wall clock. “But it’s not even one-thirty, we have hours yet.”

Ian smiled meaningfully. “Ah, but I have other plans for you this afternoon as well. And you’ll likely need both a hot shower and a long nap afterwards.”

She felt her cheeks grow warm at his very pointed words. He’d made love to her again last night after carrying her upstairs to bed, but she’d been too sleepy and a bit on the sore side this morning for anything more than some cuddling. To her delight, the weather had been pleasant and sunny, and they’d been able to enjoy breakfast out on his secluded flagstone terrace. The gardens and backyard decks of his house were as beautifully designed as the interior, and Tessa was looking forward to exploring them in more detail with the approach of springtime in a few more weeks.

By mid-morning they’d arrived at Neiman Marcus, and meeting with Marlene who seemed very pleased to be helping them again. Tessa had struggled not to feel lost as Ian had taken her by the hand, examining an endless assortment of clothing for her to try on. Marlene had followed in their wake, tagging each item as they went along and taking copious notes besides.

Ian seemed to have an innate sense for the styles, colors and fabrics that suited her best, and she was more than happy to follow his suggestions. On the rare occasions that she didn’t like something he chose, he adhered to her wishes immediately. And if she spotted an item that caught her fancy, he instantly agreed with her choice. The one thing he strictly forbade her to do was even glance at a single price tag.

To give Marlene and her staff adequate time to assemble all of the items, Ian had whisked her off to the in-store restaurant for a quick lunch. Tessa hadn’t missed the way the mostly female patrons eyed him admiringly, and she couldn’t blame them in the least. He was so handsome, so compelling, that she couldn’t take her eyes off of him even for a minute. Ian did everything with a masterful touch, whether it was directing his division of the company, choosing clothes for her, or ordering their lunch. She envied him his easy confidence; the way he commanded respect and attention – both male and female – without much more than a glance; and the natural charisma that drew admiring looks even when he went out of his way to be discreet.

He was clean shaven this morning, but she knew that his five o’clock shadow would start appearing sooner than later. He wasn’t wearing a suit since it was a Saturday, but the perfectly pressed gray wool slacks and black fisherman’s sweater worn over a crisp white shirt were still elegant and classy, giving him the look of a 1940’s cinema star – a Cary Grant or Clark Gable. Tessa was glad she’d worn one of her new dresses – a gorgeous Donna Karan burgundy wool wrap-front paired with taupe Jimmy Choo heels. The chic, expensive outfit made her feel worthy of being seen with Ian, and also of fitting in with the other well-dressed store patrons.

Marlene had raved about her outfit when they’d arrived this morning, complementing the color and fit.

“But then with your hair and skin tone you can really wear almost any color,” the personal shopper had acknowledged. “Not to mention the fabulous figure you have.” Then, in a hushed tone for Tessa’s ears only, she’d added, “It’s small wonder he’s so crazy about you, dear. He can’t keep his eyes off of you for very long.”

It was on the tip of Tessa’s tongue to reply that the feeling was mutual, but Ian had called her over at that point to look at a selection of cocktail dresses.

Now in the dressing room, Tessa glanced around in confusion. “I don’t even know where to begin,” she confessed.

Ian gestured at the far end of the room. “Just begin down there, darling, and work your way across. If there’s something you don’t like, you can leave it on the rolling rack they brought in.”

She sighed. “Okay, here goes. But I’m telling you right now – there is no way you’re buying me all of this stuff.”

He gave her an indulgent smile. “We’ll see.”

Tessa was very aware of his gaze upon her as she stripped off the burgundy dress and stood there in her lacy lingerie – a sumptuous bra of blush colored lace and matching lacy panties that bared half of her ass, along with the sheer lace topped thigh-highs that Ian seemed to be fascinated with. She heard him mutter something indecipherable under his breath and glanced his way inquisitively.

“Something the matter?” she asked, reaching for the first dress on the rack.

His gaze was fixated on her breasts as he shook his head slowly. “Not one damned thing, no. You look – Jesus, it’s going to be a bloody long afternoon watching you dress and undress.”

She gave him a cheeky smile. “Hey, this was your idea. I wasn’t the one who picked out enough clothes to fill two closets.”

Ian scoffed. “Darling, what’s on these racks won’t even make a dent in the space set aside for you in my closet. Correction, our closet, At least it will be when you move in. And you’ll need all of these things plus a great deal more when you start traveling with me.”

Tessa shook her head in disbelief, even as she zipped up the Roland Mouret dress of jade blue wool. “This is an obscene amount of stuff. I’ve never needed more than a few blouses and skirts and a handful of dresses before.”

He gave her a quick look-over in the classy dress with its asymmetrical neckline and fitted waist before nodding in approval. “That one for sure. The color is perfect for you. And yes, I’m aware you’ve made do with a limited wardrobe before and think all of this is unnecessary. But if you’re going to live in my world, darling, you’ll have to get used to this sort of thing. Like it or not, you’ll be somewhat in the public eye, certainly photographed when we attend events, and dressing well is something of a requirement.”

She gave a reluctant nod “I understand. And I don’t want to embarrass you, Ian. I already feel awkward and completely out of your league. I’m sure everyone is wondering what in the world you see in me.”

“Tessa.” He beckoned her over and she walked to stand between his spread legs, his hands resting on her waist. His voice was stern but gentle as he told her, “You could never embarrass me. I’ve told you that already. And it’s absolutely no secret what I see in you – the most gorgeous, sexy and enchanting woman I’ve ever known. On the contrary, they’re all wondering what a hot young thing sees in this old man.”

She opened her mouth to protest but he shushed her with a finger pressed to her lips. “Let’s not have this debate again, hmm? I’m absurdly proud to have you with me, Tessa, and I can’t wait until we’re able to be seen together everywhere. Now, best move this sexy little tush along and torture me some more with the sight of you in these lace bits.”

She squealed as he gave her a swat and hurried to change into the next outfit.

After almost an hour, it seemed she’d made barely a dent in the dozens of items hanging on the racks, not to mention trying on the coordinating shoes, scarves, belts and jackets. Marlene popped in every so often to check on the progress, offer up an opinion, fetch a different size if needed. As the second hour drew to a close, Tessa was relieved to see that only one more dress remained.

“Last one,” she sighed, zipping up the navy cap-sleeved Michael Kors sheath. “I need a cup of tea after this. Maybe one of those strawberry scones left from breakfast, too.”

“Ah, but you forgot about these. You still have to try this little pile on,” he reminded her, holding up an exquisite pink lace bra.

There were at least a dozen or more bras, chemises, and other articles of couture lingerie resting on the padded bench to his right.

“Oh.” She had in fact forgotten about the intimate apparel he’d also selected and forced herself to stifle a yawn. “Can’t I just – um, you know, look these over and kind of guess what will fit right?”

Ian shook his head, handing her the frothy pink lace bra. “After all, this is the part of the fashion show I’ve been looking forward to the most.”

Tessa took the bra from him a bit hesitantly, not missing the heated expression in his gaze. But she only nodded, unhooked the blush colored bra she’d worn here and replaced it with the new pink one.

She couldn’t suppress the gasp that rose up from her throat as he pulled her between his spread legs again, then ran a finger over the tops of the lacy cups before slipping under one of the satiny straps.

“Beautiful,” he rasped. “We’ll definitely take this one.”

She was extremely aware of his rapt attention as she continued to try on the remaining items, her nipples seeming to harden a bit more each time she changed into the next piece. She was grateful that she’d kept her own panties on, for she would have soaked through any new ones she tried on – and wouldn’t that have been humiliating when it came time to check out.

She was down to the third to the last item – a sheer, lacy black chemise with attached garters that ended at the top of her thighs. It was Jenna Leigh and came with a matching black thong that she chose to leave on the hanger. But Ian had other ideas and held the insubstantial piece of silk and lace out to her insistently, his hazel eyes blazing.

“We want to be sure and get the full effect, love. Let’s see how it looks with this.” His voice was raw and barely audible.

She took the tiny garment from him uncertainly. “Um, but there’s a problem, you see. I’m, uh, well – sort of - ”

“Wet?” At her nod, he smiled in the most carnal manner she’d ever seen. “Ah, well, that could get a bit embarrassing, I suppose. I’ll tell you what – since this flimsy little bit of nothing isn’t really going to cover anything up anyway, just take off your panties. I’ll be able to visualize the whole picture quite nicely.”

It was beyond ridiculous for her to start feeling shy at this point – given that he’d been avidly watching her in various stages of undress for more than two hours – but Tessa felt her whole body heat up as she slowly peeled her very damp panties off. Ian made a twirling motion with his index finger, and she turned around slowly in a full circle.

When she faced him again, her pulse was racing madly, her breasts swollen and tight, and little rivulets of moisture were beginning to trickle down her inner thighs. “Do you, ah, like it?” she asked, pulling the very short hem of the chemise an inch or so lower.

Ian’s gaze shifted reluctantly from her near-naked body to the crotch of his trousers, where an extremely impressive erection was tenting the fabric. “Does that answer your question?” he rasped. “I – ah, think perhaps the fashion show should wrap up now, love.”

But Tessa’s eyes were fixated on the sight of his massive erection, unable to tear her gaze away. She licked her lips as she sank to her knees in front of him, his widespread legs on either side of her frame.

“You poor thing,” she murmured in a decidedly seductive voice that sounded foreign to her. “Ooh, we really must do something to take care of you. After all, it’s not like you can just walk out of here in this condition.”

“Tessa -,” he began to admonish sternly. But then his head fell back against the wall with a low gasp as her hand tentatively stroked his throbbing cock.

“Let me,” she whispered, reaching for his zipper. “Let me take care of you, Ian.”

“Oh, Christ,” groaned Ian as she drew out the thick, hard length of his penis, the tip already oozing thick droplets of pre-cum.

“Mmm,” purred Tessa as she licked the pearly beads off his cock, just before taking him fully into her mouth.

“God. Fuck,” he snarled as she sucked him eagerly, his hips moving in an instinctive rhythm with her mouth.

She lifted her head, his cock slipping from between her lips while her hand continued to stroke him with the long, smooth motions she knew he liked. “Shh,” she warned him mischievously. “If Marlene or one of the others hear you come, you’ll never be able to look them in the face again.”

Ian growled as she teased him with the very same words he’d cautioned her with yesterday. “Come up here, then,” he commanded. “If you’re determined to take care of me, let it be mutual. Another rule I’m apparently breaking for you – shagging in a public place.”

She giggled as she straddled his lap, positioning the tip of his cock at the entrance to her drenched core. “And here I thought you were the one corrupting me,” she joked.

“Wanton little minx,” he growled, squeezing the firm cheeks of her ass as she carefully lowered herself onto his erection. “You’re going to get us kicked out of this store.”

Tessa bit down on the inside of her cheek to stifle the moan she would have otherwise emitted as his cock filled her completely. As she began to ride him, she bent down and whispered in his ear, “No way would they kick you out after all the money you’ve spent. Besides, the door is locked.”

He groaned against her neck before pressing hot, fevered kisses along her throat, collarbone, the upper curves of her breast. Almost frantically, he jerked the strap of the sheer, lacy chemise off her shoulder, exposing one round, lush breast. As his mouth closed roughly over the nipple, muffling the moans rising up from his throat, she buried her face against the top of his dark head in an effort to silence her own sounds of passion.

She was close, oh so close, and could tell by the ferocity of his movements beneath her that he was, too, when a discreet knock sounded on the dressing room door. Tessa froze, but Ian evidently didn’t hear anything since he continued to piston his hips at a frantic pace. Then came the carefully modulated sound of Marlene’s voice.

“How are things coming along in there?” she asked. “Getting close to finishing up?”

Tessa had to shove a fist into her mouth to keep from laughing at Marlene’s very unintentional double entendre. Ian’s mouth was still busy suckling at her breast so she forced herself to reply in a rather high, thin voice, “Um, yes, thanks. Nearly done now.”

There was a long pause, during which Ian remained blissfully unaware of what was going on and continued to ram his cock inside of her, bringing her ever closer to climax. Finally, Marlene murmured, “Well, just let me know if you need anything” at the precise moment Tessa’s orgasm ripped through her. Ian followed her moments later, his mouth clamping so fiercely on her breast as he did that she grimaced in pain.

He was panting like he’d just run the 400-yard dash, his hair mussed and a little damp as he stared up at her in a daze. “I swear to Christ you’re going to kill me,” he wheezed. “And in a public place to boot. You make me forget everything else when I’m inside you, Tessa.”

She smiled, tenderly brushing his hair back into place. “So much that you didn’t hear Marlene asking if we needed anything.”

He looked shocked, and then his cheeks grew red, something Tessa guessed happened to him very rarely. “Uh, do you think she - ”

“Heard us? I don’t think so, especially since your mouth was – um, otherwise occupied.”

He glanced down at her still-exposed breast and frowned when he noticed the mark around her areola. “Did I do that? Does it hurt?”

“No, it’s fine. I’m just so fair skinned that I tend to bruise easily.”

Ian reluctantly pulled the strap of the chemise back up, covering her breast. “You’d better get dressed, love. Never mind about trying on the other things, we’ll just take them. I’m not sure I’d survive watching you for even one more minute.”

She gave a little wiggle, feeling his semi-hard cock still buried inside of her. “Hmm, feel like putting that theory to the test?”

He pinched her bare buttock – hard. “Not here, no. Besides, I think I’ll need some reinforcement before I’m ready to go again – an extra-large protein shake, a couple of handfuls of vitamins, the biggest, rarest steak the restaurant has available. And that nap I mentioned to you earlier – I’ll definitely need that whether you do or not.”

Tessa ran a finger over his firm mouth. “You seem to be going to an awful lot of trouble for me.”

He nuzzled his face into her cleavage. “Trust me, darling. It’s the best sort of trouble.”



Chapter Fifteen

February

Sasha Fonseca glanced up from the conversation she’d been having with one of her students as half a dozen others filtered inside the already packed yoga studio. It was nearly time for her Sunday morning class to begin, and the popularity of her grueling Vinyasa practice never ceased to amaze her.

She nudged the petite woman standing next to her. “Isn’t that your friend over there? The pretty blonde in the purple top? You brought her to class with you a couple of times.”

Julia looked in the same direction that Sasha was pointing, and was more than a little taken aback to see who her teacher was talking about. “Yes, that’s definitely Tessa. I had no idea she was going to be here today. I’d better go say hi.”

Because the room was so crowded, Julia didn’t dare move her mat for fear she wouldn’t be able to find another spot. As it was, Tessa seemed to have nabbed one of the very last spaces, stuck back in a corner of the jammed room. She looked more than a little flustered as she rolled out her mat, her cheeks flushed and wisps of blonde hair escaping her rather messy braid.

“Hey, it is you,” greeted Julia, dropping down into a squatting position. “I didn’t know you were planning to come today. You should have called me and I would have picked you up.”

Tessa’s gaze flew up to hers in alarm, and she looked almost guilty. “Oh, Julia, hi. Um, sorry, I – I was running really late and didn’t even know if I’d be able to make it here in time. And I thought you were in New York.”

Julia nodded. “I was, trying on wedding gowns and going quietly insane finding a bridesmaid dress that my sister would actually approve of. But I got in late yesterday and really needed some yoga to decompress.”

Tessa seemed unnaturally distracted and merely nodded, offering up a nervous smile. Tactfully, Julia patted her on the arm and stood. “Well, class is about to begin so I’ll catch you afterwards, okay?”

As tough as the class was, demanding her powers of concentration be at their peak, Julia still couldn’t help but wonder what had brought Tessa here this morning. She knew her friend was on a really tight budget, and was surprised that Tessa had been able to afford the class. SF Flow was pretty much the top yoga studio in the city, and the cost of even a single class was pricey.

At Sasha’s instructions, everyone turned to face the back of the room for the next sequence. Julia glanced in Tessa’s direction, noticing for the first time the stylish new yoga apparel the blonde was wearing. The gray cropped pants and purple racerback tunic were from the new Prana collection the studio had just received in less than two weeks ago. Julia frowned, knowing that the outfit would have cost well over a hundred dollars, and recalled how Tessa had fretted over spending too much on her Christmas party dress.

Julia temporarily forgot about Tessa as the class got progressively tougher. During the time she’d spent in New York, she had admittedly overindulged in food and alcohol, and hadn’t been able to squeeze in even one yoga class. Combined with her jet lag, she was really feeling the burn as Sasha pushed her students harder and harder. Sweat poured down her forehead and trickled along her spine, and she kept telling herself it was good for her, to detox all the poisons she’d ingested on her trip. With each sun salutation, each arm balance, and all the twisting poses, she visualized making up for every bite of cake, every spoonful of cream sauce, and – damn her – every shot of tequila that Lauren had dared her to bolt.

By the end of the ninety minute class, Julia felt wrung out, but definitely in a good way, and resolved to drink a ton of water, and subsist on salads, grilled fish and veggies for the next week. Especially if she hoped to fit into the gorgeous Badgley Mishka wedding gown she’d decided on.

She hurried over to Tessa, anxious to chat her up a bit. But the blonde was already rolling up her yoga mat – which Julia recognized as a Manduka, the most expensive brand the studio sold – and stuffing it into a chic purple-print carry bag.

“Hey, do you want to get coffee?” offered Julia. “Nathan should be waiting for me outside and I know he’d love for you to join us. We can give you a ride home later.”

“Oh.” Tessa looked rather disconcerted by the offer. “Um, normally I’d love to but I – ah, I’m sort of meeting – someone.”

Julia grinned. “You little devil. You have a new boyfriend, don’t you?”

Tessa’s cheeks were already flushed pink from the exertion of the class, and they deepened to a much brighter shade at Julia’s frank question. “Ah, I – I guess that’s what – yes, you’re right. I do.” She looked down at her bare feet shyly. “I’m just – it’s pretty new, so - ”

“You can’t really talk about it yet,” finished Julia. “I get it, honey. But I think it’s great. You really deserve some happiness. So, go meet your new guy and we’ll have coffee another time.”

Tessa looked relieved. “Okay, thanks. I’ll give you a call this week.”

Julia watched her friend dash out of the studio hurriedly, wondering who this new boyfriend was and hoping that he was treating Tessa right. But at least the existence of a new man in her life explained why she was suddenly able to afford yoga classes plus the new clothes and equipment. Julia hoped he wasn’t some sleazy creep who was just using Tessa, dazzling her with nice gifts and expensive dinners. She knew Tessa was rather naïve about men, despite the fact that she’d been married for seven years, and kept her fingers crossed that she wasn’t in over her head.

Julia spent a couple of minutes chatting with Sasha before grabbing her things and heading out to meet Nathan. Her super-hot fiancée was lounging against the side of the building, his thick dark brown hair still damp from the laps he’d just swum at his health club’s indoor pool. Nathan had played water polo during high school and college and still liked to get a vigorous swim in a few times a week.

“Hey, baby.” He pulled her into his arms and gave her a quick but still semi-dirty kiss.

“Hi.” She snuggled close as he took her yoga bag from her, slinging it over his own shoulder as they walked down the block to one of their favorite cafes.

“You look a little sweaty. Did Sasha kick your cute little ass again?”

Julia nodded. “Always. I swear I don’t know where she comes up with some of her moves. If you think I’m flexible, you ought to see her in action. She’s like Elasticgirl, or whoever that character is from The Incredibles.”

Nathan squeezed her ass cheek under cover of the thigh length cardigan she wore. “You’re plenty flexible for me, baby. Especially last night. I, uh, didn’t know you could actually get into that sort of position.”

She raised a brow. “Complaining?”

“Oh, hell, no. You can get, ah, all bendy and twisty like that anytime. Hey, was that Tessa I saw leaving the studio? I was just getting out of the car when I saw her turning the corner.”

Julia nodded. “That was her all right. Sounds like she has a new boyfriend. I just hope he’s a good guy and treats her right.”

Nathan stopped in his tracks, a frown on his handsome features. “Wait a second. Now that you mention it, I did notice her getting into a car. And – holy shit.”

She shook his arm. “What? What is it? And why are you grinning like an idiot?”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “That sneaky sonofabitch. Let’s just say I’ve got a very good idea of who Tessa’s new boyfriend is.”

Her eyes widened in surprise “Who? Did you see him? What kind of a car is he driving? God, don’t tell me it was a pickup truck. Or a Prius. I’m not sure which one would be worse.”

Nathan was full out laughing now. “Oh, not even close, baby. No, your friend was getting into a vintage Jaguar E-type. It’s a very expensive and very rare car. In fact, there’s only one person I know of who owns a car exactly like that one. I even rode in it once – en route to the new hotel site in Napa.”

It took Julia a moment or two for his words to register, and then she gasped, clutching his arm so tightly that he winced. “You mean – Tessa’s new boyfriend is – is Ian?”

He was grinning from ear to ear. “Yup. He denied being attracted to her when I brought the subject up once, but when you’re right, you’re right, baby.”

“I knew it!” she squealed. “Didn’t I tell you, Nathan? I knew he had his eye on her the first time I saw them together.” Then a sudden thought instantly sobered her up. “You don’t think – I mean, Tessa never told me why she and her husband broke up. You don’t imagine she and Ian were - ”

“No.” Nathan’s denial was emphatic. “I know Ian pretty well after all. He would never mess around with a married woman. Trust me, he and Tessa were not having a sordid affair. That is not why she and her husband are divorcing. I think this relationship with Ian is very new.”

Julia nodded. “I think so, too. She seemed really nervous to see me there today, like she expected I was still in New York.”

“Well, if she’s still working for Ian it goes without saying they want to keep this quiet. And you, my little devil, are not to breathe one word about this to anyone. Got it?” he told her sternly.

She reached up and gave him a smacking kiss. “Yes, I’ve got it. And I won’t say a word to anyone.” She took Nathan’s arm and placed it around her shoulders as she leaned against him. “God, they make a really gorgeous couple, don’t you think?”

Nathan smiled wickedly. “I’m guessing she’s keeping him, uh, busy. There’s a pretty big age difference between them, after all. He’s probably keeping his fingers crossed that he’ll be able to keep up with her.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” replied Julia airily. “Ian looks like he keeps himself in very, very good shape. Though Tessa did look a little, um - ”

“Well fucked?” he whispered in her ear. “Kind of like you do this morning?”

Her cheeks flushed. “You are so bad,” she whispered back as they entered the crowded café. “But, yeah, now that you mention it, she might have looked like she’d just tumbled out of bed. And she did say she was running late.”

“Told you.” He was grinning as they got in line to place their orders. “Hmm, Ian and I will have to compare notes sometime, see which one of us is getting more action.”

Julia gasped in outrage. “Oh, my God, don’t you dare! You wouldn’t seriously do that, would you?”

“Relax, baby.” He rubbed her low back soothingly. “What goes on in our bed stays there, okay? No matter how many times my buddies try to pry details out of me. I would never in a million years tell anyone how much you like it when I - ”

She clapped a hand over his mouth. “Quit while you’re ahead, Nathan. And you’d better take that last photo of me off your Facebook page. You know exactly which one – your disgusting friends have already given it a bunch of likes.”

“Okay, I’ll take it off,” he acquiesced reluctantly. “It’s just so cool that all of my buddies are really eating their hearts out now. The consensus is unanimous that I’ve got the hottest girl by far among the whole group.”

Julia just glared at him, pulling his phone from the side pocket of his track pants. “I’ll order for us while you delete that photo. Now.”

Over breakfast, they chatted about their upcoming work weeks – due to be busier than ever with all the projects they had going on; about the wedding plans that were quickly starting to take over their lives; and about Julia’s very recent trip to New York. She’d spent almost a week there, accompanied by her mother, sister and girlhood friend Angela. They had all met up with Julia’s Aunt Madelyn as well as Nathan’s mother Alexis, who’d been overjoyed to be invited to the girl-getaway. Madelyn, the head buyer at Bergdorf Goodman, had arranged for Julia and her two bridesmaids – Lauren and Angela – to select their gowns for the June wedding.

“So your sister was even more of a pain in the ass than you feared?” asked Nathan.

Julia nodded. “Way worse than I expected. In fact, she was in a really bad mood for almost the entire trip.”

He smirked. “When exactly is Lauren in a good mood? Anything in particular that got her pissed off this time?”

“Now that you mention it, things seem to get noticeably worse after we ran into her boss the first morning out at breakfast. She was actually okay at dinner the night before, but as soon as Ben stopped by our table she just seemed – I don’t even know how to explain it.”

Nathan took a sip of his coffee. “Bitchier? More terrifying? And you didn’t tell me you’d finally met Ben the Bastard.”

Julia frowned. “He’s actually a really nice guy. Not to mention totally Lauren’s type. Not the tattooed, pierced rocker type but the other kind she goes for – the chiseled, outdoorsy hunk with three-day stubble.”

“You think there’s something going on there? Though I’d truly feel sorry for the dude, especially given the way your sister flies into these rages whenever she mentions him.”

She shook her head. “Lauren made a point of telling me that Ben has a live-in girlfriend. And there is no way my sister would ever hit on a guy who’s already taken. She’d figure it was his loss if he preferred someone else over her.”

Nathan grinned. “Wouldn’t that be something, though? Your twin having a thing for a guy and not being able to do anything about it? There may be some justice in this world after all.”

Julia scooped up a dollop of foamed milk from her cappuccino, licking it off her fingers. “You know, the more I think about it, Lauren wasn’t necessarily just in a bad mood. She seemed – now don’t laugh at this, okay? – kind of - well, sad and depressed.”

He gaped at her in disbelief. “Baby, I’m not laughing but those two words sure as hell don’t fit the Lauren McKinnon I know. Now Angela, she’s the fucking poster child for sad and depressed, but your sister is still the ballsiest babe I’ve ever met. There’s a reason she scares the shit out of almost everyone who meets her.”

“I just can’t put my finger on it, Nathan, but there’s something off there. I know my sister – she’s literally the other half of me, don’t forget. And you might have something there about Ben. I’ve never seen Lauren as moody and – God, almost vulnerable after he stopped by our table.”

Nathan squeezed her hand. “You seem to have pretty good instincts about this stuff, baby. After all, it looks like you might have been right about Ian and Tessa.”

“Might have?” She arched a perfectly plucked brow at him. “Oh, no, there is no “might”. I know I’m right, there’s way too much circumstantial evidence to support my cause. And if I’m right, you owe me a pair of very expensive new shoes.”

“Crap. I forgot all about that stupid bet,” grumbled Nathan. “I have so got to remember not to make any bets with you when a) I’ve had a little too much to drink, and b) you’ve just blown me so hard I can’t walk straight. Besides, I’m going to require more than circumstantial evidence before I shell out eight hundred bucks. And why the hell do you need more shoes anyway?”

Julia batted her lashes at him flirtatiously. “Because this really hot architect I know is building me this awesome waterfront house in Tiburon, complete with the biggest walk-in closet I’ve ever seen. I don’t have nearly enough stuff to fill it up.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have let your father talk me into making that damned closet so big,” he replied darkly. “And you haven’t won yet, baby. I need more proof before I whip my credit card out.”

She gave him a dangerous smile. “Leave it to me. I’ll get you all the proof you need.”

***

Ian knew that Tessa would already be in the conference room setting up for the architect’s meeting due to start in less than an hour. He had far too much work to get through today, did not have even ten minutes to spare for anything not already on his packed schedule, and yet he still found himself walking in the direction of the conference room where he knew she would be. He’d mumbled some harebrained excuse to Andrew about where he was going, and received a disapproving frown from his by-the-book PA. But it had seemed like an eternity since he’d been alone with Tessa, even though in reality it had only been three days ago.

He’d convinced her to stay over at his home on Sunday night rather than bringing her back to that god-awful apartment of hers. Still intent on keeping their relationship a carefully guarded secret, he’d sent her off to work on Monday in a taxi while Simon had driven him to the office as usual. And even though he and Tessa had only been together for just over a month’s time, he was already at the end of his rope with this very unsatisfactory arrangement they had. He wanted her with him constantly, sleeping in his bed every single night, and was extremely displeased with this elaborate pretense they had to keep up.

Thank God there was a long weekend beginning tomorrow, when they would be spending some quality time together. Tomorrow, Friday was Valentine’s Day, and the President’s Day holiday three days later. Tessa was taking a vacation day tomorrow, but he had a morning meeting that would be impossible to re-schedule. But once the damned meeting was over he was whisking her off to the Gregson resort in Lake Tahoe for the holiday weekend – three and a half days of skiing, relaxation, and a whole lot of sex.

The phone calls and texts they’d exchanged since Monday morning weren’t nearly enough to make up for not having her in his arms, and he badly needed to see her alone, even for a few minutes. Ian realized this was uncharted territory for him – this almost stalker-like behavior he was engaging in – but he couldn’t help this obsession he felt for her. He was taking a risk, of course, with so many people in the office this morning, but he was more than ready to throw caution to the wind just for five minutes with her.

‘Jesus, mate, you’re acting like a thirteen year old schoolgirl,’ he chastised himself. ‘What the hell are you going to do when you’re away from her for two bloody weeks?’

Less than a week from now he had to fly to London for a mind-numbing series of board meetings and other matters that required his presence at worldwide headquarters. Under normal circumstances, he’d actually be looking forward to spending some time with his parents and brothers and the rest of his family. But the very thought of being away from Tessa for so long was eating away at him, and he honestly had no idea how he was going to bear the separation. If she hadn’t been so stubborn, she would have quit her job by now and be spending the full two weeks in England with him.

But even as that thought crossed his mind, Ian knew in all fairness that Tessa simply wasn’t ready for that. She was still so shy and uncertain around him, still getting to know him really, and it wouldn’t be especially considerate to overwhelm her so completely by having to meet all of his family at once. He knew she was terrified of embarrassing him, and that she didn’t feel worthy to be seen out in public with him – two ridiculous matters he was determined to resolve sooner than later. If he brought her to meet his family now – when she was very much like a skittish, frightened fawn – she could very well decide to end their relationship, fearful that she could never be what he needed.

Ian wasn’t going to do a damned thing to risk losing her at this point, not after he’d longed for her for so many months. What he was going to do – in a very persuasive manner – was convince his surprisingly stubborn little love that if he had her with him permanently she would be all he would ever need. His plans for this coming weekend revolved around convincing her of just that.

As he approached the conference room, he frowned in irritation to realize she wasn’t alone. He recognized the rather whiny, nasally tone as Kevin’s and stopped in his tracks, quite intentionally eavesdropping on the conversation the younger man was having with Tessa.

“Got any hot plans for Valentine’s Day tomorrow?” asked Kevin cheerily. “Or the long weekend?”

There was a pause before he heard Tessa reply, her answer thankfully vague. “Oh, nothing specific. Just relaxing, maybe a yoga class, the usual.”

“Well, that just won’t do,” declared Kevin. “It’s not right that a hot babe like you doesn’t have a date for Valentine’s Day. And don’t feed me that BS about not being ready to move on. It’s been months, Tessa, way past time for you to get out there and find a new man. Maybe several of them.”

Ian was furious, outraged, to hear that little shit trying to convince Tessa – his Tessa, god damn it – that she ought to be dating other men – lots of other men. He had to clench his fists to keep from slamming one into the wall, and counted to ten instead to calm himself down.

“Thanks for thinking of me, but I’ll know when the time is right,” Tessa replied casually.

“Well, maybe I can change your mind. One of the attorneys who works with Terrence is recently divorced and on the prowl. And let me tell you, sweetie, he is H-O-T. Looks just like Ryan Gosling. Or is that Ryan Reynolds? I always get those two mixed up. Anyway, he saw the photo that Terrence took of you and me at the Christmas party and he is very interested in meeting you. His name is - ”

Ian had had quite enough, and chose that moment to enter the conference room, his strides long and purposeful. Kevin and Tessa looked up as he all but burst inside, and the expression on his face must have been murderous judging from the looks on their faces.

“M – Mr. Gregson. Can I – ah, help you with something?” stammered Tessa.

Ian glared pointedly at Kevin. “Yes, I need to review some data on one of the spreadsheets before our meeting. Kevin, would you excuse us please?”

Kevin looked as though he was about to faint – or piss his pants – but merely gulped and nodded. “Uh, sure. I need to get back to work anyway. See you after the meeting, Tess.”

Ian drummed his fingers on the table impatiently until Kevin slinked out of the room. Mere seconds later he was quietly shutting and locking the door, and then he very nearly flew across the room until he was jerking Tessa into his arms.

“Just so we’re perfectly clear,” he bit out, each word enunciated slowly, “you are not going on a date with any lawyers, doctors, or anyone else that little fucker offers to set you up with. You are not “getting out there” to find a new man. Because you already have a new man in your life, and he’s damned sure not willing to share you.”

“Ian - ” Whatever she was about to say was quickly swallowed up by the fierce, desperate way he kissed her. She whimpered beneath the force of his lips and tongue, especially when his hand slid down her back to cup her ass. Tessa clutched the lapels of his suit jacket as he ground himself against the cleft of her thighs.

They were both gasping for air when he finally lifted his head, half-afraid he’d come in his pants if he continued to dry hump her a second longer. He slid his hands into her thick, glossy hair instead, gazing into her huge blue eyes, and frowned when he saw the way her lips were trembling.

“Did I frighten you?’ he asked in concern, making sure to keep his voice low, belatedly aware that anyone could try to enter the room and wonder why it was locked. “God, please tell me I didn’t do that, darling.”

Tessa’s hands were resting lightly on his chest. “No. You just – ah, surprised me. I didn’t expect you to walk in like that and then – well, we’re at the office after all.”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I know. This is possibly the most insane thing I’ve ever done, there are dozens of people on the other side of that door. If any one of them suspect we’re locked in here together - ”

Her hands smoothed down his lapels, adjusted his tie. “It would be very bad, wouldn’t it? So we should really look at that spreadsheet so we can - ”

Ian chuckled. “Ah, my beautiful, naïve girl. There is no spreadsheet. At least none that I have a question about. I just needed an excuse to get rid of that little – pimp, for lack of a better word. And I wanted a few minutes with you. It’s been three entire days since we’ve been alone.”

Tessa sighed, resting her head on his shoulder. “I know. I’ve missed you, too.”

He held her against him gently, his hand stroking her back. “This is quickly becoming an obsession for me, Tessa. You are becoming my obsession. I think about you constantly, can’t focus on work half the time. These days and nights away from you are just too damned hard. It’s not nearly enough to see you around the office briefly, or exchange texts or phone calls. You need to - ”

“To quit my job and move in with you,” she finished. “I’m working on that, I promise. Please be a little patient with me, Ian. I promise it won’t be very much longer.”

He sighed. “I find when it comes to you that I have no patience whatsoever. At least not in terms of how long I have to wait before I can see you again. I’ve never been craved anything like I do you, love. It’s a feeling of utter desperation at times.”

She nodded. “It’s the same for me. I can’t even begin to think about next week when you have to leave for London.”

“Well, trust me, I have, and I’m damned sure not looking forward to it, to say the least,” he growled.

“At least we have this long weekend coming up,” she consoled him.

Ian hesitated. “Would you consider – that is, I’ve got this bloody dinner tonight with those German tourist board members. But I was hoping you’d be agreeable to spending the night? I can have Simon pick you up at your place and bring you to the house. The thought that you’d be there waiting for me when I got home – I can’t tell you how much that would mean to me.”

“Yes.” She agreed easily, without the slightest fuss or argument, a trait he adored about her. “I’ll spend the night – happily. Just tell me what time to expect Simon.”

Ian grinned broadly, his good humor instantly restored. “Probably around eight, but I’ll text you with the exact time.” He gave her a quick kiss. “Thank you, darling. I’m just – especially needy for you today. The thought of having to wait until tomorrow night to have you again was driving me mad.”

“Well, we can’t have that, can we?” she teased. “Especially after you terrified poor Kevin that way. I’d hate to think of you fixing that glare on anyone else today.”

His phone buzzed at that moment and he dug it out of his pocket impatiently. “Andrew,” he mouthed to Tessa before asking brusquely, “What is it? Yes, I’ll be right there. No, everything’s fine now.”

He ended the call and pocketed the phone, shaking his head. “At times I wish he wasn’t quite so damned efficient. I have an overseas call I need to take. I’ll see you at the meeting shortly, hmm?”

Tessa nodded. “Of course.” Then, as she glanced over at the massive conference table, an odd expression crossed her features.

He regarded her curiously. “And what does that particular look mean?”

She looked away hastily, as though embarrassed by her train of thought, and resumed setting up for the meeting. “Oh, nothing, just something silly. You’d – ah, better go take that phone call.”

Ian waved a hand dismissingly. “It’s only some annoying clerk from the London offices calling to go over the schedule of meetings with me. He can damned well cool his heels for a minute longer. Now, I want to know what this silly thought of yours was. That look you had on your face – as though you were remembering something.”

Tessa fidgeted, clearly ill at ease with this topic. “It was just – kind of a strange dream I had once. A few months ago, actually. I don’t even remember most of it.”

“Liar,” he taunted. “You know you need to tell me about it now. My curiosity won’t be appeased until you do.”

She was completely flustered now, refusing to look at him as she reluctantly replied, “I was – God, this is really embarrassing.”

He leaned back against the table, crossing his arms and raising a brow. “I don’t have all day, Tessa. Out with it now.”

She began to twirl a lock of hair around her fingers. “I was laying on the table. On my back. With – ah, with my arms and legs spread out.”

Ian was instantly intrigued. “Nude?” At her nod, his voice deepened. “Bound?”

Her eyes flew up to his. “Not exactly. I mean, it felt that way but the bonds were – well, invisible, I guess.”

“And were you alone in the room during this dream?”

“No.” She shifted from one foot to the other in agitation. “Er, you were here, too.”

His smile deepened. “Was I naked?”

“God.” She closed her eyes. “No, you – you were dressed. Except for your jacket and tie.”

He stepped in close to her, trailing his fingers up and down her arms. “And what was I doing to you? Was I touching you? “ She nodded and he pressed on. “Kissing you?”

“Yes.”

“Where? Here, perhaps?” He touched her full, lush mouth. “And I think of course here.”

His hands cupped her breasts, squeezing them lightly. Tessa gasped, even as he slid one hand down to gently cup the juncture of her thighs.

“And here. Was I kissing you here?”

Her cheeks were a deep, rosy pink as she uttered a small moan. “You were – just about to. Then I woke up.”

“Well, that’s a pity, isn’t it?” he murmured in her ear. “Perhaps we can re-enact your dream sometime, only this time it won’t end nearly so abruptly.”

Tessa looked around the room wildly. “You’re not serious, are you? I mean, I’m not sure I could really do – that here.”

He slowly removed his hands from her body and stepped back to put some much needed distance between them, unable to walk back to his office with his fully engorged cock tenting his trousers. “I was thinking of this weekend actually. The bed we’ll be using at the resort is a four poster – one post for each of your limbs. Does that idea excite you, Tessa – being bound that way? Would you allow me to do that?”

Her eyes grew even bigger and rounder, her lips slightly parted. His gaze dropped briefly to her breasts, and he swore softly beneath his breath as he noticed how her nipples were poking against the fabric of her blouse.

“Yes,” she told him breathlessly. “I think – yes, I’d like that. You can do – whatever you like.”

“Jesus.” His pulse rate ratcheted up by several beats as she gazed at him with an expression of unabashed, naked desire on her face. “You make me want to spread you out on that table right now, just like in your dream, and fuck you until neither one of us can summon a single coherent thought.” He forced himself to walk over to the door. “And if I don’t leave now to take that phone call I might just act on that impulse.”

Ian was thankful to notice that no one was loitering in the hallway outside the conference room – not that any of his employees would have dared to inquire why the door might have been shut. No one questioned his authority here or at any of the hotels under his direction. He was the unequivocal leader, the “boss man” as he’d heard himself referred to on occasion, and the amount of power he could wield over his share of the family empire – if he so desired – was staggering. But Ian had learned a long time ago to never, ever abuse that power, to treat every employee with respect, and not act like some feudal lord of the manor. There was a very fine line that had to be walked in his position, and he prided himself on never crossing over it.

Though if anyone in this office began to suspect that he was carrying on a very personal and very passionate relationship with one of his employees, there would certainly be hell to pay. As he listened with barely controlled patience to the employee from the London headquarters drone on about the series of board meetings he’d be attending, Ian was rather appalled at the complete lack of control he’d just displayed. He was damned lucky no one had come looking for him, or tried to enter the conference room when he’d been locked inside there with Tessa. But then, ever since he’d revealed his attraction to her and they’d become lovers, he seemed to be losing a bit more of his ironclad control every day. That was what she did to him – a girl fifteen years his junior; a sexual innocent despite her marriage of several years; and the only woman who’d ever come close to making him go crazy with lust, enough so that he’d just taken a very unwise risk, not particularly giving a damn if they were discovered.

And then she’d made everything ten times worse by telling him in that sexy as hell, breathy voice that he could do whatever he wanted to her. God, did she have any idea – even the slightest – what that sort of confession did to a man? Especially a man who already panted after her constantly, as though she were a mare in heat.

By the time the architect’s meeting was ready to begin a short while later, Ian had regained full control of his wayward emotions, assuming his formal Managing Director persona once again. He forced himself not to glance towards the back of the conference room where he knew Tessa would be, and instead walked directly towards the other extraordinarily beautiful woman in the room.

“Julia. How are you this morning?” He greeted the always smartly dressed interior designer with a firm handshake. He knew that she had befriended Tessa over these last few months and was exceedingly grateful for the kindness she’d shown her.

Julia gave him a rather odd smile, her expressive green eyes twinkling with a hint of mischief. “I’m very well, Ian, thank you. And I owe you a huge favor after you arranged for the wedding coordinator at your Pebble Beach resort to call me back. Not to mention mysteriously finding an open date for us in June.”

He winked at her. “It’s all in the way you ask the questions, my dear. And I’m very happy to be of help.”

“Nathan and I are actually heading down to Carmel this weekend to visit my parents, so we’ve set up a meeting at the hotel. Do you have any special plans for the long weekend?”

He was instantly on alert at Julia’s super sweet tone, not to mention the way her rose-glossed lips curled into a smirk. “Ah, yes, I’m actually headed to Lake Tahoe. The skiing is supposed to be quite good this weekend.” He intentionally didn’t mention that he was bringing Tessa along with him.

Julia wrinkled her pert little nose. “Hmm, not much of a fan of the snow. Something about being cold and wet just doesn’t appeal. But I hope you enjoy your weekend, Ian. By the way, is Tessa working the meeting this morning? I have something I need to ask her.”

Ian forced himself to remain impassive as he replied. “Yes, I believe I saw her here earlier setting up. Was there something you needed for the meeting, Julia? I’m sure Tessa can take care of it for you.”

Julia shook her head. “Oh, no, nothing like that. It’s not really business related. We – well, one of Nathan’s clients gave us four tickets to see The Book of Mormon next weekend and I wanted to see if Tessa would like to go with us.” She lowered her voice as she added, “Nathan and I were thinking of setting her up with one of his friends. After all, she’s way too young and pretty to stay at home every weekend, don’t you think?”

Ian froze. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear that the innocent-looking Julia was quite deliberately trying to provoke him, or at least goad him into reacting. He wasn’t sure how she would know, but he had a very strong feeling that she suspected there was something going on between him and Tessa. He knew the two women had run into each other at their yoga studio last weekend, but he’d been extremely careful to park a block or so away when he’d picked Tessa up so as not to be seen.

His right hand curled into a fist as he waged an internal struggle to remain calm. “You should – ah – discuss that with her, Julia.”

Julia smiled brightly, looking too much like a cat who’d swallowed the canary to put him at ease. “I believe I will. Oh, there she is. Oops, better go rescue her from Jake the Snake. God, that man does not understand the concept of taking no for an answer, does he?”

Julia actually had the audacity to give him a saucy wink just before sauntering off in search of Tessa. Ian’s steely gaze followed her progress, his mouth tightening in mingled annoyance and anger as he noticed how closely Nathan’s associate architect Jake was standing next to Tessa. And when the prick actually dared to put his hand on Tessa’s lower back as he murmured something in her ear, Ian was about five seconds away from losing it.

“Nathan.”

Julia’s fiancée – and the lead architect on the new hotel project - was at Ian’s side in an instant, a look of concern on his face.

“Is there a problem, Ian?” he asked.

“Two of them actually.” Ian inclined his head towards the back of the room. “You need to call your boy Jake off. At once. And tell him I have a very strict hands off policy when it comes to my – employees.”

Nathan gave a curt nod. “I’ll take care of it. What was the other problem?”

Ian glared at Julia, who was even now approaching Tessa with a perky smile. “Your very charming but extremely nosy fiancé. Tell Julia that if she persists in playing with fire that someone besides herself might get burned.”

Julia waved at both of them cheekily before returning her attention to Tessa, elbowing Jake aside at the same time. She had an extremely satisfied smile on her face.

Nathan sighed. “Aw, hell. I think I’ve got to go shoe shopping with her after work.”



Chapter Sixteen

Tessa couldn’t help the rather awestruck reaction she had as Ian drove up beneath the porte-cochere of the hotel. The mountain lodge in Lake Tahoe was of a much different design than either the opulent high-rise hotel in San Francisco, or the sprawling Mission-style resort in Tucson, the only other two Gregson properties she’d ever set foot in. Situated high on top of a mountain, the lodge was majestic and grand with its stone façade and high windows. Pristine banks of carefully groomed snow surrounded the property on all sides. Tessa had read on the lodge’s website that it offered ski-in/ski-out accommodations, as well as a ski valet and highly rated ski shop on premise. She had never been on skis before, and the only time she’d ever seen actual snow had been one winter years ago when she had lived in Sedona with her mother. She knew Ian was an accomplished skier, and that he had plans to get her out on the slopes this weekend, a prospect that she was admittedly a little nervous about.

The drive up from San Francisco had been smooth and relatively traffic-free. Ian had rushed home as soon as his meeting had ended, and was behind the wheel of his sturdy, four-wheel drive Range Rover by late morning. It had been just past three o’clock when he’d exited the highway for the lodge.

Tessa was more than a little amazed at the way the hotel staff mobilized so swiftly, evidently having been informed to expect Ian and his guest. In quick succession, a valet had taken his car keys, a bellhop unloaded their luggage, and the doorman held the massive front doors leading to the lobby open for them. Ian kept a hand on the small of her back as they walked through the sprawling lobby with its vaulted, wood beam ceilings, flagstone floors, and imposing stone fireplace. Tessa didn’t miss the way almost every single person passing through turned and stared at him, the admiration evident on both female and male faces. She was beginning to get used to the effect her handsome, debonair lover had on people, how he attracted attention no matter where they went, and also how he seemed to be so completely nonchalant about it. For her part, she couldn’t help the thrill she felt at knowing this magnificent man was really hers, and that for reasons she couldn’t really fathom as yet, he’d chosen her out of the thousands of other women around the world who’d give anything to be by his side right now.

The pretty brunette desk clerk who checked them in appeared to be as susceptible to Ian’s charm as anyone else, staring up at him with unabashed interest as he signed in and took the card keys to the owner’s suite. Tessa gave the brunette a tiny frown before sidling up closer against Ian’s side, silently staking her claim. He smiled down at her, dropped a kiss on top of her head, and slid an arm around her waist. Tessa’s frown quickly changed to a very satisfied smile, and she was pleased to note that the clerk was suddenly all business, averting her gaze as she finished the check-in process.

Tessa’s jaw dropped open again as the private butler assigned to their suite opened the double doors and ushered her inside. She could Ian speaking to the man in a low tone as she stared in disbelief at the splendor of the lavishly appointed rooms.

Here, too, were the vaulted wood beam ceilings, and a huge stone fireplace, though these floors were covered in a thick, plush carpet. Floor to ceiling picture windows offered a breathtaking view of the snow-covered mountains outside, and French doors opened out to a private patio where she could see a fire pit and hot tub. The furnishings were a combination of rustic comfort and understated luxury.

A quick inspection of the suite revealed a spacious living room, separate formal dining area, and a fully equipped kitchen. There were two bedrooms, each with their own en suite bathroom. The suite was easily large enough to live in comfortably for days or weeks at a time, and it suddenly dawned on her that this was exactly the sort of opulent lifestyle she could expect to live when she moved in with Ian permanently. And as thrilling as that idea was, it also gave her renewed cause for concern, bringing to the surface all of her fears and insecurities that she just didn’t fit into this world of privilege and extreme wealth.

“Does this meet with your approval?”

Tessa turned to face Ian, who was just now closing the door to the suite. Her heart caught in her throat as she thought of how handsome he looked, how mouthwateringly sexy. He was more casually dressed than usual, clad all in black – wool slacks, a turtleneck sweater and a heavy leather jacket worn in deference to the cold weather. He looked dangerous and sophisticated at the same time, an irresistible combination.

At his urging, she’d dressed in a similarly casual manner – dark skinny jeans, black cashmere sweater, black ankle boots and a black knit cap pulled over her ears. Tessa didn’t want to think about how much money such a seemingly laid back outfit like this had cost, though she knew from performing a quick Google search that just the little cashmere cap had cost over a hundred dollars.

She walked over to Ian, sliding her hands up his chest to clasp around his neck. “Are you referring to this room or to yourself? Because if it’s the latter, I would have to say a very emphatic yes.”

“Is that right?” he asked lazily, his hands sweeping down the sides of her hips to cup her buttocks. “Well, I’d say you also have my wholehearted approval. Especially the way your gorgeous arse looks in these tight jeans.”

Tessa smiled, burying her face against the strong, warm column of his neck and inhaling deeply. “Mmm, you smell even better than usual. Must be the added touch of the leather.”

He kissed her temple, his hand keeping her head pressed to his shoulder. “Would you like the butler to unpack for you, or would you prefer to do it yourself?”

She looked up at him in surprise. “He would do that – actually hang my clothes up and put my shoes away? Not to mention unpacking all my – ah, more personal stuff. I think I’d rather do it myself, actually.”

He grinned, giving her a playful chuck on the chin. “To answer your question – yes, Tyson would certainly be happy to perform that task for you. You’ll begin to see as we travel together that each of our hotels offers this sort of private butler or concierge service for occupants of the larger suites. You’ll need to get used to them doing things for you and letting yourself be pampered. It’s one of the many perks you’ll enjoy as my companion.”

“Okay. It’s just – well, it might take some getting used to. I never thought I’d let a complete stranger – a male one at that – unpack my underwear for me,” she admitted shyly.

“Ah, well, that I understand. You could consider packing all of your lacy bits in a separate bag from now on, and simply instruct the butler not to touch that one.” His lips caressed the soft spot behind her ear. “In fact, I’d probably prefer that. Hell if I want another man to touch your lingerie.”

Ian lifted his head and took her firmly by the hand. “Come, let me give you the grand tour. I gave Tyson instructions to bring up an afternoon tea service in a few minutes, so we don’t have much time.”

As he showed her around the grand suite, she belatedly noticed the beautiful vases of roses arranged in several different locations – the showy red ones on the coffee table; the delicate pale pink blooms in the dining room; a gorgeous arrangement of rich apricot blossoms filled the master bedroom with their fragrance; and the exotic lavender bouquet that had been placed in the en suite bathroom.

Tessa sniffed appreciatively of the last bouquet, which Ian told her were officially called sterling silver roses.

“How beautiful they are,” she murmured. “Did you arrange for all of these?”

He smiled, seeming pleased at her reaction. “I did, yes. I didn’t know which color you preferred so I ordered several different one. Of course, red roses are traditional for Valentine’s Day but – well, the lavender ones in particular reminded me of you.”

Tessa touched the delicate petals with care. “And these just happen to be my favorite of all of them. Thank you, Ian. Once again you’re spoiling me rotten.”

“Ah, and the weekend is just beginning. I have a whole string of surprises planned for you.” He wrapped his arms around her waist, pressing his chest to her back, his voice husky in her ear. “Happy Valentine’s Day, my love.”

She caressed his hands where they rested just above her belly. “I’m sorry my little gift to you was so – simple. I had no idea what to get you since you already seem to have everything.”

“Shh. I already told you that having you here with me is the best gift I could ever hope for. And a batch of homemade cookies is icing on the cake, so to speak. Especially since they’re my favorites.”

She had fretted over what to buy him for Valentine’s Day, knowing that she couldn’t possibly afford to buy him anything extravagant, given that he wore two hundred dollar Hermes ties, had a library bursting at the seams with first edition volumes, and a well-stocked wine cellar where the cost of even a single bottle would likely make her shudder.

But she did know he liked snickerdoodles, since Mrs. Sargent had left a bakery bag for them after a recent shopping trip. Fortunately, they’d been easy to bake, given her tiny kitchen and limited cooking skills, and Ian had seemed genuinely thrilled when she had presented him with the festively beribboned bag filled with three dozen cookies.

Having skipped lunch, they both ate hungrily of the sumptuous afternoon tea service that Tyson delivered to their room. Tessa couldn’t quite stifle a yawn, however, despite the twin jolts of caffeine and sugar her system had just received.

“Sleepy, are we?” asked Ian in amusement.

She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry. It’s just – well, we didn’t get much sleep last night what with - ”

“I know,” he interrupted. “I hope I wasn’t too – that it wasn’t - ”

“No.” She shook her head firmly. “You were perfect. It was perfect. I needed you just as badly, Ian.”

Tessa had been waiting for him in the library when he’d returned home just after ten o’clock the previous evening. By now she was becoming use to the hungry, almost desperate way he made love to her, the blatant carnality of his kisses and caresses, the all-consuming manner in which he possessed her body. But when he’d strode boldly into the library last night, she’d been left breathless and unable to even think with the fierce, primal way he’d taken her right there, bent over the arm of the leather sofa. He’d tossed off his suit jacket and unzipped his trousers before yanking the hem of her robe up past her waist and literally ripping the fragile silk and lace panties from her body. He’d surged into her with one powerful thrust, wrenching a cry from her throat and leaving her helpless to do anything but willingly submit to his domination of her body. They had both climaxed within minutes, the entire encounter having taken place without either of them uttering a single word. She had been shaken to the core at such a display of raw, undisguised passion on his part, and astonished that her body could so readily respond to his without even the slightest amount of foreplay.

He’d carried her upstairs to his bed then, and this time had made love to her with exquisite thoroughness, prolonging the ecstasy for what had felt like hours. And then he’d woken her again towards dawn, already imbedded deep inside of her, and wrung another shattering orgasm from her exhausted body.

She was grateful she’d taken the day off from work, because she’d been far too drowsy and pleasantly sated to do more than give him a sleepy kiss as he’d left for the office just before eight a.m. She’d slept until ten, a rare luxury for her, and had had to scramble a bit to shower, dress, and eat breakfast before he arrived home.

But Ian still didn’t look convinced at her assurance. “That first time – in the library – I was like a rutting bull, Tessa. No finesse, no control. I was - ”

“Wild.” She swiftly straddled his lap, twining her arms around his neck. “Like a beast. Or a barbarian.” She nipped his earlobe lightly with her teeth before whispering, “And I loved it. I like it when you lose control.”

He growled, shoving his hand up beneath her sweater and roughly groping her breast, making her gasp as his fingers slid inside her bra cup to pinch the nipple. “You make me lose control just by being in the same room,” he rasped. “It’s never been that way for me before, not even close.”

“Good.” She caressed his cheek, which was just beginning to show some dark stubble as the day began to draw to a close. “I like that I’m the only one who can make you do that. And,” she added playfully, “let’s make sure to keep it that way, hmm?”

He gave a short laugh. “Darling, I’ve told you on multiple occasions that you’re far more than I can handle as it is. Why on earth would I notice other women when I have all my heart desires right here?”

The sweet, wildly romantic things he seemed to have a knack for saying made her feel all gooey inside. Still, she couldn’t resist teasing him a bit more. “So you’re telling me you didn’t notice the way that very pretty front desk clerk was checking you out?”

Ian frowned. “Unless you had just mentioned it, I wouldn’t have been able to remember if the clerk had been a man or a woman. That’s how little attention I paid. But since we’re on the subject, I should mention the very interested stares you were receiving from the valet. And the bellhop. Not to mention the doorman. Ah, and I’m forgetting the dozen or so – at least – admiring males who were staring at your very sexy body as we walked through the lobby.”

“I didn’t notice any of them,” she murmured. “Nowadays, the only man I ever notice is you.”

He smoothed her sweater back down over her belly. “Well, let’s make sure to keep it that way, darling,” he said, teasing her with her own words from just moments before.

A knock sounded on the door to the suite, and he deftly lifted her off his lap. As he stood, he gave her a little wink. “That will be the next in the string of surprises,” he told her as he walked towards the door. “And this one is for both of us.”

The next surprise he’d arranged was a couple’s massage. Ian had whispered to her as the two masseurs were setting up their tables and equipment that he’d specifically requested a female to work on Tessa and a male on himself, adding that he wasn’t about to let another man put his hands on her, whether it was in a clinical manner or not. The folding massage tables were set up over by the grand picture windows so that they could look outside at the snow falling as the sun gradually began to set. One of the masseurs turned on the state of the art sound system and some relaxing classical music filled the room softly. A candle was lit and the subtle fragrance of bergamot scented the air, lending to the atmosphere of complete relaxation.

Tessa had never enjoyed the pure luxury of a massage before, and couldn’t suppress a little moan or two as the masseur found a tight spot here and there. She turned her head in the direction of Ian’s table, and gave him a sleepy smile as their eyes met. She thought blissfully that she could easily get used to this sort of pampering, and wondered if he indulged in massages on a regular basis.

When the massage ended an hour later – far too soon for her liking – she felt boneless and limp and so relaxed that Ian had to help her tie the belt of her robe.

“Hmm, I hope the next surprise is a nice long nap,” she mumbled sleepily.

He chuckled, wrapping her in his arms and dropping a kiss on her forehead. “I didn’t realize I’d worn you out quite so badly last night. I can loan you some of my vitamins,” he teased. “And you might want to consider ordering an extra- large portion of protein with your dinner this evening. Speaking of which, our reservations are in just over an hour and I’d like to have a cocktail with you first. Trust, me, you’ll like where we’re going.”

Tessa yawned, stretching her arms wide. “Umm, okay. But it’s not my fault if I suddenly start nodding off. That massage was incredible. I’ve never felt that pampered before.”

“That was the general idea, darling. To have you feeling relaxed and pampered all weekend long. Though I didn’t intend for you to be quite this relaxed,” he retorted. “Perhaps I should order you a triple espresso – or two.” He leaned forward to murmur huskily, “After all, I plan to keep you awake for hours tonight. Another part of the surprise.”

She couldn’t help trembling just a little at his heated words. “I can’t wait,” she told him a little dazedly. “Maybe we should just get room service and, ah, stay in.”

He grinned at her, shaking his head. “And ruin all of my plans? Hardly, love. Besides, the anticipation will enhance the pleasure ten times over. Trust me on this. Now, time for the next surprises. Come with me.”

Ian led her into the master bedroom, where several boxes of varying sizes had been laid out on the huge four poster bed. She looked at him expectantly, not sure what she was supposed to do next.

“And where did all these just materialize from?” she inquired. “They weren’t here earlier when I unpacked my things.”

But he only gave her a mysterious smile before telling her, “I’d like you to wear all of the items you’ll find in the boxes to dinner this evening. I’ll leave you in here while I change in the other bedroom.”

Tessa regarded him curiously. “There’s plenty of room in here for both of us, you know.”

Playfully he tugged at the belt of her robe. “Yes, but if I watch you put on some of the items you’ll find in the boxes we’ll never get out of here this evening. You might not even get to order room service. Let’s just say it will be much safer all around if I use the other room.”

His rather cryptic words suddenly made perfect sense as she removed the lids from each box and spied their contents. Her mouth dropped open in a round “O” as she drew out the gorgeous bustier of cream silk and lace shot through with red satin ribbons. There was a matching pair of tiny white silk panties tied with red satin ribbons on the sides, and sheer, silky stockings that would attach to the bustier’s garters. She now understood why Ian was changing in a separate room.

She gasped when she drew out the beautiful cocktail dress from the largest box. It was of red lace, with an off the shoulder sweetheart neckline. The label read Marchesa but of course no price tags were attached to anything. She shuddered to imagine how much it had cost.

She struggled a bit with the back hooks of the bustier but eventually managed to get them all fastened. Once she pulled on the panties and hooked the stockings to the garters, she glanced at herself in the bathroom’s full-length mirror, her eyes widening at the image that stared back at her. The wired bustier pushed her breasts up into even more generous proportions than usual, until they were nearly spilling out of the low-cut garment. The undergarment nipped in at the waist, making it look tiny, and the silky stockings made her legs look longer than ever.

The alluring red dress fit her perfectly, as did the red patent leather heels. The final two boxes held a stunning bracelet of rubies and diamonds, and a matching pair of drop earrings. Tessa touched up her makeup and brushed her hair until it shone, placed a few items into her clutch bag, and then tentatively walked into the living room.

Ian was sending a text and didn’t hear her come in, so she was able to look him over at her leisure. He was wearing a dark gray suit and a crisp white dress shirt opened at the neck, but no tie. His five o’clock shadow was more prominent now, giving him a dangerous look. He was so sexy, so mouthwateringly male, that her new panties immediately grew damp as she imagined running her hands up his body or pressing a kiss to his cheek.

He looked up then, and his gaze upon her was so smoldering that she could almost feel it burning into her skin. He stuck the phone in his jacket pocket and walked towards her, never breaking eye contact. He threaded a hand into her hair, tilting her head to one side, and brushed a kiss on her cheek.

“Hello, beautiful,” he told her huskily. “You look sinful.”

She toyed with the open neckline of his shirt for a moment before unbuttoning one more button. “So do you.” She nuzzled her nose against the exposed skin of his throat. “And you smell even better.”

He trailed his fingers up her bare arm. “I assume everything else fits – er, adequately?”

Tessa smiled. “It does, yes. Though I almost had to call you in to help me fasten up one of the – ah, items.”

Ian’s hands grasped her hips, yanking her up against him. “I trust you were able to take care of the matter yourself?”

At her nod, his gaze dropped to her cleavage, which was partially bared by the cut of the dress. She whimpered as he traced along the neckline of the dress, his long finger brushing her bare skin.

“I can’t wait to see you in it,” he rasped. “I’m guessing it makes your gorgeous tits look even bigger than they already are.” He replaced his fingers with his lips, kissing the exposed upper curves of her breasts. “I almost bought you the necklace that matched the other jewelry, but then decided I didn’t want anything to mar the perfection of these perfect breasts.”

“Please.” The throaty moan escaped her lips as he brushed his thumb over her nipple. Her hands clutched handfuls of his shirt as she tried to mold her lower body against his.

“Easy, love.” He dropped a kiss on her the bridge of her nose before taking her firmly by the hand. “Remember what I told you earlier – anticipation only enhances the ultimate pleasure. So, come now. Time to start anticipating what’s to come.”

***

The cocktail lounge was on the top floor of the lodge, and offered up a stupefying view of the snowcapped mountains. They sipped one of the special Valentine’s Day cocktails – a pomegranate margarita – and took turns feeding each other salted almonds and mini-pretzels.

As she popped an almond into his mouth, Ian clasped her wrist, holding it still as he sucked her finger between his lips. Then it was his turn to feed her a pretzel, and she mimicked his actions by licking his index finger suggestively.

His eyes darkened. “Are you imagining something else in place of my finger inside your mouth right about now?” At her nod, he removed his finger and brushed his thumb over her lips instead. “Naughty girl.”

“I like being naughty with you.”

“Jesus.” He shifted a bit awkwardly in his leather chair. “You’re making me forget all of my good intentions, you little flirt. Finish your drink now, love, it’s nearly time for dinner.”

Once again Tessa marveled at the way the wait staff at the very upscale hotel restaurant catered to Ian, very obviously knowing exactly who he was, and going out of their way to make sure he had a satisfactory dining experience. They easily had the best table in the place next to the window that afforded another fabulous view of the mountains.

He had taken her out to equally posh restaurants often enough over these past weeks that she was more at ease with scanning menus and ordering. They shared a Caesar salad that the waiter hand tossed tableside, as well as an order of black truffle risotto. She chose the sea bass for her entrée while Ian ordered a beef filet, giving her a wink as he did that made her squirm a bit in reaction. He was not so subtly passing along the message that he needed the red meat for what was yet to happen tonight.

He ordered champagne – a Ruinart Brut Rose – and she was delighted to discover it was pink as the waiter poured it into flutes.

“For Valentine’s Day,” Ian told her. “I hope you like it, my love.”

As Tessa took a sip, she realized this was the second time this evening he’d called her “my love” as opposed to simply “love”, and wondered at the significance – if any – at this slight change. But she soon forgot about it as the meal progressed, far too intent on listening to him, gazing at him, desiring him. Everything he did, no matter how subtle or seemingly insignificant, seemed to arouse her this evening – the way his long fingers held his champagne flute; the movements of his strong jaw as he carefully chewed a bite of food; not to mention the glimpses she was afforded of his tanned throat and the very beginnings of the dark ribbon of hair that bisected his chest. She knew he hadn’t worn a tie very intentionally and could only assume – or, rather hope – that he was planning for this to be the night they played out the fantasy dream she’d described to him.

The deepening hunger she felt must have been obvious in the way she kept staring at him, for he took her hand in his at some point and drew it to his lips.

“That look on your face – God, you have no idea what it’s doing to me,” he told her in a husky voice.

“Oh.” She glanced down at her plate, suddenly shy. “Sorry. I just – I guess I just like to look at you.”

“Hush. Don’t look away from me, Tessa. Ah, there’s my girl,” he crooned as she lifted her gaze to his. “I wasn’t complaining, darling. Far from it. I love that I can put that particular look on your face – the one that tells me how much you want me. It’s so honest and open. I don’t ever want you to pretend with me, or try to hide your emotions. Understood?”

She nodded, spellbound by his deep voice and the way his hazel eyes glittered almost dangerously. “I won’t,” she breathed. “And I do want you, Ian. So much that it’s all I’ve been able to think about all day. It’s – too much at times, I think.”

“No.” He shook his head emphatically. “Never too much. You have so much passion, Tessa, far more than we’ve even begun to uncover as yet. I knew it the first time I kissed you, when you came so easily and so quickly. We’re really just beginning to awaken you sexually. But I’ll warn you now – I’m the only man who’ll be assisting you in that particular endeavor.”

She cupped his cheek in her hand. “I don’t want anyone else, just you. You know that.”

“Do I? Sometimes I’m not always certain. That’s still one of my greatest fears, you know,” he admitted. “I’m terrified that you’ll wake up one morning and realize you’ve made a huge mistake, that you’ll want your freedom to meet other men, younger men, play the field a little and have the sort of fun girls your age ought to be doing. You never had the opportunity to do that, after all, and I’m worried that you’ll regret passing it all up.”

“Why in the world would I want to do that?” she asked in bewilderment. “That doesn’t sound like much fun to me.”

“Try telling that to your friends,” he replied darkly. “Yesterday it felt like some sort of bizarre conspiracy theory was unfolding – one that involved all of them setting you up with other men.”

Tessa was startled at the note of desperation in his voice, the way he looked and sounded so insecure – he, the most confident, self-assured man she’d ever met. “If you’re worried about what Kevin said – please don’t be. He means well but he’s a total airhead most of the time. I hardly ever take what he says seriously. And,” she added gently, “I have no intention or any interest in letting him fix me up with anyone.”

“It wasn’t just Kevin. That was bad enough but then scarcely an hour later I had to bite my tongue when that little scamp Julia asked my opinion about setting you up with a friend of Nathan’s. How did you manage to fend off that very persistent little mischief-maker anyway?”

“What?” Tessa couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Julia? She didn’t say one word to me about meeting any friends of Nathan’s. This was at the office yesterday you’re referring to? All she really talked about was the new pair of shoes Nathan was going to buy her.”

A slow smile spread across his face, and he shook his head in exasperation. “I think I’ve been had by a very devious interior designer. And I believe Nathan is quickly discovering he’s got his hands full with that little devil he’s engaged to. Not to mention several hundred dollars poorer after buying the aforementioned shoes.”

She was more perplexed than ever now. “I really have no idea about any of that. But I’ve got no interest in dating other men. Why would I when I’ve already got my Prince Charming?”

Her answer seemed to please him tremendously, as well as relieve any doubts he might have still been harboring. “Well, every princess deserves a prince, darling. And I’m going to work very hard to make sure you’re every bit as pampered and cherished as a queen.”

She let him coax her into sharing dessert, even though she was already full from the superb meal. He fed her bits of warm chocolate lava cake and salted caramel ice cream, while they both sipped coffee – an espresso for him, a foamy cappuccino for her. She didn’t drink coffee very often, but was already beginning to feel a little drowsy from all the champagne and rich food, and decided the extra caffeine would be a wise idea. There was no way she was going to fall asleep before they had the opportunity to play out her fantasy.

“Are we going back to our room now?” she asked hopefully as he finished signing the guest check.

“Impatient, are we?” he asked in amusement.

“Yes,” she replied in a breathless voice. “The – ah – anticipation is getting to be more than I can bear.”

He slid his hand to the back of her head and brought her mouth to his for a soft kiss. “Good. I want you wild with need, so aroused that you’ll come at the lightest touch.”

Tessa groaned. “I’m already there.”

“Are you wet?”

“God, yes,” she whispered. “So much that I think I might leave a spot on this chair.”

Ian closed his eyes, muttering something beneath his breath, before standing abruptly and pushing his chair back. “Let’s go,” he said roughly, stepping around the table to pull her chair out. “Otherwise, I’m going to kiss you right here in front of all these people and it will take an awful lot to make me stop.”

She was certain he would take her back to the suite after that, but gave a little sigh of frustration when they stopped at the piano bar in the lobby instead. He noticed the little huff she made as they sat at one of the tables and smiled at her.

“Remember what I told you earlier, love? The anticipation builds the pleasure,” he reminded her gently. “Don’t pout, Tessa, it won’t sway my decision. Trust me, darling, this will all be worth it in just a very short while. Meanwhile, relax and enjoy the music for a bit, hmm?”

He ordered them each a brandy, the Camus label she know he preferred. She still found the taste of the fine liqueur a little bitter for her taste but nonetheless sipped her drink daintily. Ian held her hand loosely in his as they listened in companionable silence to the vocalist and her accompanying pianist. Several couples in the bar were dancing in the small space in front of the piano as Ian pulled her to her feet and out onto the dance floor.

He held her close, one arm banded about her waist, the other hand clasping hers where it rested on his shoulder. He danced as smoothly and effortlessly as he seemed to do almost everything, and it was the easiest thing in the world for her to follow his lead.

“I wanted to dance with you so badly at the Christmas party,” he murmured close to her ear. “Especially when I saw you there all alone. But of course, I couldn’t, not without revealing my hand – and my feelings – to everyone else there that night.”

“Including your date, of course,” she replied teasingly.

He gave her waist a little squeeze. “Behave. I’ve already explained to you about Rebecca. And you were the woman I wanted that night, not her. When you told me as you were getting ready to leave about your divorce – you have no idea what I felt to learn the news. I couldn’t go back to the party for a while – I needed some private time to fully absorb the reality that you were finally going to be free.”

She nestled the top of her head beneath his chin as they kept dancing to the next song. “You were so kind to me that night – getting me a taxi and paying for it. But I just figured you were only looking out for one of your employees.”

“No.” He rubbed his cheek against her head. “I wanted to be the one to take you home that night, to take you home with me. Instead, I sat in the bar of the hotel and began to plot exactly how I was going to seduce you. It was all going to start with you filling in for Andrew during his vacation. I think I gave the old boy quite a shock on that Monday when I shared the news.”

She laughed. “That must have been something to see. Andrew doesn’t shock easily. I always wondered, you know, why I was never asked to substitute for him before then. I just assumed you didn’t think I was capable.”

“Not even remotely close to the truth,” he assured her swiftly. “The real truth is that I didn’t trust myself having you in such close proximity. I’m not sure I could have remembered you were a married woman – or gave a damn – after a while. And you are far more than just capable of doing the job, Tessa. You did a brilliant job filling in for Andrew, far better than any of the others ever did.”

She was ridiculously pleased at his praise. “That means a lot. And I’m very glad to know it wasn’t my ineptitude that made you reluctant to have me fill in. Speaking of Andrew, there’s something else I’ve always meant to ask you about him.”

Ian grinned playfully. “He’s not gay, even though he may act like an uptight bastard most of the time.”

She gave him a little swat on the arm. “That’s not what I was going to ask you. And I’ve met his girlfriend so I already knew he wasn’t gay. Isobel is – well, very different from our Andrew. The saying about opposites attracting could have been invented with the two of them in mind. No, what I was going to ask you concerns – well, Jason, I’m afraid. And why Andrew always seemed to be around when - ”

“When that prick was trying to harass you,” finished Ian. “Why do you think that happened, Tessa?”

She shrugged. “I always assumed it was because you didn’t want another sexual harassment lawsuit on your hands.”

“Wrong. Oh, not that the possibility wasn’t a valid concern. But my primary motivation was to make damned sure that son of a bitch kept his filthy hands off of you. And it worked for the most part, until that day in the office gym.”

Her cheeks grew warm when she recalled that very unpleasant encounter. “You sent him away because of me, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” he replied, without the slightest hesitation. “I would have gladly shipped him to the Arctic Circle if I could have, anywhere to keep him away from you.” His hand squeezed hers a little tighter. “I’ll never allow him to harass you again, Tessa. Not Jason nor any other man. What’s mine I protect. And you are mine, aren’t you, love?”

In response, she touched his cheek and pressed her lips to his softly. He groaned beneath her kiss, and she quickly forgot there were other people in the room. All she was aware of was the warmth and hardness of his body pressed against hers, of the gentle caress of his lips on hers, and of the stirring lyrics the vocalist was crooning. The song was Alicia Keys’ If I Ain’t Got You, and the beautiful words about not wanting or needing anything else if she couldn’t have the man who held her against him so tenderly made tears shimmer in her eyes. She turned her face into his chest, her heart so filled with emotion that she feared it might burst.

“Come, darling,” he whispered to her. “I think the anticipation has finally reached the boiling point.”

They were silent as they made their way back to the suite, his hand at the small of her back their only physical contact. Once inside the suite he led her directly to the master bedroom, where in their absence the thick duvet had been turned down and a soft bedside lamp left on.

“Let me,” he urged, his hands on the zipper of her dress.

She didn’t resist as he carefully eased the delicate lace fabric off her shoulders and down past her hips. As she would have stepped out of her shoes, he gripped her by the ankle firmly.

“Not yet,” he instructed. “I want to see you first. I’ve been trying to picture how you’d look in this very fetching ensemble all night long.”

Tessa forced herself to keep her eyes open as Ian’s heated gaze roamed over her body. But it was nearly impossible to stop her pulse from racing or her legs to keep from shaking when she saw the raw, almost feral desire stamped on his face. His hands clamped tightly around her waist as he gazed down at the decadent display of her breasts as they very nearly overflowed the bustier.

“You look – ” he swallowed with some difficulty, his voice cracking a little. “You look like a naughty Valentine, all cream lace and red satin.” He slid his hands up beneath her breasts, squeezing them through the wired bodice. “Like an extremely desirable, very fuckable Valentine. And if I hadn’t already committed to fulfilling your fantasy this evening, you can be damned sure we’d be satisfying about a dozen of mine instead.”

She gasped as his thumbs brushed over her nipples. “There’s – there’s always tomorrow night,” she replied in a thin, high voice.

Ian smiled dangerously. “I like the way you think, darling. Maybe you’ll consent to wearing this fetching garment for me again, hmm?”

“Yes, yes,” she breathed. “I’ll do anything for you, Ian. Anything at all.”

He grasped her chin roughly and kissed her, a savage, open-mouthed kiss that left her struggling for air. “This probably isn’t a good time to tell me something like that,” he hissed. “Not when you look like every forbidden fantasy I’ve ever had about you come to life. So let’s get on with this before I forget I’m a gentleman and go back on my word.”

Ian dropped to his knees, holding her steady as she stepped out of the shoes. His fingers trailed up either side of her silk-stockinged legs, until they reached the frilly garters attached to the tops. He unhooked each side before carefully easing the delicate hosiery off her legs. He hooked his thumbs in the side of her panties, but before he peeled them off her body he nuzzled his nose into her damp cleft.

“I can smell how aroused you are,” he groaned, his hands squeezing her buttocks before removing her drenched underwear. “Small wonder, given how wet you are. Ah, if you wear this for me again tomorrow, we’ll have to buy new panties, won’t we?” He stood and moved behind her where he slowly began to unhook the bustier. “Or perhaps we’ll just buy a whole new set like this one. Black this time, I think. As you know, I like you in black lace.”

The wired undergarment fell away, leaving her nude and so aroused she feared she would come at even the slightest touch of his hands on her body. But instead of touching her as she longed for, he merely led her over to the bed and indicated she should lay down.

“You know what comes next, Tessa,” he told her in a deep, seductive voice. “After all, it’s your dream we’re bringing to life tonight, isn’t it? Show me what you want, love.”

She watched through half-lidded eyes as he carefully removed his suit jacket without ever taking his eyes off of her prone body. Just like she remembered from her months-old erotic dream, her arms and legs began to move in opposite directions into a spread-eagle position. As she continued to watch him, he walked over to the dresser and opened the top drawer to remove something. When he approached the bed, she saw he was carrying several long strips of red satin fabric.

With almost maddening slowness, he bound each of her wrists and ankles to the bed, making sure the satin strips were securely fastened.

“Not too tight?” he asked her as he stood.

She gave an experimental tug before shaking her head. “No, they’re okay.”

“Good. We want this to be pleasurable for you, but never painful. Let me look at you like this. Ah, what a delectable picture you are, Tessa – naked, spread and bound for my pleasure. You are what every man craves, what they dream of. Only you are so much more beautiful than any dream could possibly be.”

She closed her eyes, her lower body already starting to bow off the bed, so desperately aroused and needy for his touch that her skin felt like it was on fire. “Please,” she whispered weakly.”

“Yes, love. I intend on pleasing you very well. Look at me now and tell me, Tessa – is this how it was in your dream? Except, of course, that you’re lying on a very comfortable bed instead of a cold, hard table.”

She gazed up at him, almost recoiling from the naked passion in his eyes. “Yes,” she murmured. “Everything’s the same except – your shirt. You need – undo two more buttons, I think. Then, yes, it’s just like in my dream.”

He complied, his shirt gapping open now to reveal more of his beautifully muscled chest. She longed to touch him, to run her hands over every inch of his hard, sculpted body, but the bonds she’d asked for prevented her from doing so.

And then Ian was beside her, sitting on the bed as he bent his head and kissed her softly. His mouth took hers again and again in a series of long, leisurely kisses. She groaned beneath the pressure of his warm, firm lips, and the feel of his tongue sweeping thoroughly through her mouth over and over. He grasped her jaw between his long fingers, holding her head still as his kisses grew deeper and more demanding, and she felt dizzy from the continued force of his attentions.

Tessa was gasping for breath as his lips finally began to move down the side of her throat, caressing the tender flesh beneath her ear. She gave a little squeal of surprise as he sucked hard on that spot, marking her, only to soothe the sharpness of the love bite a moment later with his tongue.

Ian took his time with her, seeming in no rush whatsoever, and it was both torment and exquisite pleasure for her simultaneously. He lingered over her breasts, lavishing attention on them until she was moaning loudly and moving her pelvis restlessly beneath him. His tongue laved each nipple with maddening slowness before he closed his lips around the areola and sucked hard. His hand cupped the other swollen globe, his fingers plucking at the nipple and coaxing it into an even harder peak. She could feel each lick, each tug, each squeeze of her flesh all the way down to her womb, and she wondered wildly if he could possibly make her come solely by stimulating her nipples.

By the time he finally lifted his head from her breasts, she was so fully aroused – every nerve ending in her body so highly stimulated – that it only took the tiniest flick of his thumb on her clit for her to climax wildly. She felt the satin bonds pull tight as her body bucked up in reaction, and she sobbed his name as the tremors continued to rock her from head to toe.

Ian’s big hands bracketed her hips, holding her down on the mattress as the bonds continued to strain. “Poor darling,” he crooned. “I made you wait too long, didn’t I? Let’s see if we can make it up to you somehow.”

He kissed his way down her torso, his dark head disappearing between her legs, and proceeded to wring several more orgasms from her seemingly insatiable body, using his lips, tongue and fingers to bring her over the edge more times than she could keep track of. She was so aroused that she could feel the pearly drops of her vaginal fluids trickling down the insides of her thighs and still he kept at her, until her arms and legs were quivering uncontrollably and she feared she might pass out from the pleasure.

And when his thumb began to circle her over-sensitized clit one more time, her head thrashed back and forth on the pillow as she pleaded with him weakly, “No more. Please. I can’t, Ian. It’s too much.”

He slid back up her body, kissing her softly and letting her taste the muskiness of her own juices on his lips. “All right, love,” he acquiesced. “Shall I untie you now?”

She was too wrung out to do more than nod, and he deftly unfastened each of the soft satin bonds. As the last strip was untied, she rose up on her knees and slid her arms around his neck, pulling his face down to hers for a kiss.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “My turn to return the favor tomorrow night.”

He chuckled, holding her close against his half-bared chest. “But the pleasure was mutual, love. And if you plan to tie me down you’ll need something much stronger than these scraps of fabric. I wouldn’t be able to control myself if you touched me that way. As it is, I have no idea how I’ve managed to stay in control this long.”

She slid her hand down between their bodies, her palm opening over the massive swell of his erection. The groan he made was the sexiest, most erotic sound she’d ever heard. “Then come to me, Ian. Don’t hold back any longer. “

He tore his shirt off, the rest of the buttons flying haphazardly around the room, before unbuckling his belt. Tessa ran her hands greedily over his naked chest, pressing fevered kisses to his heavily muscled chest and rock hard abs as he yanked the rest of his clothing off. In two swift movements that left her gasping, he tumbled her onto her back and thrust deep inside of her, burying himself in her soft, yielding body as far as he could possibly reach.

Tessa wrapped her arms around his neck and locked her legs around his hips, holding him as close to her as she could, and glorying in the feel of his hard, thick cock thrusting in and out of her with increasing ferocity.

“Ah, God, it’s so good,” she cried, the tears tracking down her cheeks as he continued to move in her body with long, powerful thrusts. She buried her damp face against the side of his throat, her lips caressing his skin as she tried to pull him even closer against her.

She gave a little cry of protest as he lifted his chest from hers, sweat pouring from his body as it mingled with hers. He captured both of her hands in one of his and drew them over her head, holding them in place as he continued to fuck her with ever increasing speed. The look in his eyes was smoldering and dangerous as he stared down at her, his lips parted as his breathing grew ragged.

“I want to watch you when you come,” he told her in a guttural voice. “Look at me, Tessa, don’t close your eyes. I want to see it when the pleasure takes you over, see how much I can make you feel. You have no idea what it does to me, knowing I can give you that, my love.”

She struggled to keep her eyes open as he’d bid her, half-afraid of the intensity she saw burning in his gaze. Maintaining eye contact became increasingly more difficult as he kept stroking his big cock in and out of her body, until she felt yet another orgasm approaching, and knew this one would be by far the strongest of them all.

She was beyond rational thought, was all feeling right now, and as the orgasm hit full force she could only sob out her pleasure, the words tumbling from her lips as naturally as breath. “Ian, ah, oh, God, I’m going to c-come again! Oh, God, I love you!”

Her eyes did shut then, her body too consumed with sensation to even be aware of her actions. Dimly, as if from a great distance, she heard him groan loudly just before pistoning his hips into her body at a breakneck pace, his thrusts almost savage. When he came, he gripped her by the hips as he reared back onto his haunches, and emptied himself fully inside of her. She peeked up at him through half-lidded eyes, enthralled at his spectacular, primitive male beauty – a fine layer of sweat covering his entire body; his dark hair damp and disarrayed; his eyes tightly shut as he continued to fill her with his hot, sticky semen.

And then he was grasping her under the arms, pulling her up to straddle his lap while remaining embedded inside of her. She almost cried out at the ferocity of his gaze, and at the way he fisted a hand in her hair, holding her head still.

“Say it again.”

She knew exactly what he meant. “I love you,” she whispered, cupping his face between her palms.

Ian’s own eyes filled with tears, and she brushed one away with her thumb, staring at him in disbelief.

“God, do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted to hear you say those words?” he uttered brokenly. “I never, ever, dreamed you would actually do it, though. I’ve loved you since the day you walked into my office, Tessa. I am completely, insanely in love with you, my darling girl, and you have just made me the happiest man on earth.” He kissed her softly. “And I have never, ever, told a woman that before. So you see, you are my first in many ways as well – my love.”

“Ian.” She was overcome with a whole flurry of different emotions right now – amazement that this proud, regal man had actually been brought to tears by her whispered confession of love; disbelief that he’d loved her that long; and then there was simply all the love she felt for him, the tenderness and the passion. Everything combined was almost too much to take, and she felt like pinching herself to make sure this wasn’t another dream she had conjured up.

But she was reminded – in a very, very pleasurable way - that he was all too real, and that what had happened was definitely not a dream. He made love to her again, this time with a gentleness and devotion that brought tears to her eyes. A long time later, they were physically and emotionally exhausted, and finally drifted off to sleep, both whispering “I love you” to the other as they did.



Chapter Seventeen

The international terminal at San Francisco Airport was teeming with people, even at this early hour. Ian had already checked his luggage for the flight to London, and was delaying the moment he had to enter the security line for as long as possible, knowing that Tessa would not be able to proceed past that point. Taking a commercial flight was not something he typically did, for he utilized the corporate jet for the majority of his business travel. But since he would be away for just over two weeks and remaining in London the entire time, he’d decided the company plane could be put to better use by his executives and high level managers who also needed to travel frequently on business.

Wanting to spend every possible minute together until his departure, Tessa had stayed overnight at his house and risen at a very early hour this morning to accompany him on the drive to the airport. Simon was at present circling around the terminal until she re-emerged, and then he would drive her to the office. Or, at least, within a couple of blocks so that no one would notice her alighting from Ian’s car and putting two and two together.

“You’re certain you won’t stay at the house while I’m away?”

Tessa nodded as she smoothed down the lapels of his black wool overcoat. “I’m sure, yes. If I’m going to give notice to my landlord soon, then I’d better use this time to start packing things up and cleaning. I’ll have to decide what to keep and what to donate. I want to ask my landlord if any of the other tenants might need some things.”

He gave the belt of her raincoat a little tug as he tightened his arms around her waist. “Well, if I get a vote you know what item will be on the top of my donation pile.”

She grinned up at him. “I thought you had other plans for this, plans that included a fireplace and a book of matches.”

Ian eyed the much-maligned raincoat dubiously. “You’re right. I’m not certain there would be any takers if you tried to give it away. Even thrift stores have certain standards.”

Tessa gave him a playful swat on the arm. “Hey, it’s not that bad. Besides, it’s not for much longer, you know.”

“I know.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’ll also get to work on that letter of resignation while I’m away?”

“Yes, I promise. Will you tell Andrew the real reason I’m leaving?”

Ian considered her question for a moment or two. “Most likely, yes. If anyone can keep a secret, he can. Not to mention he’s paid a pretty penny to be discreet. And, of course, he probably already guesses that there’s something going on between us. It’s rather terrifying at times how nothing escapes that boy’s attention.”

She nodded. “He’s terrifying, all right. Wouldn’t it be something to have him and Mrs. Carrington in the same room together some time?”

The look of mock horror on his face made her giggle. “God, that would truly be a battle of wills for the ages, wouldn’t it?” he asked. “I wouldn’t even know which one of them to bet on.”

For long seconds after that they just held each other, two lovers who were postponing the moment they would have to part for as long as possible. It was Tessa who finally, reluctantly, lifted her head from his chest and gazed up at him sorrowfully.

“I guess you’d better go,” she said slowly. “And I shouldn’t keep Simon waiting any longer.”

“Simon doesn’t mind,” he assured her gently. “He knows I’m mad about you. But unfortunately, you’re right, it is time. Now, give me a kiss good-by, darling, and I’ll call you as soon as I land.”

Tessa kissed him with an almost desperate hunger, her arms clinging to his neck as he groaned beneath her lips. Tears shimmered in her eyes as he lifted his head.

He cupped her cheek in his hand, his thumb brushing away her tears. “I’ve got to go. Dream of me, will you, love?”

“Every night,” she whispered. “You, too.”

Ian smiled, the look of love on his handsome face causing her heart to ache. “Darling, don’t you know? I’ve dreamed of you every night since we met. I’m not going to stop now.”

With one last, quick kiss, he picked up his laptop bag and walked away towards the security line. She watched him for another minute or two before turning away hastily, not wanting to burst into tears in the middle of a crowded airport.

Simon tactfully didn’t comment on her teary-eyed state when he assisted her inside the Town Car, and was mostly silent during the drive back into San Francisco. But as they drew closer to the office, his deep, gentle voice startled her a bit.

“He’s head over heels in love with you, too, Miss Tessa,” he said kindly. “I’ve never seen him this way with another woman, not even close. And you’re definitely the only person who’s ever seen him off at the airport before.”

Tessa sniffled. “Oh. Well, thank you for telling me, Simon. And I – I love him very much. I hope – that is, I know how all this must look to you. I mean, he’s so distinguished and handsome and – well, rich. And I’m just an ordinary office employee, no one special.”

“You’re special to Mr. Gregson,” declared Simon. “And he’s an excellent judge of character. If he thought for one minute that you were some type of fortune hunter, he wouldn’t have bothered with you. He told me soon after the two of you began seeing each other that he was crazy about you, and not just because you’re a very pretty young lady. He said that your real beauty was deep inside of you, and that your kindness and goodness were what really drew him to you.”

Tessa felt a warm glow spread through her at Simon’s words. “He really said that?”

“He did, Miss Tessa. And he meant every word. And he’s absolutely correct. You’re a good girl, I can tell, not like all the others who would only be after his money or his looks. You truly care for him, too – for the man he is inside and not just the image he projects. You two make a lovely couple.”

Impulsively, she reached forward and squeezed him on the shoulder. “That’s so kind of you to say,” she told him tearfully. “It will help me get through these next two weeks without him.”

Simon gave her hand a reassuring pat. “Trust me, my dear, you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to him and he knows it. He’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him. I hope you realize he would do anything for you, absolutely anything.”

“I do, yes. And the feeling is mutual.”

As instructed, Simon let her off a short distance from the office and in a very discreet manner. Before she began to walk away, he reminded her yet again to get in touch with him if she needed anything during Ian’s absence.

“I’ll be visiting my sister and her family up in Oregon for about a week,” he told her, “but I’ll be back in town next week. Even if I’m not around I can easily arrange for anything you might need.”

Tessa thanked him but assured him she’d be fine, that she was used to taking care of herself and wished him a pleasant vacation. Then she was off to work, where she hoped to keep busy enough over the next two weeks so that she didn’t feel like crying nonstop.

She knew that if she didn’t want to endure anymore painful separations like this one that she would have to remain firm in her resolve to resign. But it was one thing to know it, and quite another to actually accept it. As much as she loved Ian and wanted to be with him all the time, she couldn’t quite let go of the feeling that she needed to depend on herself and not simply rely on him for everything. That had been what had eventually happened with Peter, and when he’d left it had felt like her whole world had caved in.

And, if she was being completely honest with herself, she was still having doubts that her relationship with Ian would last. Her misgivings had nothing to do with her own feelings. No, those were rock solid and she couldn’t imagine ever loving another man the way she did him. Rather, it was her fear that he would tire of her, that perhaps having a much younger girlfriend was only a novelty for him, and maybe something of an ego booster (not that someone as undeniably hot as Ian needed to pad his self-esteem by any means). What if she became an embarrassment to him once they went public with their relationship – if he determined that she simply wasn’t refined or educated or mature enough to live in his world full time?

He would never abandon her, or leave her to fend for herself. That she knew without a shadow of a doubt. He was too good of a person, too much a gentleman, to ever even think of doing something like that. No, if he ever decided to end things between them he would make sure she was taken care of, settled with a good job and a place to live. But there would be nothing at all he could do to heal the gaping wound in her heart that a breakup like that would cause.

As the workday ended and she headed to the office gym for her workout, Tessa forced herself to stop being such a pessimist. Ian had made his feelings for her very clear, and she ought to be doing cartwheels of happiness right now that such an incredible man was in love with her. Instead, she was letting herself fall back into her old, bad habits and starting to imagine the worst. If she was going to get through the next two weeks without her lover, she was going to have to keep as busy as possible and, more importantly, maintain a positive attitude and not succumb to the depression that often hovered on the edges of her emotions.

The workout helped block out a lot of the insecurities and worries that tormented her, as did the call that came through from Ian shortly after she arrived home. He sounded tired, and she knew it was already the middle of the night in England. Even though she longed to keep him on the phone, she didn’t prolong the conversation when he bid her good night.

She kept herself busy the rest of the evening by starting to inventory her kitchen and living room, beginning the process of packing up the apartment. By the time bedtime rolled around, she was sufficiently tired to actually fall asleep fairly quickly.

But the next morning – which happened to be a Wednesday – started out on a sour note when she discovered her period had started. One of the major side effects of the IUD she used for birth control were the heavy, painful menstrual cycles she suffered through. Her periods were also irregular, making it difficult to pinpoint when they were due to occur.

She’d tried using the pill - several different brands in actuality – but had experienced rather severe allergic reactions to each one – terrible headaches, constant nausea, a red, itchy rash. The nurse practitioner at the free clinic had steered her towards the IUD as an alternative method but Tessa wasn’t so sure the side effects with it were much better.

Making sure her purse was well stocked with tampons, Tessa swallowed two Tylenol with her breakfast to lessen the pain of the severe cramps she knew would follow shortly. Her period would last for well over a week, with more of the killer cramps and heavy bleeding, enough so that she always felt a little weak and dizzy as a result. She tried to lay low during her cycles, cutting back on her exercise routine, trying to get some extra sleep, and eating as well as she could.

The timing of her period with Ian’s absence was just about the only positive note. She was reluctant for him to see her this way, especially when she felt bloated and uncomfortable and on edge. Her periods also tended to make her weepy and depressed, and she knew she’d have to force herself more than usual to get through the days.

It didn’t help a bit that things at the office were slow. Not only was Ian away for two weeks, but several of the other managers were either traveling on business or attending a conference somewhere. However, it seemed that Tessa was the only one of her co-workers who wasn’t pleased at the lack of work assignments. The others took full advantage of the lull by arriving late and leaving early, taking longer than usual lunch hours, and spending the better part of the day gossiping, searching the Internet, and making personal calls. Of course, Andrew was still very much on top of things, and they had to exercise at least a little caution. But Tessa was quietly convinced he knew exactly what was going on, and was making very careful notes of who was slacking off. Determined not to take advantage of her relationship with Ian, she kept to her normal schedule and routine, and strove to work as hard as possible.

And she couldn’t help feeling just a little bit smug when Alicia shared the latest rumors about Ian and his love life with the rest of them. The speculation that he had a new girlfriend was apparently really running wild now, given the facts he’d been a no-show at several important events lately, and that his other two former escorts – the news anchor and the ballerina – had been seen out with other men.

“Most everyone seems to think this mystery woman is someone back home in England,” Alicia informed them with a little sniff of displeasure. “They think he met her when he went home for the holidays, because it was very soon after his return that he stopped being seen in public with other women.”

“Hmm, so he was probably looking forward to this trip big time,” chimed in Kevin. “Two months is a long time for someone like His Hotness to go without a woman.”

Tessa had to bite back a retort that Ian had actually gone two years without a woman – if she could truly believe what he’d told her about being celibate. And while she still had her doubts that someone as virile and sexual as he was could really go without sex for so long, she also knew he was too honest and moral to lie to her about something like that. Besides, there was always such a desperate, urgent hunger in the way he took her that it was easy to believe he’d abstained for such a long time.

Rather than put herself through a grueling workout in her weakened physical state, Tessa elected to take a restorative yoga class at SF Flow instead. The unlimited monthly membership that Ian had surprised her with had been one of her favorite and most cherished gifts, and she loved the luxury of being able to take classes whenever she wished.

She knew Julia took a 6:00am class at a different studio during the week, so she didn’t worry about running into her apparently very nosy friend. She did see Sasha as she arrived, since the curly-haired teacher also taught classes in the evening. Tessa had heard from other students that Sasha was not only the most popular teacher at this studio but also one of the most sought-after in the entire city. She wasn’t the least surprised to see the throng of students crowding into the larger of the two practice rooms where Sasha’s class was held.

“Hey, I’m not used to seeing you here in the evenings,” Sasha told her. “But why aren’t you going to my class? Restorative is way too easy for you, Tessa.”

Tessa grimaced and placed a hand on her belly. “It’s that time of the month, I’m afraid, and it’s pretty awful. I figured it would be a good idea to take it a little easy.”

“Ah, absolutely,” agreed Sasha. “No inversions on your cycle, okay? Backbends, handstands, not a good idea. If you have bad cramps, try drinking some chamomile tea. I wish I wasn’t already so booked up tonight with classes or I could try to squeeze you in for a massage. That would do wonders for you right now.”

“I actually just had a massage over the long weekend,” recalled Tessa wistfully. “My first ever. It was really amazing, something I could get used to.”

Sasha nodded. “It’s a good addiction to have. Maybe we can set up an appointment for you sometime. Take it easy in class, okay? I’ll see you soon.”

It didn’t surprise Tessa that her teacher was also a massage therapist. During class, Sasha made a point of going around to as many students as possible and making adjustments to their bodies while in poses. Tessa could tell by the knowledgeable way in which Sasha touched her that she was extremely familiar with human anatomy, and her touch was both skillful and soothing. Tessa wondered anew if Ian already had a massage therapist he saw on a regular basis, and made a mental note to suggest that they could possibly use Sasha’s services if he didn’t.

She felt relaxed and less uncomfortable at the end of the class, a sensation that remained with her during the bus ride home. It was only as she opened her mail box that the all too familiar feeling that something bad was about to happen returned.

The thick manila envelope bore the return address of a local law firm, and Tessa almost dropped the packet in revulsion. She postponed opening the envelope for as long as possible, and didn’t even mention its arrival to Ian when they spoke on the phone late that night. With the eight hour time difference between San Francisco and London, it was already very early in the morning for him and well past normal bedtime for her. Still, she gladly gave up the extra sleep in order to hear his voice, to listen to him recount what had happened the day before, and to have him tell her how much he loved and missed her. Determined to remain positive, Tessa didn’t mention her painful period or how many times during the last day and a half she’d had to fight off the depression that threatened to engulf her in its darkness.

But once their conversation ended, she stared for long minutes at the offending envelope, knowing she’d never be able to sleep until she opened it.

She’d known without even looking at the return address that the envelope contained the divorce papers. She didn’t get a lot of mail in general, and certainly nothing as thick and official looking as this packet. Sighing, Tessa slid the papers out of their envelope and took a quick glance at the top page.

Well, it was over. Officially so, even though her marriage to Peter had in all honesty never really begun. They had been best friends, roommates, confidantes, but never lovers or partners, not in the true sense of the word. Now that she knew what it truly felt like to be in love, to experience sexual fulfillment, and, yes, to finally feel like a woman, Tessa could accept her seven years with Peter for what they had really been – a means to an end; a safe haven for her; and a dysfunctional mess that should never have been permitted to go on for as long as it had.

Still, she cried for a while, because it was never really easy to let go of something that had been part of your life for so many years. And then, she pulled up her email account on the rather ancient old laptop Peter had scrounged up for her way back in high school, and began to compose the letter she ought to have sent him weeks ago.

Dear Peter,

It’s been a few weeks since we were in touch and a lot has happened during that time. First, though, the divorce papers arrived today so I guess it’s really official – we’re no longer married. I just finished having a good cry over it but I can honestly say – finally – that you did the right thing by making this happen – for both of us.

There’s – well, I’ve met someone, Peter. I know you always wanted that for me, but I still can’t help feeling a little bit guilty about it. He’s a wonderful man, treats me like a princess, and I’m going to be moving in with him soon. As you know, the lease on this place is up pretty soon so I guess the timing is working out well.

He’s older than I am by quite a bit, but it’s not for the financial or emotional security that I’m with him. I’m honestly, completely, and ridiculously in love with him, and I hope you’ll be happy for me. I told him everything – about my mom, the whole mess I was in when you saved me, and about us. He’s not only been good to me but good for me as well, and I’m hoping he’ll be the one to slay the rest of the dragons, the few that you didn’t already kill for me.

I hope you know how much I still love you, Peter, and how much I always will. You were there for me in my darkest times, and I will never, ever forget that. I hope we can continue to be the best of friends, and that you will keep in close touch. And, most of all, I hope that someday you can finally find the peace that you need so badly – that you’ll meet someone who will slay all of your dragons.

With much love,

Tess

Wiping away her tears, she dragged herself into the bathroom and got ready for bed, hoping that between her emotional state and her physical condition that she would sleep soundly. As she started to shut down her laptop, she was astounded to see a new message had popped up, and even more surprised to note that it was from Peter. He never replied to her emails so quickly, and she surmised he must have been online when her message had been delivered to him.

Hey, Tess,

What you are doing up so late? I’m the insomniac, remember? But in all seriousness – yes, I knew the divorce was going to be final today and was thinking of you the whole time. Guess I was just too much of a coward to email you first.

I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear you’ve found someone, Tess. You deserve to have normal, healthy relationship, and to be loved and adored more than anyone else in the world. I’m just sorry I couldn’t be the man to give you that kind of love, because I know I’ll never meet anyone half as wonderful as you.

Would I be wrong in guessing that this new, older man in your life is your boss? I might be going out on a limb here but I remember that Christmas party you dragged me to a couple of years back. I never told you this, didn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable, but I saw the way he kept watching you all night and giving me the evil eye (just kidding!) If it is him, I think you’ve made a very wise choice. He’ll take good care of you, Tess, give you all the things I never could. Oh, I’m not talking about stuff like cars or houses or clothes. I know you don’t give a shit about any of that. The things I’m talking about are romance and normal sex and maybe having a baby one day. I always wanted those things for you and I’m glad you’re finally going to have them.

One last thing, because I’m starting to lose it here myself. I’ve begun therapy, Tess. Once a week I Skype with someone in the States, someone who specializes in my sort of issues. And while I’ve got a long, long way to go, I’m hopeful that one day I’ll be able to slay my own damned dragons.

I love you, too, Tess and we will always be best friends. Take care and be happy, and please do keep in touch.

Love,

Peter

She was crying again as she finished reading his message, but this time they were tears of joy.

***

Two Weeks Later

By his calculations, he’d been awake for more than twenty-four hours, given the time zone difference and the number of hours he’d been either waiting in airports or actually in flight. Ian was exhausted, especially since he’d had precious little sleep on the very long flight home from London. Since he had changed his flight at practically the last minute, there hadn’t been any seats available in either first or business class, and he’d been forced to fly coach. For a man of his height and bulk, falling asleep in the restricted space had been all but impossible, especially when coupled with the crying child in the seat behind him and the very chatty couple in front of him. He’d considered the wisdom of taking this last minute flight a dozen times over during the rather hellish journey, but each time he questioned his decision he didn’t regret it. How could he, when it meant he would see his beloved Tessa that much sooner than planned?

Wanting to surprise her with his early arrival, he hadn’t told her about his change in plans. He’d made up some excuse for why he wouldn’t be able to call her as usual this evening, and she sweetly hadn’t questioned him further. But now that his flight – the departure having been delayed by more than two bloody hours due to heavy fog at Heathrow – had finally landed, he was making a beeline to her apartment, so that he could sweep her up and take her home with him. He knew she wouldn’t mind being woken at this late hour, even though she would have to get up early for work in the morning. And he’d already written off the possibility of actually having sex with her, since his own exhaustion would probably impair his ability to perform, even given their long separation and how damned much he’d missed her.

A quick glance at his phone showed that it was actually already morning, half past midnight to be exact. As he exited the plane and walked towards baggage claim, he hit the speed dial for Tessa’s cell phone. He knew she kept it by her bedside to use as an alarm, and was therefore concerned when it went to voicemail after several rings. Frowning, he tried it three more times in quick succession with the same result.

As he located the number for her landline, he tried not to panic, telling himself that perhaps she’d simply forgotten to charge her cell phone. But when the landline also went to voicemail repeated times, he couldn’t control his agitation, and the dreadful feeling that something was wrong. After all, didn’t Tessa always claim that bad things happened to her on Wednesdays? And though it was barely the next day, this was in fact that very day of the week.

Ian was relieved and grateful to find Simon waiting just outside of the terminal, and left the luggage for his chauffeur to handle as he got inside the car. He tried both of Tessa’s numbers again, and this time didn’t even attempt to control his panic.

“Something’s very wrong,” he told Simon as the older man slid behind the wheel. “Tessa isn’t answering either of her phones. She hasn’t been in touch with you, has she?”

Simon shook his head as he pulled away from the terminal. “No, sir. Haven’t seen or heard from the young lady since the day you left town. When did you speak with her last?”

“Last night. A text or two earlier today. Or was it yesterday? I’m so bloody mixed up with these damned time zones that I don’t even know what day it is. Christ, Simon, where is she? Why isn’t she answering the phone?” Ian raked a hand through his already rumpled hair.

“I’m headed directly to Miss Lockwood’s place now, sir,” assured Simon calmly. “Would you like me to call my contact at the police department during the drive – just to see if they’re aware of anything – ah, amiss in her area?”

Ian closed his eyes, not wanting to imagine any one of a dozen horrible things that could have happened to Tessa – being robbed, raped, stabbed, God knew what else in that questionable neighborhood she lived in. “Yes, please, Simon. And thanks, mate.”

While Simon made his call, Ian tried like hell not to overreact. There could be a perfectly logical explanation as to why Tessa wasn’t answering either of her phone lines. There could be a power failure in the area, which would account for why her landline wasn’t working, and why she hadn’t been able to charge her cell phone. Or maybe there had been some sort of gas or water main leak in the neighborhood, and all of the residents had had to be evacuated temporarily. Or just perhaps –

“Sir.” Simon’s voice intruded on his thoughts and then Ian was listening in horror at what his chauffeur was very reluctantly telling him. “I’m afraid Miss Lockwood’s apartment building – well, there’s been a fire, Mr. Gregson.”

***

The scene surrounding the two block radius near Tessa’s apartment building was utter and complete chaos. Ian pushed his way past barricades, completely ignoring the shouts of the police officers who had undoubtedly been told to keep all but essential personnel out of the area. He didn’t give a flying fuck if a dozen strong men tried to make him leave – no one was going to prevent him from finding Tessa.

He and Simon had smelled the thick, acrid smoke in the air blocks away, could see the flashing lights and beacons of all the emergency vehicles. Simon had been able to obtain some additional information from his contact at the police department – the man evidently was both a neighbor and a fishing crony – but the data hadn’t helped ease Ian’s fears in the least. There were no casualties reported, at least not yet, but several residents of the building had been taken to the hospital. Initial reports indicated that the fire had started on the uppermost floor of the building – the fifth – while Tessa’s unit was on the second. It was that bit of news that gave Ian the most hope that she’d found her way out of the building unharmed, but nothing was going to fully appease him until he found her.

A task which was going to be a near impossibility from the looks of it. There were emergency vehicles parked haphazardly all along the street – fire trucks, police cars, ambulances – and dozens of people running to and fro, shouting at each other, with no one person seemingly in charge of controlling the scene. The fire was still burning, filling the air with thick black smoke, and the heat from the flames was stifling.

A young Asian policewoman made a rather feeble attempt to get Ian to vacate the area. “Sir, you really can’t be here, I’m afraid,” she told him, trying to sound authoritative. “Emergency personnel only. You’ll have to leave this area at once.”

He shook his head. “Not until I find someone. I’m looking for a young woman, mid-twenties, tall, blonde hair. Have you seen anyone fitting that description?”

“Sir, I really have to insist – ”

“Please.” He turned the full measure of his charm on the pretty young policewoman. “Please, officer, I’m desperate to find her. Do you have any idea where they took the people who had to be evacuated?”

The policewoman hesitated before giving a slight nod. “I’m not positive, but I thought I overheard someone saying they were taking the residents into the Chinese restaurant down the street. You can check there, but then you’ve really got to leave.”

Ian gave her a dazzling smile. “Thank you, officer. I truly appreciate it.”

And then he was off, running as fast as his weary, jet-lagged body would move, trying to stay out of sight before another emergency responder noticed him and tried to get him to leave.

Ian was not an especially spiritual man, but he offered up every prayer he could remember from his youth as he hurried along. The very thought that Tessa could be injured – or worse – was not something he could bear to think about. If he were to lose her now, when they’d really just found each other, he wasn’t sure he’d want to go on living either.

The Chinese restaurant in question was closer to two blocks away than one, but he didn’t care and offered up a silent thanks as he walked inside the dimly lit establishment. Inside, the chaos continued, as the victims of the fire seemed to be either shouting or crying, and in at least half a dozen different languages. A couple of individuals carrying clipboards with Red Cross badges clipped to their collars were bustling about, attempting to calm as many people as they could. Ian considered approaching one of them to see if they knew if Tessa was here, then gave up and went to look for her himself.

He’d very nearly given up, the despair he felt sapping the little energy he had left, when he finally spotted her.

She was sitting by herself at a little corner table, her hair wildly tangled and her face streaked with tears and soot. Someone – presumably the Red Cross – had given her one of those ultra-light space blankets, which she was huddling inside of, her body shivering with cold – or more likely fear. Beneath the unsubstantial blanket, she wore only a pair of sleep shorts and a flimsy tank top, and her feet – Jesus – her feet were bare and dirty. She looked so forlorn and terrified that he wanted to weep. Instead, he pushed past all the other people milling aimlessly about until he was kneeling in front of her.

“Thank Christ,” he muttered hoarsely, taking her face between his hands. “God almighty, Tessa, tell me you’re all right.”

She gasped, her hands drifting up to cover his as the ridiculous excuse for a blanket fell away from her body. “Ian. Oh, my, God, how are you here? How did you find me?” Her voice was hoarse, either from crying or smoke inhalation.

He stood and lifted her into his arms, letting the blanket fall to the floor as he cradled her against his chest. “I’ll always find you, my love. Now, let’s get you out of this hell hole and take you home.”

He carried her out of the restaurant while somehow still managing to dig his phone out and pressed the speed dial for Simon’s number. He answered on the first ring.

“I’ve got her, mate. Yes, unharmed so far as I can tell. Meet us on the southwest corner of the block, past the barricades. Be there shortly.”

He stuck the phone back in his pocket and hefted her a bit higher in his arms, scarcely noticing her weight. He would have gladly carried her for miles, crawled through the actual fire, or walked over broken glass, just as long as she was safe.

“Ian,” she murmured huskily. “Put me down. I’m too heavy for you to carry.”

“Hush, darling. It’s no bother at all and you are not walking a step on these filthy sidewalks in bare feet. Ah, there’s Simon.”

Faithful, devoted Simon was standing anxiously by the side of the car as they arrived, holding the back door open.

“Give Miss Lockwood to me, sir, while you get inside,” offered Simon. “I’ve left a blanket on the back seat.”

Ian quickly shifted Tessa to Simon’s waiting arms, giving his loyal chauffeur an appreciative pat on the back. “You think of everything, mate. Thank Christ you were here tonight.”

He slid inside the Town Car as Simon gently set Tessa down on the seat next to him. Ian wasted no time in covering her shivering, scantily clad body with the much more substantial wool blanket, and then pulled her onto his lap as Simon started the car.

“I want you to be seen by a doctor,” he told her firmly. “Tonight. Simon, would you take us to the University Medical Center, please?”

“No,” she protested weakly. “Please, Ian, I just want to go – home. The paramedics checked me out and aside from being in shock I’m okay.”

“Tessa – I would be much happier if you’d agree to this,” he argued. “Your voice – you must have inhaled a lot of smoke.”

She shook her head before resting it wearily on his shoulder. “Not so much. My voice – I think it’s like this from crying so much. I was so scared, Ian.”

“Christ, and I was terrified, Tessa, absolutely fucking terrified. I kept calling your phone numbers and when I didn’t get an answer, I started imagining all sorts of terrible things that could have happened to you. God knows this wasn’t one of them.”

Tessa began to cry, burying her face against his chest, and he rocked her like he would a child, murmuring to her soothingly. Her hair reeked of smoke, her face was grimy with tears and soot, and her body still shook uncontrollably within his arms. He rubbed his cheek against hers, uncaring that his skin, too, was now smudged, or that his suit would also begin to smell of smoke. The only thing he cared about was making sure Tessa was safe and well, to offer her comfort and shelter, and most of all, his love.

By the time they reached his house, he was almost numb with exhaustion and was grateful for Simon’s assistance in bringing Tessa inside. She was almost collapsing in shock and fatigue herself, but he made himself strip off their clothing before lifting her into a hot shower. While she sat slumped over in helpless surrender on the built-in bench, he shampooed her hair and soaped up her body, washing away all traces of soot and smoke. The water was almost scalding hot, but still her body felt chilled to his touch and he forced himself not to panic, hoping it was only shock that was responsible for her continued shivering.

After toweling both of them off, he wrapped her in her robe while tiredly searching around for some night clothes. He cursed softly as he realized the few nightgowns he’d bought her were all sheer, lacy confections that would do absolutely nothing to warm her up. He managed to dig out a pair of her yoga pants before grabbing one of his own sweatshirts and some thick athletic socks.

Ian dressed her as though she were a little girl, a task made that much more difficult by her limp, uncooperative limbs. He tucked her into bed before belting on his own robe, then ventured downstairs to pour them each a brandy. He practically had to force the first few sips down her throat, until the liquor finally seemed to have its desired effect, warming her up enough so that she was able to drink the rest of it down on her own.

He slid into bed next to her, cuddling her still trembling body close, and stroking her hair comfortingly.

“Ian, I - ,” she began.

“Hush, love. Not now. We’re both exhausted. Sleep now and we’ll talk in the morning.”

She nodded, her eyelids drooping. “Okay.” She was unable to stifle a yawn as she whispered, “I love you.”

He kissed her forehead. “And I love you more than life itself, Tessa. Let’s rest now, my love.”



Chapter Eighteen

Tessa was groggy and disoriented when she woke in the big bed alone, and it took her a minute or two to get her bearings. She was startled to notice the time on the bedside clock – ten-thirty a.m. – and tried to remember what day of the week it was. When her brain was functioning enough for her to realize it was a Wednesday, she gave a little squeak of alarm and flung the covers back, in a total panic that she could have overslept this badly on a workday. Why hadn’t her alarm gone off? And why was she waking up in Ian’s bed in the middle of the week? Andrew must be having an absolute fit right about now given her unexcused absence. She looked around frantically for her phone or her purse so she could call him.

And then it hit her. Her phone and purse were gone. Consumed, no doubt, by the fire that had viciously ripped through her apartment building last night. Everything was gone – clothes, furniture, dishes, keepsakes. It was like the cruelest sort of déjà vu, for something this awful to happen to a person not once but twice in a lifetime.

Tessa sat down on the bed limply, too dazed and dispirited to move. Last night’s disaster had brought back far too many painful memories, ones she’d tried to repress for a long time. When she’d stood across the street from her apartment building as the flames moved through it, gutting it cruelly, she’d been reluctantly pulled back to that terrible night in Tucson. The night where she’d lost absolutely everything, including her poor, helpless mother, and when her life had been forever altered.

She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering a bit despite the oversized sweatshirt she wore that smelled like Ian. She still didn’t know how he’d come to be there last night, swooping in like a knight on horseback to rescue her, but she offered up a silent prayer for her good fortune. And while she knew this time would be different, that she wouldn’t be all alone and homeless and scared, that knowledge didn’t lessen the terror she still felt or the sense of empty despair.

She forced herself to wash up a bit, grimacing at the rather wild condition of her hair. She vaguely recalled Ian taking her into the shower, and assumed he’d washed her hair. Undoubtedly she’d fallen asleep with it still damp, which would account for its out of control waves this morning. She rummaged through the vanity drawers until she found a hair clip, and pulled her thick locks up into a messy ponytail.

Ian was in his home office when she ventured downstairs, and she could hear him talking to someone on the phone. Not wanting to disturb him, Tessa walked into the kitchen and plugged the electric kettle in to brew some tea. There was a crisp white bakery bag on the counter that she knew contained Ian’s favorite scones, but her stomach rebelled at the thought of food, even something as plain as the breakfast treat. She got one of the oversized white ceramic mugs that she loved from a cupboard and carried her steaming cup of tea as she went to find Ian.

He was just finishing up his call when he noticed her hovering in the doorway and beckoned her inside the room urgently. He disconnected the call and came to her, setting the mug aside as he cradled her close against his chest.

“Are you all right, Tessa?” he asked quietly, the concern evident in his voice.

She wrapped her arms around his waist, inhaling deeply of his wonderful, comforting scent and shrugged. “I don’t know how to answer that. Right now everything seems like a bad dream, one that I’ve unfortunately had before. I can’t – think straight, Ian. It’s just too much, you know?”

He kissed the top of her head. “I know, love. Let’s sit over here while you have your tea. Did you eat anything?”

“No, I’m not the least bit hungry.”

Ian frowned as she curled up on the sofa, and he handed her the steaming mug of tea. “You need to eat, darling. After all, you’ve just gone through a tremendous shock.”

She shook her head. “Maybe later, all right? Not now. I just – can’t.”

“All right,” he relented gently. “But one thing I won’t take no for an answer on is the doctor’s appointment I made for you. It’s at three o’clock today, and I’ll drag you there kicking and screaming if I have to. I won’t be satisfied until you’ve been thoroughly checked over.”

Tessa sighed. “All right, you win. But I really, really need to call the office before anything else. I’m sure Andrew is not especially pleased with me right now.”

“Don’t worry about Andrew,” assured Ian. “I sent him a quick text last night and called him when I got up this morning. He doesn’t expect you in until Monday.”

She gaped at him in astonishment. “Um, what exactly did you tell him?”

He took her hand in his. “The truth, darling. All of it. No point in lying to him, he’s like a bloody hound dog sniffing out a clue at times. You can’t get anything by that boy, he’s far too clever for his own good.”

Tessa stared down into her mug. “He – he’s trustworthy, right? I mean, he won’t - ”

“He won’t say a word,” confirmed Ian. “Andrew has proven his loyalty to me – and to you, I might add – time and time again over the years. He might be a royal pain in the arse most of the time but there’s no denying his devotion.” He brought her hand to his lips. “And he’s very supportive of our relationship. Cheeky bastard actually had the nerve to tell me he’s known from the very beginning that I fancied you.”

In spite of herself, Tessa couldn’t suppress a giggle. “Well, not much gets past him, that’s for sure.”

Ian brushed his thumb over her knuckles. “I also told him to expect your resignation on his desk very soon. He’s not especially pleased about that, swears you’re the only truly dependable one among the team, but understands why it has to happen. And he’s quite happy that you’ll eventually be traveling with me as my PA. Of course, he has ulterior motives there.”

Tessa smiled. “It will save him some work, I’m sure. Work he can delegate to me.”

“Spot on, love.” He placed an arm around her shoulders, easing her head against his chest. “Are you up to talking about what happened last night, or do you need some time?”

She buried her face against his chest. “All the time in the world won’t make it easier, so I might as well get it over with. But before I do – how on earth did you happen to be there last night? Your flight wasn’t due in until this evening.”

Ian gently massaged the back of her neck, working on a stiff spot until she felt like purring. “The board meetings wrapped up a day earlier than expected. I confess to having pushed the agenda along a bit each day in the hopes that we could eliminate a day. I was desperate to see you by then, even by a few hours, and changed my flight. Which turned out to be the flight from hell.”

Tessa listened in sympathy as he told her about the mishaps he’d encountered during the flight – the long delay for takeoff, more turbulence than expected, the cramped seat in coach, his noisy neighbors.

“None of that matters,” he told her firmly. “I’d have flown home in an aircraft carrier or on a World War I prop plane in order to see you a day early. The only thing I really curse is the delay in leaving London. If we’d taken off on time I would have been able to pick you up and have you here at the house well before the fire started.”

She shrugged. “In the end, does it really matter? Whether I was there or not, all of my things were destroyed. Again.”

He twirled a loose tendril of her hair around his finger. “At least you wouldn’t have experienced the trauma I’m certain you must have felt at running for your life. Can you tell me exactly what happened – how you got out?”

Tessa took a deep breath before nodding. “I’d gone to sleep a little earlier than normal. I – well, I figured the sooner I fell asleep the sooner it would be today when you’d be coming home. Silly, I know, but - ”

“No.” He kissed her cheek. “I was counting the hours until I could see you again, so I understand. Continue, love.”

“The smoke detectors woke me up. I know most everything else in the apartment is old and dilapidated but at least those worked. Very loudly, too. Then there was banging on the door, and the firefighters were hustling me out of there. I didn’t have time to grab my phone or purse or even shoes.” She stroked her hand over his chest, covered in a navy cashmere pullover. “I’m sorry about the phone. I know it was expensive.”

“Shush.” He hauled her onto his lap. “A phone is replaceable. All of the things you lost in the fire are. You, however, are completely, irrevocably irreplaceable. When I couldn’t reach you on the phone, I imagined all sorts of dreadful things had happened to you. And when Simon and I learned about the fire, when I was running around in a panic trying to find you – all I could think about was making sure you were safe and unharmed.” He tipped her chin up to meet his gaze, which was so filled with tenderness that her own eyes filled with tears. “Nothing else matters if I don’t have you, Tessa. All of this – the house, cars, things – it’s all meaningless if you aren’t here with me.”

“And you know it’s the same for me,” she whispered. “I’ve only ever cared about you, and not the things you give me.”

He smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “Ah, but now you’re going to have to let me give you more things. I’ve been busy making all sorts of arrangements so far this morning. Your replacement phone will be delivered this afternoon. Andrew is having a new ID badge sent over by messenger later today. And I made an appointment for tomorrow for you to get your driver’s license.”

She kissed his cheek. “You think of everything, don’t you? Thank you. I’m not sure I can remember much of anything right now.”

“Leave it to me then, love. I’ve told you more than once – there’s nothing I won’t do for you.”

Tessa forced a lightheartedness she certainly didn’t feel right now. “Well, looks like the fire did cheat you out of doing one thing you’ve threatened to do for a long time now.”

He looked at her quizzically. “And what exactly would that be?”

She chuckled. “Tossing my raincoat into the fireplace. I’m just assuming it burned with everything else.”

***

“You’re certain you’ll be all right if I go into the office? I’m going to make it an early day. God knows I’ve still got the worst case of jet lag I can remember having in recent years.”

It was Thursday morning, and Ian was getting dressed for work, buttoning up his shirt as she watched him from the bed.

“Yes, I’ll be fine. And I’m going to work tomorrow, not Monday,” she insisted. “The doctor told us yesterday that I’m physically fine so there’s no reason for me to just sit around here an extra day. I’d much rather keep busy, it – well, helps me to forget a little.”

“All right,” he agreed gently. “So long as you don’t overdo. Physically you may be fine, but you’ve suffered a tremendous emotional trauma, Tessa. You don’t get over that in a couple of days.”

“Okay, let’s put it this way. The sooner I get back to work the sooner I can resign.”

Ian grinned as he finished buttoning his shirt before leaning down to give her a lingering kiss. “Good thinking, darling. Though I’m still a bit miffed you allowed Andrew to talk you into four weeks’ notice. Two should have been sufficient.”

She shook her head. “I feel guilty enough as it is. A month is barely enough time for him to find a replacement and have them trained. And he’s been good to me in his way, as well as taken very good care of you.”

He sighed. “Fine. But it’s not going to be one damned day longer, understood? Especially since that wily bastard will still be able to delegate work to you. Now, what time is Julia coming over?”

It had surprised her yesterday when Ian had suggested she call Julia and tell her about the fire. And she had been almost speechless when he’d also urged her to share the news about their relationship.

“Are you sure?” she’d asked worriedly. “I mean, it won’t be much longer until we can go public with it. Should we be taking a risk like that?”

“It’s fine,” he’d assured her. “I trust Julia – and Nathan – implicitly. Both of them will understand the need for discretion, and since they don’t work directly for us the chance of them accidentally telling anyone is extremely unlikely. And,” he’d added tenderly, “you need your friends around you right now, darling. Julia is cheerful, nosy little wench that she is, and she might be able to help you through this. I’ll try to overlook the fact that she’ll be gloating about being right about my feelings for you.”

Julia had been initially shocked and then deeply concerned when Tessa had told her about the fire, wanting to know if she needed a place to stay, clothes, money, anything. And then she’d chuckled with glee when Tessa had broken the news about her relationship with Ian, not sounding in the least surprised.

“I was wondering when you two would finally fess up about it. Of course, I’ve known for over a year now how he felt about you. You’ll have to tell me all about it. And it goes without saying that your secret is safe with me.”

Julia had rearranged her work schedule so that she could spend the better part of the day with Tessa, offering to take her to lunch and shopping, and help her keep her mind off the loss she’d suffered.

“Julia will be here at ten. We’re going to the DMV first to get my replacement license and then to lunch and shopping,” she told Ian.

He nodded. “Make sure you get whatever you need, all right? Better yet – just hand Julia that credit card I gave you. I have no doubt she’d make good use of it on your behalf. Apparently she’s got quite the shopping addiction.”

Tessa smiled. “I don’t need much, really. Just a few basics to tide me over for the next few weeks at work. You’ve already bought me more clothes than I could wear in several years.”

“That’s a matter of opinion, darling. With some of the traveling we’ll be doing this summer you’re going to need some different pieces to augment your wardrobe. But that’s for another day. Now, come give me a kiss so I can head into the office for a bit.”

She rose up on her knees by the edge of the bed, the duvet falling away from her body. She had begun sleeping in the nude when she was with Ian, his body heat more than enough to keep her warm at night. She loved snuggling up against his big, hard body, entwining her limbs with his, and falling asleep in his arms. His heated gaze fell on her high, lush breasts, the pale apricot nipples peaking instantly beneath his regard.

“Christ, I’d love nothing better than to tumble you back on these sheets and slide inside of you for a few hours,” he rasped. “You’re so beautiful, Tessa. Like a goddess – Aphrodite, I think, the goddess of love and beauty. Except that even she would have been jealous of you.”

She sighed, twining her arms around his neck, her nipples brushing up against his shirt. “Yes, but only because she would have wanted you for herself. And you’re my man, no one else can ever have you. “

Ian grinned, his hands spanning her waist. “Getting possessive, are we? Good, because I feel the same way about you.”

She kissed him softly, almost teasingly, but it was still more than enough to make her groan and want more. “Thank you for last night,” she whispered. “You were so – perfect. You always know exactly the right things to say and do.”

He’d made love to her last night with almost heartbreaking tenderness, his kisses and caresses achingly sweet and gentle, treating her like she was some precious, fragile being. Tessa knew he’d held back, had denied himself so that he could focus solely on her needs, and it had been so exquisite that she had wept in his arms afterwards.

“It was my pleasure, love,” he replied sincerely.

Tessa caressed his smooth shaven cheek, inhaling deeply of his clean, masculine scent. “Tonight, though, will be for you. I know you held back last night, even though you must have wanted more.”

“Hush.” He placed a finger over her lips. “Darling, what you don’t realize is that I’m deliriously happy to have you any way I can. Whether it’s slow and sweet like it was last night, or hard and dirty, it’s always the most intense feeling in the entire world for me. And, yes, I did hold back – I always feel like a rampaging beast when I’m near you – but that was what last night called for. But it was every bit as wonderful, Tessa, every bit as satisfying.”

She pressed closer against him, her lips caressing the strong column of his throat. “For me, too. But I want to give you what you need tonight. I want you to take me however you like. I want,” she told him huskily, staring deep into his eyes, “to surrender.”

“Jesus.” He stared at her open-mouthed, his eyes wide and his skin flushed. “Do you have any idea what those sort of words do to a man? Tessa – my God – you are the greatest treasure any man could ever hope to find in one lifetime.” He touched her cheek almost reverently. “But I’ve told you before. I won’t be your master, nor give you orders. This is and always will be an equal partnership, in every way.”

“I know that,” she murmured. “That doesn’t mean I can’t give you this now and then, can’t give myself over to your control for a night. I know you would never, ever abuse that sort of trust, and that you could never, ever hurt me. I need this, Ian – need to give myself to you freely, without limits, without rules.”

He closed his eyes tightly for long seconds, his hand sliding into her hair and holding her head still. Then he nodded and opened his eyes, and she gasped at the searing passion she saw reflected in their hazel depths. “All right, then. I accept your gift – gladly. And I promise that there will be every bit as much pleasure for you as there will be for me.” His hand slid down over her shoulder to her breast, cupping it before his thumb brushed over her nipple. At her gasp, he abruptly withdrew his hand.

“God, if I start touching you now I won’t be able to stop. Here, better cover up so that I can think straight.”

Tessa took the La Perla robe he handed her and belted it around her body as she slid out of the bed. “I’ll be looking forward to tonight,” she told him in a breathy little voice.

Ian groaned and pulled her into his arms. “Not half as much as I will, love. I’m thinking I’d better stop at the gym and work off some steam first – box a few rounds, swim a few dozen laps. Otherwise, I fear you’re going to regret giving me carte blanche with your body.”

She laughed, the sound muffled against his chest. “I doubt that very much.”

“I was planning to take you to a very elegant steakhouse this evening – Harris’. Is seven o’clock all right with you?” he inquired.

“Yes, perfect. What should I wear?”

He gave her a quick kiss before stepping back, shrugging into his suit jacket. “I’ll leave that up to you, love. My only request is that you wear one of the new sets of lingerie we just bought. The lavender set – you know which one I mean?”

Her cheeks pinkened as she pictured the gorgeous demi-bra of sumptuous satin and lace, and the matching pair of tiny, lacy panties. “Yes, I know.”

He winked at her. “Good. Those, plus stockings, of course, and high heels. The rest I’ll leave up to you. Now, I’d better go before I decide to blow off three separate meetings and start the festivities early. I’ll see you this evening, love.”

Tessa tried hard not to feel lonely and bereft as he left the room, knowing full well he had important matters to attend to at the office. It had been an extra special treat spending all of yesterday with him, but she acknowledged with a bittersweet resignation that every day couldn’t be like that.

She took her time showering and getting ready, fretting a bit over what to wear. Fortunately, she and Julia weren’t going anywhere fancy, just the DMV and then to a shopping mall where she needed to buy some things for work. Since all of her office wardrobe had burned in the fire, she would have to purchase a few pieces to get her by for the next few weeks. Now more than ever – when she was officially living with Ian – they would have to exercise extreme discretion at the office. And that meant keeping the lavish, extensive wardrobe of beautiful designer clothes he’d bought her strictly for after work use. She would need to stick to the same sort of inexpensive clothing she’d always worn to the office so that Alicia, Gina and the others didn’t get suspicious.

Deciding to go with comfort rather than high fashion, Tessa chose a pair of black cigarette pants, a black and cream striped sweater, and black ballerina flats. The black Prada satchel wasn’t even half full after she put her new wallet, phone, brush, lip gloss and house key inside. Most of the day to day stuff she carried around with her had been inside her old purse, another casualty of the fire.

Julia arrived promptly at ten, just as Tessa was putting her breakfast dishes into the dishwasher. As usual, the petite designer was dressed to kill – today in a gray cashmere sweater dress that clung to her curvy body, and a killer pair of black stilettos with a T-strap. Tessa had never seen Julia looking anything less than perfectly put together, and realized the only time she’d ever seen her in something other than a dress or a skirt had been in yoga class.

The very first thing Julia did was to give Tessa a fierce hug. “I’m so sorry, honey,” she told her sorrowfully. “What a horrible, horrible thing for you to have to go through. But you’re lucky you managed to get out of there without any apparent injuries that I can see.”

Tessa nodded. “I’m fine, just a little shook up. Ian practically dragged me to see a doctor yesterday, even though I told him I was fine.”

Julia grinned. “Get used to it, honey. He might be on the reserved side, but your man is definitely used to being in charge. And you couldn’t have picked a better man to take care of you, Tessa. Ian is a real prize, one in a million.”

“I know,” admitted Tessa readily. “He’s the most wonderful man in the whole world, and I still have to pinch myself something like a dozen times a day to really believe he’s mine.”

Julia gave Tessa’s hand a squeeze. “Well, believe it, girl, because you snagged yourself a real winner. And I’m not talking about his money or his position. I mean the man he is inside – how kind he is and how well he treats people. If I hadn’t already been head over heels in love with my Nathan, I’d probably have gone after Ian myself,” she teased. “Then again, I saw the way he looked at you during that very first meeting I attended, and knew right off the bat that no other woman would ever do for him.”

Tessa couldn’t help beaming with delight. “Really? I just never imagined that someone like him – God, he’s so perfect – would ever notice me.”

“Oh, honey, he noticed you all right. I told you that when we had lunch together the first time but you didn’t believe me. I’m glad everything worked out. Especially,” she added mischievously, “since I got this fabulous pair of Manolo Blahniks as a result.”

Tess smiled. “I can’t believe you made a bet with Nathan about whether Ian was really the new boyfriend I told you about. But I am glad you won the bet.”

Julia gave her a conspiratorial wink. “I tend to win most of the bets I make with Nathan. Let’s just say it all has to do with the timing. Now, as much as I’m dying to get the grand tour of this awesome house – God, from what I’ve already seen I might just move in here with you – we’d better get going.”

Julia’s silver BMW sedan – which she told Tessa had been a Christmas present from Nathan – was parked right outside. The women spent a busy but pleasurable morning and early afternoon getting Tessa’s new driver’s license, and then hitting the mall for lunch and shopping. Tessa was glad she had Julia, with her innate fashion sense, along for the somewhat abbreviated shopping spree.

“I don’t need much, just a few pieces to get me through the next few weeks until I quit work,” she explained. “And I don’t want to spend very much, especially if they aren’t things I’m going to wear again.”

Julia shook her head. “That’s where you’ve got it wrong. There’s no reason at all you can’t mix low and high end pieces, and keep wearing the stuff you buy today. Look, this blouse here – it’s on sale for thirty five dollars but it would look fantastic with those pants you have on. And I already know those are Stella McCartney which probably cost around four hundred bucks.”

“For these?” squeaked Tessa in dismay. “Oh, I’m going to have to talk to Ian again. I don’t want him spending that much money. You’re sure? For one pair of pants?”

Julia chuckled. “Uh, huh, pretty sure. And don’t fight it, honey. The man is absolutely crazy about you so let him spoil you rotten. Let’s face it, Tessa – he’s going to do it anyway so you might as well just accept it and count your lucky stars.”

But Tessa couldn’t help fretting over how much money he must have already spent on her, and worrying about what else he planned to buy her. As a result, she adamantly refused to purchase anything besides two skirts, half a dozen assorted blouses and sweaters, two dresses, one pair of plain black pumps, and an inexpensive purse. Everything was either on sale or from a clearance rack, and no amount of coaxing from Julia could convince her to buy even one more thing.

“This will have to do,” insisted Tessa as they walked out of Macy’s – which had fortunately been holding a huge storewide sale. “I don’t want to spend any more of Ian’s money, especially if what you’re telling me is true about these pants.”

“Look,” Julia told her gently, “if it’s any consolation, Nathan told me once what he guessed Ian’s net worth to be – considering the salary he probably pulls in and the percentage of the company he owns.”

She named a figure that nearly sent Tessa into a catatonic shock. She’d known he was wealthy, but not that wealthy. It was almost inconceivable that he could be worth anywhere near that much.

“So he can easily afford to buy you whatever you want without it even making a dent in his bank account,” assured Julia. “Most women wouldn’t blink an eye about accepting stuff from him. But I already know – that’s not you.”

“No. But it sounds like I’ll need to get used to that sort of thing,” sighed Tessa. “Especially once I start traveling with him and attending events. I’m just terrified that I’m going to embarrass him.”

“Not possible,” insisted Julia. “You’ve always been so gracious and helpful at our meetings. You’ll handle yourself just fine at whatever party or banquet he takes you to. But you do need to dress the part, honey. Ian’s right about that. If you think those two cats you work with can be vicious bitches, the society snobs you’ll meet will be licking their chops ready to cut you into little pieces. So you’ll have to make sure you look fabulous every single time. Fortunately, you’re young and gorgeous and have a killer bod so the rest is easy.”

Tessa smiled at her gratefully. “You’re so sweet. Would you – I mean, I know you’re super busy with work and wedding plans but – well, I need a little advice about what outfits to wear for certain occasions.”

Julia clapped her hands in glee. “I’d love to help you with that. After you give me the grand tour of the house, we’ll take a peek at your wardrobe. Anything in particular you need an outfit for?”

Tessa felt her cheeks grow warm when she remembered Ian’s instructions for tonight. “Um, well, Ian’s taking me out to dinner tonight – to Harris Steakhouse. I’ve never been there and don’t know the right thing to wear.”

“I do,” declared Julia. “We had dinner there in January with some clients. I’ll find the perfect dress for you.”

Julia was true to her word. After Tessa showed her around the house – with Julia oohing and ahhing over an antique table or a magnificently framed landscape or a priceless Oriental vase – she brought her into the walk-in closet.

Julia clutched the doorway in mock astonishment. “Oh, my God, Tessa. This is – awe inspiring. You have to let me take pictures of this set-up. Nathan and I are still finalizing the designs for my closet in our new home and this will definitely give me some amazing ideas. Oooh, look at those built-in drawers.”

After Julia had snapped a dozen or so photos with her phone, she turned her attention to Tessa’s clothes. With something akin to reverence, she ran her fingertips lightly over several garments, then gave a little purr of pleasure when she spied the racks of neatly arranged shoes and bags.

“Oh, honey, he’s bought you some gorgeous things,” she crooned. “Did the personal shopper you told me about pick all this stuff out?”

Tessa shook her head. “Actually, Ian chose most of it. He’s got wonderful taste, doesn’t he?”

“My God, that’s putting it mildly. Tessa, he’s got a gift. Everything is absolutely perfect for you – the colors, styles, all the accessories. It will be the easiest thing in the world to put outfits together for you.”

For tonight’s dinner, Julia helped her select a sophisticated sheath dress in a luscious shade of violet, pairing it with cream, peep-toe Louboutins. Ian had recently bought her another coat, this one of cream wool with large jeweled buttons that Julia insisted she wear tonight.

And Julia almost squealed with delight when Tessa showed her the drawers filled with exquisite, couture lingerie. Tessa carefully withdrew the gorgeous lavender bra and panty set Ian had instructed her to wear.

“He picked all these out for you, too?” inquired Julia.

Tessa couldn’t help feeling a little embarrassed to admit the truth. “Um, well, yes.”

Julia laughed. “Well, they do say that still waters run deep. Underneath all that proper British decorum, our Mr. Gregson has a naughty side, doesn’t he? And I’ll just bet he’s a real tiger in bed. Though he’d have a hard time keeping score with Nathan. That man is – well, let’s just say stamina is never a problem for him.”

Tessa couldn’t help giggling at her friend’s bawdy talk. “Well, Ian is pretty – um, enthusiastic, too. Even though he always jokes about trying to keep up with me, it’s really the other way around.”

Julia smirked. “Sounds like we’ve both got our hands full with horny men, hmm? Trust me, it’s a good problem to have.”

***

Tessa’s co-workers showered her with empathy and support when she arrived back at the office on Friday. In addition to the rest of the team, almost every other employee on their floor – from the receptionist to the highest level executives – made it a point to stop by her desk and extend their sympathies for what had happened. She was deeply touched by all the offers of help that were given as well – did she have a place to stay, did she need clothing or shoes or blankets, did she need any financial assistance? Tessa was almost in tears by the outpouring of kindness and support, and assured everyone that yes, she was fine, that she was staying with a friend and had enough clothes and other supplies. She almost felt remorseful at having to hedge around the truth, but while she was still employed by the Gregson Group no one could know that the “friend” she was living with was really their boss, and that he had already showered her with more clothes than she knew what to do with.

The other members of the team had already taken the initiative to gather up some things for her. Marisol – ever the practical one – handed Tessa a bag filled with basics like toothpaste, deodorant, razors and shampoo. Gina had gone through her closet and picked out a few blouses, sweaters and scarves that she thought Tessa could use. Shelby and Kevin had pooled their funds to buy her a gift card at Macy’s so that she could buy some of the things she needed. Only Alicia was empty handed, though she did tell Tessa in a falsely sweet voice to let her know if she needed anything.

Tessa felt guilty accepting the things but realized it was necessary in order to keep up the charade, so she merely thanked all of them profusely.

Getting back to work a day earlier than planned turned out to be the best decision she could have made, for it was so busy that she didn’t have time to dwell on her recent trauma. With both Ian’s and Andrew’s blessings, she had elected not to tell the rest of the team about her impending resignation just yet. Word would get out soon enough, since Andrew was already hard at work searching for her replacement.

It was so busy, in fact, that Gina and Alicia didn’t have time to indulge in one of their usual gabfests until mid-afternoon, when the frantic pace of the workday had finally begun to ease up just a bit.

“Oh, my God, it’s been so crazy today that I forgot all about the news my mother gave me this morning,” Alicia began breathlessly. “She and my father were out at dinner last night with some friends from their club when they saw His Hotness. They were all at Harris Steakhouse and evidently the Boss Man was there with his new amour.”

Tessa’s fingers froze in midair poised over her keyboard, and she forced herself not to betray even the slightest reaction to Alicia’s gossip. She’d been dreading this moment of revelation all day, and had expected Alicia to bring up the subject long before now. Ian had warned her that it was extremely likely the news would travel very quickly to Alicia, once her parents had spotted him at the restaurant last night.

She’d been instantly concerned when he had rather casually mentioned that Alicia’s mother and father were seated a few tables away with two other couples.

“Aren’t you worried?” she’d whispered urgently. “Alicia talks to her mother every single day and the subject is sure to come up.”

Ian had shrugged, not seeming in the least concerned, and had merely taken a sip of his wine. “Not especially, no. They won’t have the nerve to actually walk over here and say hello, particularly if I continue to ignore them. And you’ve never met her parents, have you?”

She’d shaken her head. “No. Alicia meets her mother for lunch quite a bit but she’s never brought her back up to the office.”

“Then there’s no problem,” he’d replied in a calm manner. “All she’ll be able to tell Alicia is that she saw me here with a young, beautiful blonde who I appeared to be extremely taken with. Alicia is such an egotistical little witch that she’d never begin to imagine that you were the woman I spent the entire evening staring at like a lovesick boy.”

He’d taken her hand in his, bringing it to his lips, and smiled fondly as her cheeks had flushed rosily. He had insisted on taking the seat next to her, instead of across the table, and so their shoulders had brushed up against each other continually during the meal.

The pre-dinner cocktail and glass of wine she’d already consumed had given Tessa a heady sensation of boldness as she leaned closer against him.

“Maybe we should really give her mother something to gossip about then, hmm?” she’d murmured in his ear, sliding her hand up his muscular thigh beneath the table.

He’d hissed as her fingers brushed teasingly against his crotch before clamping his fingers around her wrist. “Not just her but the entire restaurant,” he’d growled. “And you are entirely too tempting, my love. Especially since I know what you’re wearing underneath that dress. Did Julia help you select what to wear?”

Tessa had nodded. “She said to tell you that you have wonderful taste in clothing, a gift in fact.”

“Did she?” He’d leaned over and given her a soft, lingering kiss on the lips. “I agree that I have exceptional taste – after all, I chose you, didn’t I?”

Gina and the others were all ears at Alicia’s big news, instantly clamoring for more details.

“Another brunette, I take it?” asked Gina. “He does seem to favor them.”

Alicia shook her head. “Uh, uh. A blonde this time. And young. My mother said she’s at least ten years younger than he is, maybe more.”

“Ooh, His Hotness is doing some cradle robbing, is he?” cooed Kevin. “Well, he’s such a stud it’s little wonder he needs a piece of sweet young ass. An older woman probably doesn’t have the stamina to keep up with him.”

Tessa couldn’t help the flush that seemed to spread throughout her entire body at Kevin’s ribald comment. At fifteen years Ian’s junior, she was constantly amazed at his sexual prowess and at the way he wore her out in bed.

Last night had been a revelation. Given free rein to take her any way he chose, Ian had twisted and contorted her body into sexual positions she hadn’t dreamed existed. Tessa fidgeted in her chair and felt her panties grow damp when she remembered how he’d dragged her to the edge of the bed – her back on the mattress, her long legs locked at the ankles around his neck, as he’d fucked her while standing on the side of the bed. He’d been so deep that way, had been able to thrust into her so hard, that she’d very nearly blacked out for a few moments.

Gina waved a hand in dismissal at this bit of news. “Probably just a quick fling. I doubt he’d be serious about a much younger woman.”

Alicia made a little sound of displeasure. “Not according to what my mother said. Apparently the Boss Man was completely enraptured by this woman, and totally ignored everyone else in the place. My father wanted to go over and say hello, but when he saw the pair of them were – how did my mother so charmingly phrase it – ah, yes, “canoodling” – he decided he’d better stay put.”

Shelby giggled in her high, chirpy manner. “What does that even mean – canoodling? Were they eating noodles or something?”

Kevin rolled his eyes and gave Shelby an indulgent pat on the head. “Can you really be that dumb?” he muttered, half under his breath. “No, sweetie pie, they weren’t eating noodles. More like eating face. You know – kissing, cuddling, that sort of thing.”

“Oh.” Shelby nodded in understanding. “I get it now. But – really? Somehow I can’t picture Mr. Gregson actually, uh, engaging in PDA.”

Tessa, too, had been in something resembling disbelief when Ian had seemed to be touching her constantly during their meal – caressing her cheek, holding her hand, giving her a series of sweet, soft kisses. He’d acted very much like a man in love, and one who didn’t give a damn if the entire world was watching. His affectionate, attentive behavior had made Tessa almost swoon with desire, and made her fall even deeper under his spell.

Kevin grinned wickedly. “She must be some real hot piece of booty to get him to loosen up a little. Lucky bitch.”

Alicia grimaced. “You said it, I didn’t. And to top it off, my mother said Blondie was dressed to kill. Louboutins – that lavender Moschino dress I was coveting at Barneys – a triple strand pearl choker. Whoever she is, the girl’s got great fashion sense.”

‘Or a rich boyfriend with great fashion sense’ added Tessa to herself. But it gave her a great feeling of satisfaction to realize that the beautiful dress she’d worn to dinner last night had been on Alicia’s own wish list. Almost maliciously, Tessa wished she had the nerve to wear the dress to the office one day and flaunt it in her co-worker’s face.

She heard her cell phone ping, signaling an incoming text, and gave it a discreet peek, knowing it had to be from Ian.

Hello, luv. Sorry I’ve been so busy today. Just wanted to say I love u and that last night was amazing. I’m still recovering.

Tessa bit down hard on the inside of her cheek to stifle a knowing smile. If Ian was still in recovery mode, she couldn’t even imagine what to call her own condition. Upon waking this morning after a night of true rapture in his arms, she’d been a little dismayed to discover not only the whisker burns all over her breasts and belly, but her reddened nipples, a dark purple hickey on her right hip, and a soreness between her thighs that went way beyond tenderness.

She tapped back Ur not the only one. Might B a day or 2 b4 I can walk straight.

His reply came quickly. Poor baby. I know I was too rough with u. That’s what u get when u unleash a wild beast.

Tessa was glad to see her co-workers were all distracted by Alicia’s news and were nosily trying to figure out who Ian’s mystery blonde was. Their preoccupation allowed her to focus on sexting back and forth with her very lusty lover.

It was worth it. Tho a hot bath might help. And we might have 2 stick to oral only for a day or 2.

She slapped a hand over her mouth to suppress a giggle at his response. Well that would be just terrible wouldn’t it. But u can always use more practice.

She stole a glance at the group, satisfied that they were still yakking away. FYI, the cats out of the bag. Alicia’s mom told her all about u and your mystery blonde.

Ah, no surprise there. Is Alicia in super bitch mode?

Tessa’s shoulders shook with barely suppressed mirth. More than ever especially since she wanted the dress I had on last night.

She couldn’t begin to do it justice. Lavender is one of your best colors. Especially that very fetching bra.

Glad u liked it. Oh, apparently we were spotted canoodling over dinner.

Good thing no one noticed how I was canoodling u under the table.

She stifled a groan as she recalled exactly how he’d done just that – his long fingers slipping up under the dress and then beneath the crotch of her panties. She’d had to dig her nails into her palm to keep from moaning right there in the restaurant.

Maybe I’m not 2 sore 4 a repeat performance 2night after all.

There was a longer than usual delay before his reply. But I might need a transfusion first. U wiped me out, luv. Especially that last time.

Tessa bit down on her lip and tried very hard not to squirm as his text called forth the very pleasurable memory of the third and final time he’d taken her last night, or – in actuality, about three a.m. this morning. He’d flipped her onto her belly, keeping her torso pressed into the mattress with a hand against her lower back, before urging her onto her knees with her ass in the air. Kneeling behind her, he’d slid so deep inside her body that she’d cried out in half pleasure, half pain. He’d been relentless, commanding, the dominant lover she’d enticed him into being, and she had shattered into a thousand pieces from the orgasm he’d wrung from her body.

A smile played about her features as she slowly tapped out her reply. U can do that again anytime. Carte blanche whenever u like.

But it was his response a moment or two later than brought forth a burst of laughter, one that caused her co-workers to look over at her in surprise. Red-faced, Tessa tried valiantly to shrug it off. “Uh, just a friend of mine trying to cheer me up by sending me a dirty joke. But don’t even ask – I’d be way too embarrassed to share.”

When she was certain they weren’t paying attention to her, she snuck another peek at Ian’s most recent reply and grinned.

Calling the doctor’s office now to schedule that transfusion. Maybe a Viagra prescription 2. U r going to kill me u know.

She couldn’t resist tapping out one final retort. At least we’ll have fun trying.



Chapter Nineteen

Late April

“Nathan and I are really looking forward to seeing the two of you tonight. And we’re so flattered to be celebrating Ian’s fortieth birthday with you. I have to say, honey, that he is the hottest forty year old I’ve ever seen. Whatever he’s doing to stay in shape, tell him to just keep it up.”

At Julia’s comment, Tessa could hear Nathan in the background, sounding very indignant at the way his fiancée was complimenting another man. Julia called out to him, “But you know I love you best, baby. Besides, the birthday boy is only interested in one girl and it’s not me.”

“Sorry.” Julia offered an apology as she resumed their phone conversation. “Some men just get so bent out of shape at the littlest thing, you know? Just because I can admire another man’s goods doesn’t mean I want to sample them.”

“Good,” retorted Tessa teasingly, “because my man isn’t giving out samples to anyone but me.”

Julia laughed. “That’s the attitude, girl. You guard that man like a tigress. Not that you’ll ever have to worry about Ian noticing other women. He’s head over heels about you, it’s very obvious.”

“I’d better let you go,” offered Tessa. “I know how busy things are for you these days with the wedding only two months away. I’m just glad you can make it to dinner tonight.”

“Wouldn’t miss it. You and Ian are two of our very favorite people. Before I go, tell me – what dress did you finally decide on?”

Julia had stopped by the house last weekend and helped Tessa set aside two different dresses. She’d assured her that either one would be equally suitable – and equally stunning – for the very elegant restaurant where they would be celebrating Ian’s birthday.

“The black one,” replied Tessa. “He, um, likes me in black.”

“Yeah, I’ll just bet he does,” teased Julia. “Especially that very sexy set of undies you bought to go with it. That’s the nice thing about buying lingerie – it’s really a present for both of you. Nathan calls it the gift that keeps on giving.”

Tessa couldn’t help giggling in delight before bidding her friend good-by. As she ended the call, she was still laughing, even as Ian strolled leisurely into the kitchen.

He smiled at her inquiringly. “Someone is in a very good mood this afternoon. Any particular reason?”

She set her phone down before flinging herself into his arms. “I’m always in a good mood these days. And especially today, when I have a very special birthday surprise planned for you.”

Ian grinned, his strong arms banding about her waist. “It’s not one of those singing telegrams, is it? Because I do tend to embarrass easily.”

Tessa ran a finger over his lips and shook her head. “That’s definitely not it. This surprise is more – um, private. And I doubt anything can really embarrass you, especially what I have planned.”

He raised a brow. “Well, if it’s anything like the surprise you gave me earlier today, I’m very, very sure that I’m going to like it. A lot.”

She cupped his cheek in her hand. “That wasn’t a planned surprise. I just couldn’t help myself after seeing you at the gym this morning. God, I’m getting hot all over again just thinking about it.”

Today was Saturday, and they had just returned to San Francisco late Thursday night after Tessa’s first official business trip as Ian’s PA. The trip had been a short but hectic one, cramming in visits to hotels in New Orleans, Atlanta, Palm Beach, and Naples, Florida. With such a packed schedule, neither of them had had much free time to fit in a decent workout on the trip, so they’d spent more than two hours at the gym this morning making up for lost time.

After swimming laps – Ian of course had managed nearly twice as many as she could do – and some weight training, he’d strapped on his boxing gloves and sparred a few rounds with one of the trainers. Tessa had watched him in action for the very first time and hadn’t been able to tear her eyes off of him. His sleeveless T-shirt had bared his powerful, beautifully defined shoulders and biceps, and it was evident even to her – who knew next to nothing about boxing – that he was extremely skilled at his chosen sport. He’d made the trainer – a fit, well-built man at least a decade younger that he was – work hard, and Ian had seemed in complete control the entire time.

Seeing him that way – all hard muscle, barely leashed power, completely dominating – had aroused her to the point where she’d barely been able to keep her hands off of him. In the closed, somewhat limited confines of his classic Jaguar during the drive home, she hadn’t been able to resist touching him – running her hands over his arms, his thigh, leaning over at a stop sign to press a kiss to his cheek. He’d teased her that he was liable to crash his beloved car into the side of a building if she kept it up, but he’d also been breathing heavily, his cheeks darkly flushed, and a very impressive erection had tented his athletic shorts as they arrived home.

Once inside the house, she’d sunk to her knees right there in the foyer, pulling his shorts down past his hips and freeing his magnificent cock. Despite his half-hearted protests that he really ought to shower first, she’d taken him deep into her mouth, sucking him off with a hungry enthusiasm that had him groaning her name and coming hard down her throat.

He’d barely stopped shuddering in release before he stripped her naked and spread her out on the priceless entryway rug, his head disappearing between her thighs. She had been so aroused, so in need, that it had taken the merest flick of his tongue against her clit to catapult her into orgasm.

Ian dropped a kiss on her forehead. “And I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it. You know, I honestly believed that finally having you live with me, sleeping by my side every night, that it would somehow lessen my obsession with you. But it’s just the opposite. I want you all the time, think about you constantly, hate being apart from you for only a few hours. You are the only thing in my life that really matters to me, Tessa, the one thing I cherish above everything else.”

“It’s the same for me,” she whispered. “Sometimes I wonder if it’s too much, if we love each other too much. I worry that the way we feel – our mutual obsession – that it’s not – well, healthy.”

“Never that, my love, never,” he uttered fiercely, taking her mouth in a deep, searing kiss. “What we feel for each other – it’s a rare and precious thing, something that very few people are ever lucky enough to find. So don’t ever feel that it’s too much because in my opinion it can never be enough.”

They held each other quietly for a long time, simply content to embrace and enjoy the unspoken bond they always felt with the other. It was Tessa who finally, reluctantly, broke away.

“I’d better go upstairs and start getting ready for dinner,” she told him. “I want to look my absolute best for you tonight, after all.”

He shook his head. “You already look stunning to me, Tessa. I have no idea how you can improve on perfection.”

She rolled her eyes, knowing full well she looked anything but stunning with no makeup, her hair half-escaping its untidy braid, her feet bare, and wearing one of Ian’s old sweatshirts and a loose fitting pair of yoga pants.

“That’s sweet, but you don’t have to say things like that, you know.” She reached up on her toes to whisper in his ear, “You’re already going to get lucky tonight. Maybe several times.”

Ian grinned. “In that case, perhaps I ought to nap for an hour or so while you’re getting ready. I understand that men of my advanced age need to so that sort of thing.”

“Yes, but do other men your age have this sort of incredible body?” she murmured, running her hands up and down his chest. “Or are they able to physically dominate a man ten years younger than they are?”

He captured her hand just before it slid beneath the hem of his loose fitting knit shirt. “Actually, Jesse is only twenty-seven, so he’s a full thirteen years my junior. But I do confess to having had a secret advantage over him, which just might have helped me best the boy.”

“Oh? And what exactly was this so-called secret advantage?”

Ian trailed a series of kisses along the inside of her arm, stopping just shy of her wrist. His eyes twinkled with merriment. “Young Jesse had a great deal of trouble keeping his eyes off of my girl. I admit to having a very sneaky motive when I suggested you wear that particular workout top this morning.”

Tessa gasped, picturing the snug-fitting light blue tank top, the one she’d fretted about wearing because it had displayed a bit too much side-boob. But Ian, who normally preferred that she not expose too much bare skin in public, had surprised her by insisting the top was just fine.

“Ooh, you mean you did that on purpose?” she squeaked. “Knowing full well that I was, um, showing a little too much of the goods?”

He laughed in delight, wrapping his arms around her waist and lifting her easily off the floor. “I happened to remember that Jesse is – well, something of a breast man, based on comments he’s made in the past. And since you have the most fabulous rack in the entire world, I figured you’d provide a bit of a distraction. Just enough to give me a little advantage.”

Tessa pretended to give him a stern look. “That’s cheating, Ian. I thought you liked to win fair and square.”

He gave her a loud, smacking kiss on the lips. “Darling, winning was never my worry. Jesse may be thirteen years younger but trust me – I could kick his arse with one hand tied behind my back. He’s usually just – well, very focused on his workouts, a bit too intense for his own good sometimes. It was rather amusing to see him get distracted so easily.”

“Oh.” His explanation mollified her somewhat, and a wicked smile spread across her face. “Well, if you really want to distract him next time, remind me to wear the teeny tiny shorts that go with the top.”

Ian burst into laughter, murmuring in her ear, “Darling, you’d have the entire gym in an uproar if you wore those shorts. And while I can easily take that young whelp Jesse on, I’m not certain I could say the same for a whole roomful of horny men.”

***

Tessa still wasn’t sure if she should be offended, flattered, amused, or all three at Ian’s mischievous confession. But she couldn’t help the smile that played about her lips as she began to apply her makeup. Truth be told, she hadn’t paid the slightest attention to Jesse, the young, buff trainer Ian had been sparring with, and therefore couldn’t say for certain if he’d actually been sneaking glances at her or not. All of her attention had been focused solely on Ian, as it always was no matter how many other attractive men might be nearby.

He had very quickly become the main focus in her life, the one thing everything else revolved around, especially in the last few weeks when she’d stopped working at her old job.

Predictably, her co-workers had been startled to learn she was resigning, especially so soon after the fire at her apartment building. Equally as expected, they’d been extremely curious about her reasons for leaving and what her future plans were. Tessa had been obliged to be as evasive as possible, merely telling anyone who asked that she just needed a little break and would be going back to school after a time. She knew Kevin in particular was dying to ask her a million more questions, and that everyone must be puzzled about how she could afford to take some time off of work. But she became quite adept at avoiding any detailed questions, and then swiftly changing the subject.

Andrew, the only person besides herself and Ian who knew the real truth, had remained stoically closed-mouthed on the matter, not that any of the team would have dared to actually probe him for gossip. On her last day of work, the whole team – including Andrew – had taken her out to lunch, and she’d had to fight off tears as she bid them all farewell.

Ian hadn’t attended the lunch – though Kevin had rather cheekily invited him – for it would have looked highly suspicious if he had joined them. He had never in the past gone out to lunch with the support staff, whether it was for a birthday or when someone left the firm, and Tessa had agreed this would have been an ill-advised time to start. They had, however, celebrated her last day at the office after hours, in a way that still made her blush when she thought of it.

Tessa had initially feared that she’d be bored without having a daily job to go to, but quickly found that to be very far from the truth. She loved living with Ian and taking care of him in dozens of different ways. Even though he urged her to sleep in, she always rose when he did each morning, making him tea and fixing him breakfast. If he had errands that needed doing, like dropping his suits at the dry cleaners, or picking up more shaving cream at the pharmacy, or buying his favorite scones at the bakery, she did all these things happily. It wasn’t just a matter of feeling useful, that she was earning her keep, so to speak. She simply liked looking after her man, maybe even spoiling him a little as he loved to indulge her.

She cooked dinner for him most nights, even though her culinary skills were still very basic, but she knew he loved the efforts she made to please him. He worked so hard at the office, had so much responsibility, that she could tell he was deeply grateful for the opportunity to just relax at home after a long, stressful day. She would have a cocktail waiting for him when he arrived home, and they would sit out on the terrace or in the library, depending on the weather, and talk about their respective days before they sat down to eat dinner.

She’d had a full two weeks in between quitting her job and then accompanying him on this past week’s trip. To prepare for the trip, there had been countless phone calls and emails from Andrew, with endless lists of the tasks she would be expected to do, names and numbers of contacts she would need, plus half a dozen items he would “appreciate” her assistance with if she could spare the time.

Julia had been a great help when it came time to pack for the trip, helping her select appropriate outfits for each city, for day and night, and the right accessories. And Ian had insisted she spend a day right before they left on the trip at the Neiman Marcus salon – getting her hair cut, having a facial, a mani-pedi, a massage.

He’d smiled at her, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Have whatever girly treatments you’d like, my love. With two exceptions.”

She’d looked at him quizzically as he’d explained. “Don’t let them cut too much of this beautiful hair. I told you before that I like it long. As for the other.” He’d nuzzled her neck as his hand had slipped down past her belly to cup her sex. “No Brazilian waxes. I want this left natural.”

Since the very thought of someone applying hot wax to her private parts was just about the scariest idea she’d ever heard, Tessa had readily agreed.

The trip itself had been amazing, even though they both put in long hours at each of the hotels they visited, their days filled with meetings and reviews. Tessa was thrilled to actually be doing real work – taking notes during meetings, sending faxes and printing reports, making sure the arrangements for lunch and dinner were confirmed. Ian had insisted that she accompany him to each meeting, lunch and dinner, and had made it very clear – albeit in a discreet, professional manner – that she was not only his PA but his companion as well. They stayed in the owner’s suite at each of the properties, each suite with its own private butler and each one more lavishly appointed than the one before.

And on the five and a half hour flight home from Florida – only her second flight ever, the one out to New Orleans having been her first – Ian had locked them inside the master bedroom and initiated her into what he laughingly termed “the mile high club.”

“It’s my initiation as well,” he’d whispered while unbuttoning her silk blouse, letting it fall from her shoulders. His lips had caressed the high, upper curves of her breasts. “I’ve never even brought a woman on board this plane with me before now, much less considered making love to one. So this is another first for me, too.”

And of course, the very best part of living with him and being with him nearly all the time, was his phenomenal sexual prowess. He was the sort of lover every woman could only dream of – the sort she in her naïve inexperience had never imagined truly existed. One night he might set out to seduce her slowly, taking his time with her, drawing out the anticipation until they were both mindless with need. And then, the very next night, he would take her roughly, demandingly, the sex wild and more than a little dirty. Tessa wasn’t sure what side of him she loved better – the erotic seducer or the dominant lover.

And of course there were many and varied versions of both of his personas. But it never mattered to Tessa what Ian’s particular mood called for from one day to the next – she loved them all, loved being his lover, loved making love with him. He had most definitely awakened her body to the point where she craved him like a physical need akin to breathing. She responded to not just his kisses and caresses, but to the sound of his voice, his scent, his very presence in the same room. During their business meetings or dinners, where they would strive to act like complete professionals and not the passionate lovers they were, their eyes would still meet and it would be impossible for either of them to disguise the flare of awareness that passed between them every single time.

When they were alone, she would reach for him nearly as often as he did her – snuggling against him as they slept, sliding onto his lap as he sipped his tea or drank his brandy, running her hands over his bare torso as he shaved or brushed his teeth. Sometimes he teased her about having turned her into a sex maniac, but most of the time he would groan and sweep her into his arms, kissing her into oblivion or carrying her to his bed.

Tonight, for his birthday, she had an extra special sexual experience planned for him, one she was fairly sure he would love. There was a chance, however slight, that he would balk at her idea, but she honestly didn’t think so. She was going to seduce him – plain and simple – and hopefully rock his well- ordered world into another galaxy.

With that goal in mind, she applied a heavier than normal makeup – her eyes darkly shadowed and lined, her skin glowing with the application of sparkly bronzer, her lips full and glistening beneath the shiny scarlet gloss. She’d taken a long, hot bath earlier, the sunken tub filled with fragrant, vanilla scented bath salts, and then exfoliated nearly every inch of her skin. She’d spent considerable time rubbing scented lotion on her arms, legs, belly, breasts, before lightly spritzing herself with the delicate floral perfume Ian had bought her, knowing it was the scent he preferred.

But it was when she put on the new, ultra sexy bits of black lace she’d bought specifically for tonight that her confidence level zoomed up several degrees. As she gazed at her reflection in the full length mirror, she ran her fingers lightly over the plunging demi-bra, miniscule thong, ruffly garter skirt, and sheer stockings. Tessa gave herself a naughty, satisfied wink in the mirror.

‘There is zero chance – Z-E-R-O – that he’ll say no to anything you suggest when he sees you in this, girl,’ she told herself with a chuckle. ‘In fact, he’s going to get on his hands and knees and beg you to do him any way you want. Too bad that’s not the position I have in mind for tonight.’

***

“Let’s drink a toast to Ian’s birthday, shall we?” suggested Nathan. “Here’s wishing you a very, very happy one, and hoping that I’ll be in half as good a shape as you are when I turn forty.”

Julia snickered. “Well, I’ll definitely drink to that!”

There was laughter all around the table as the four occupants drank from their champagne flutes. They were enjoying pre-dinner cocktails in the lavishly appointed lounge area on the top floor of the Gregson Hotel. The cocktail lounge was adjacent to the four-star gourmet restaurant where they would be having dinner shortly.

Ian had chosen the venue for his birthday celebration quite intentionally, knowing that not only would the food and the service be superb, but that he could depend on the full discretion of the staff. Even though Tessa no longer officially worked for the company, they had agreed to keep something of a low profile for a while, at least here in San Francisco. Neither of them wanted speculation to start about exactly when their relationship had begun.

But for now he refused to worry about any of that, or anything else for that matter. Tonight was a night to relax and enjoy a fine meal with friends, and of course with the gorgeous love of his life seated to his left.

His jaw had dropped when he’d seen her for the first time tonight, walking with slow deliberation down the long, winding staircase of the house. And while Tessa always looked utterly beautiful and irresistibly tempting, tonight she was beyond dazzling. In the black V-neck Herve Leger bandage dress with its sequin embellished panels, she was a bombshell – really no other word came close to describing how sizzlingly sexy she looked. Her golden hair fell in thick, bouncy waves past her shoulders, her lush mouth looking positively sinful glossed over in a deep red. The only jewelry she wore were the diamond solitaire earrings he’d bought her recently, and a diamond cuff bracelet, with nothing around her neck to distract from the tantalizing display of her cleavage.

Ian hadn’t missed all the admiring, covetous male glances directed her way, and he intended to keep her very close to his side the entire evening. In fact, probably the only male in the lounge who hadn’t stared lustfully at his girl was Nathan- and that was because he had his own ultra- sexy woman sitting next to him. Julia had caused more than a few jaws to drop herself, garbed in a strapless ivory chiffon cocktail dress with a jeweled waist, and very high heeled ivory satin shoes with a rhinestone strap. Every time Ian happened to glance across the table, the engaged couple were touching each other in some way, or kissing. Even now Nathan was dipping his head to whisper something in her ear, and Julia giggled in response.

“Care to share the joke, or is it a private one?” drawled Ian in amusement. His arm circled Tessa’s shoulder, his fingers splayed over the bare, warm flesh of her arm. He felt the little shimmer of awareness that traveled through her body and he smiled, pressing a kiss to her temple.

Nathan and Julia were holding hands, clearly as enamored with each other as he and Tessa were. Nathan indicated his head toward the bottle of champagne Ian had ordered – a particularly fine vintage of Perrier Jouet.

“I was just reminding my lovely fiancée here that we happened to be drinking the exact same champagne on the night of our first – uh, I guess you could call it a date,” shrugged Nathan.

Ian smiled and offered up his flute in a silent toast. “Well, I’m very glad I chose something that brought back happy memories for you.”

Nathan grinned, his fingers brushing against the nape of Julia’s neck. “Julia loves champagne, don’t you, baby? Especially when she’s in the mood to be sed- ”

Julia clamped a hand over Nathan’s mouth. “Don’t you dare. Behave yourself, Nathan Atwood. You’re going to embarrass me in front of Ian and Tessa.”

Nathan winked knowingly at Ian. “Nothing either of them hasn’t heard before, baby. Besides, it’s pretty obvious they’re as crazy about each other as you and I are.”

Ian caught and held Tessa’s gaze, smiling as he noticed the becoming blush on her cheeks, and the way she shyly returned his smile. “I am crazy about her,” he murmured huskily. “I waited a very long time for this woman, but it was well worth it.”

A hint of tears shimmered in Tessa’s eyes as she touched his cheek. “And I’m crazy about you, too,” she whispered. “Happy birthday, my love.”

He gave her a sweet, soft kiss, then glanced up to find Julia’s smiling gaze upon them. He was somewhat surprised to realize Julia’s green eyes were also shiny with unshed tears.

“Oh, you two are so perfect together,” she murmured. “And it’s so romantic how Ian waited for you, Tessa, how he didn’t want anyone else if he couldn’t have you.” She reached up and pressed a kiss to Nathan’s cheek. “I know the feeling.”

“Jesus, you’re going to make me cry in a minute with all this sappy stuff,” grumbled Nathan. “I’ve got a much better idea – more champagne all around.”

Everyone laughed as Nathan refilled their flutes, and the subject was changed. They headed to dinner shortly thereafter, being shown to the best table in the place. There were, after all, a great many perks to being the owner of this hotel – and therefore the restaurant – and this was definitely one time Ian was more than content to avail himself.

It was a wonderful evening all around, and Ian was hard pressed to remember a night when he’d enjoyed himself so much. Nathan and Julia were delightful company, and it was obvious that Tessa felt very comfortable in their presence. She was far more outgoing and talkative tonight than he’d ever seen her, and it made his heart sing to see her so happy and relaxed. Of course, he’d been plying her with a tad more wine than she normally drank while still taking care to make sure she didn’t overindulge. Getting her tipsy was one thing – there was no way he’d permit her to get drunk. Not on his bloody fortieth birthday, when he was extremely optimistic that she would feel like celebrating in private once they finished dinner.

But there was no denying the obvious benefits of loosening up his shy little love just a bit. Not only did she appear to be greatly enjoying herself – laughing and giggling like a young woman of her age ought to be doing – but she was also extremely affectionate, even more so than usual. He absolutely adored all of the little ways she kept touching him – a soft caress on his cheek, the way she would rest her golden head on his shoulder, how she would slip her arm through his and hug it against her breast. In his life, Ian had always been extremely reserved, even standoffish, and he couldn’t recall ever showing real affection towards a woman in public before Tessa. He knew he gave off the impression of being a rather cold, unfeeling bastard – an image he’d admittedly worked very hard to cultivate. But anyone seeing him here tonight with his beloved girl would never believe he was that same formal, proper man, the one who would never dream of kissing a young, gorgeous blonde in front of dozens of other diners.

His own father, in fact, had been in utter disbelief when he’d heard about Ian’s very new and very beautiful traveling companion slash assistant. After visiting the hotel in Naples, Florida, Ian knew it would only be a matter of time before he heard from Edward. The manager of the Naples property was a very ambitious younger man by the name of Rodney Horton. He was also a former protégé of Edward’s, having worked at the home office in London for several years, and was especially loyal to the elder Gregson. Ian had been well aware from the moment he’d walked into the hotel with Tessa at his side that Rodney would waste precious little time in updating Edward about this extremely interesting development.

His mother had called him at the office yesterday to wish him a slightly early happy birthday before passing the phone to Edward. His father had barely been able to conceal his rather obvious amusement.

“Well, I’d wish you a happy birthday, son, but it sounds like you’ve already begun the celebration. And given yourself quite a present to boot,” Edward had joked.

Ian had sighed. “Good old Rodney. I’m just surprised it took him this long to broadcast the news. He must be losing his touch.”

Edward had chuckled. “Oh, never fear. He called me within an hour from the time you checked in. I’ve just been biding my time here, waiting to see if I’d ever hear the news directly from you.”

“Nosy bastard,” Ian had grumbled. “Never did understand what you saw in that weasel. What exactly did the gossipy little shit say to you?”

His father’s mirth had been almost impossible to contain. “That my very reserved, very stuffy old bachelor son seemed to have finally landed himself a – er – hot one, as Rodney referred to her. As you know, his language can be a bit coarse at times. I’ll clean it up as we go along.”

“Yes, be sure to do that, Father,” Ian had retorted. “Otherwise, I might be tempted to pay old Rodney a return visit very soon. This time I guarantee he won’t be tattling on me to my daddy.”

“Oh, lighten up a bit, son,” Edward had chided. “Rodney wasn’t insulting or crude, for God’s sake. However, he did say that your very charming companion was – let’s see if I got this in the right order – ah, yes, blonde, beautiful, and busty.”

Ian’s jaw had tightened in displeasure. “There’s no denying that Tessa is blonde and very, very beautiful. And, ah, rather spectacularly endowed. But she’s also kind, warm, affectionate, unselfish, and I’m absolutely mad about her.”

There had been silence on the other end of the line for long moments, until Edward had replied in a rather awestruck voice. “My God, it’s finally happened, hasn’t it? You’ve fallen in love. Your mother and I feared we might not live to see that happy day. I’ll have to tell Joanna that sometimes prayer does work.”

Ian had had the good graces to laugh. “Has she been praying for me, then? I hadn’t realized she’d nearly given up hope. Well, you can assure Mother that yes, I am obsessively, completely in love with this girl and that both of you are going to love her, too.”

Edward’s tone had grown more serious at that point. “Rodney was also bubbling over with the revelation that your companion – er, Tessa, was it? – is quite a bit younger than you are. Is this true, Ian?”

Ian had sworn beneath his breath, cursing the weasily hotel manager for his loose lips. “It is, yes. And before you ask, Tessa is twenty-four, Father.”

There had been another lengthy pause before Edward had burst out laughing. “Christ, boy, you’ve been robbing the bloody cradle, haven’t you? Well, fortunately you’ve kept yourself in prime shape. You’ll need to be to keep up with your hot young blonde. Good for you, son. Might as well enjoy her for a while.”

Ian hadn’t been in the least amused. “You don’t get it, Father,” he’d replied sternly. “I’m entirely, one hundred percent serious about this girl. She’s the love of my life and I plan on keeping her with me for a very, very long time – as in forever.”

“Jesus.” Edward’s disbelief had been evident. “You’re really serious, aren’t you? This isn’t some wild, middle aged fling for you. You actually mean to marry the girl?”

“Not yet,” Ian had corrected. “It’s too soon for all that. She needs to get to know me better, and time to adjust living in our world. The last thing I want to do is overwhelm her. But in due time – yes, I mean to make her my wife. Tessa is most assuredly not a fling, as you so charmingly phrased it. I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life.”

There had been more silence on the other end, and this time when Edward spoke it was with an almost reverent tone. “Well, then. When do your mother and I get to meet our future daughter-in-law?”

His good humor restored, Ian had chuckled. “You’re planning a visit towards the end of May, aren’t you? You’ll meet my Tessa then. She’s, ah, moved in with me.”

Edward had made something resembling a strangling sound. “Ian, have a care, son. The men in our family have traditionally had very strong hearts, but there’s always a first time. Now, this question will no doubt get your knickers in a twist but it has to be asked. Are you quite certain this girl isn’t just after your money?”

The question hadn’t angered Ian, and he’d only marveled that his father had not already asked it. “Very certain. I have to buy her things behind her back, make sure every damned price tag is removed, otherwise I get a very stern lecture along with threats to return everything. If you knew of Tessa’s background – which she’ll likely share with you at some point – you’d understand, Father. She’s not some ambitious young fortune seeker. That’s why she’s also acting as my traveling PA. so that she feels as though she’s earning her keep.”

“Wait a moment there, son.’ Edward’s tone had changed abruptly from that of concerned father to stern CEO. “Do you mean to tell me this girl – who not only lives in your home but shares your bed when you travel on company business – is an employee? Ian - for Christ’s sake – you of all people ought to know better than that.”

“She’s no longer an official employee, Father,” he’d retorted. “And, yes, I most certainly know the rules. You might as well hear all of it, though I’m shocked that weasel Rodney hasn’t already ratted me out.”

Ian had explained to his father in painstaking detail about how Tessa hard worked on his team for more than two years; how he’d fallen for her from the very first day but had been forced to keep his distance because she’d been a married woman; how he’d learned she was getting a divorce and how they had eventually begun seeing each other. He’d hedged over the dates as to when Tessa had actually left the company, but Edward had been mollified enough to realize she wasn’t technically an employee any longer.

“So you’ve been carrying a torch for the girl for some time, eh? Interesting,” his father had murmured. “Now that I think of it, I seem to recall that you kept staring over at the other side of the room during that last Christmas party we attended. And – ah, I see now. She was the sweet young thing that arsehole Jason was sniffing around, wasn’t she? The one you sent young Andrew over to rescue?”

Ian had been dumbfounded. “How did you – I mean, I was extremely - ”

“Discreet? Of course you were, you’re my son after all. Discretion could be our middle name. Well, except for your brother Colin, of course, though that situation finally seems to have settled down nicely. But don’t forget, son, who taught you how to observe people when they had no idea they were being watched. You learned that skill from a higher master, my boy.”

Ian had chuckled, reminded never to underestimate his wily father, even though Edward was very close to turning seventy. “I concede to your mastery, Father. Now, come, let’s have it.”

“My opinion of the girl? Does it matter to you that much, Ian?”

“Not enough to change my feelings,” Ian had replied truthfully. “I haven’t been a boy of fourteen for a great many years, Father, and I’m more than capable of making my own decisions. And,” he’d added firmly, “before you ask, I’m also not a man who lets his dick make these types of decisions for him.”

“Never doubted it for a moment. And as for your Tessa, I do seem to recall that she was quite stunning. But I’ll give you a more definitive opinion when I meet her face to face next month.”

Ian had changed the subject at that point, not willing to discuss his relationship with Tessa in any greater detail. But he’d felt reasonably certain that his parents would at least keep an open mind when they met her next month. The tricky part would be breaking the news to Tessa about their impending visit. As shy and insecure as she still was, she would most likely work herself into a frenzy in anticipation, fretting unnecessarily about whether his parents would like her or not. He was going to have his work cut out for him to calm her down.

But for now, he refused to dwell on his parents and whether or not they would like Tessa. He liked her a great deal, especially tonight when she was laughing and having fun and when she couldn’t keep her hands off of him. Grinning, he slid his hand to the nape of her neck, giving her the sort of little neck massage he knew she loved.

Tessa purred like a kitten beneath his touch and slipped her hand inside his jacket to latch onto his waist. “You’re wearing my favorite suit,” she whispered in his ear. “And you look super hot in it.”

He touched his lips to her rosy cheek. “Glad you like it, love,” he whispered back. “Dare I hope you’ve got my favorite undies on beneath that very sexy dress?”

She pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “Perhaps. Then again, maybe I’m not wearing any undies at all.”

Ian bit his lip to stifle a groan, and was belatedly aware that they weren’t alone at the table. He glanced up to find both Nathan and Julia grinning at him knowingly.

“If you two need a room, Ian, I’m guessing that won’t be a problem given that you own this hotel,” joked Nathan.

Tessa blushed profusely, and stared down into her wine glass as she took a sip. There was an awkward silence for a few moments until Julia stood, picking up her clutch bag.

“I think you gentlemen should order us some coffee and dessert while we visit the ladies room,” she announced. “Tessa, let’s go, shall we?”

Nathan and Ian were very well aware that theirs were far from the only pairs of admiring male eyes that followed the two gorgeous women as they left the restaurant.

Nathan lifted his wine glass in a salute. “We’re lucky bastards, you and I, aren’t we? As much of a jerk as I was to Julia for so long she still kept on loving me. I know I damned well don’t deserve her, but I’ll spend my life worshipping the ground she walks on.”

“I think she would disagree with the first part of that statement, mate,” replied Ian. “But you’re right about the other. You and I are bloody lucky to have two such beautiful women. And I cherish Tessa every bit as much as you do Julia.”

Nathan sipped his wine slowly. “You going to marry her?”

Ian laughed. “You’re the second person in as many days to ask me that question. And the answer is yes, but not just yet. Tessa – she’s been through a lot in her young life. I’m trying to give her some time to get used to all this – ” he waved a hand around to indicate the splendor of their surroundings, “to make sure it’s what she really wants.”

“She loves you, Ian,” Nathan told him quietly. “That’s not going to change anytime soon.”

Ian sighed. “Sometimes I wonder about that. She’s so young, so damned young, and she’s seen absolutely nothing of the world. We’ve talked about her going back to college in the fall, getting her degree. One of my greatest fears is that she meets someone closer to her age, decides I’m too old for her.”

“Hmm. So that’s really why you’re giving her time. To make sure her feelings for you are real.” Nathan shook his head. “The way she looks at you – it’s the same way Julia looks at me. It’s the real deal, my friend, never doubt that.”

Ian was about to reply, to thank Nathan for his reassurances, when he noticed the number of male heads that turned and he knew the women had returned. They made quite a contrast to the other – Julia petite and curvy, looking like a very alluring angel in her ivory dress and towering heels, and Tessa tall and shapely with those endlessly long legs, sexy black dress and the stilettos that made her look like every forbidden fantasy ever conjured up.

Tessa was beaming when he pulled her chair out for her. “Julia just had the most wonderful ideas for me, Ian. I was telling her how I didn’t want to just sit around and feel useless until our next business trip, especially since the college classes I’d need to take don’t start until late August. And she’s thought of some ways I can keep busy and still learn something useful.”

Nathan smirked as he pushed Julia’s chair in. “Baby, tell Tessa that shopping is not exactly cultural enrichment.”

Julia rolled her eyes at him. “Seriously, Nathan? What I actually suggested to Tessa is that she ought to take some cooking courses. There’s a place over on Francisco Street that offers a whole series of one day to one week classes. The other idea I had for her was to take a course at the Berlitz Language School.”

Tessa nodded and smiled a bit shyly at Ian. “Since you offered to take me to Tuscany one day, I thought it might be nice to learn some Italian.”

Ian smiled back and gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “I think both of those ideas are absolutely wonderful. I want you to sign up for both classes.”

“I think I will,” she agreed. “In fact, Julia said there’s even a cake decorating class available. That way, I can bake you a cake next year instead of having to rely on your chef to do it for me.”

He couldn’t hide his surprise at the sight of half a dozen waiters and busboys who suddenly surrounded their table, and at the elaborately decorated cake ablaze with at least a dozen candles.

But the real thrill came after a rousing rendition of Happy Birthday when Tessa whispered to him naughtily, “The real celebration begins when we get home.”

***

Simon had the weekend off so they took a cab home. Not that Ian was anywhere near being inebriated – he was as disciplined and in control about the amount of alcohol he consumed as he was with everything else in his life. But he preferred not to drive himself when he’d been drinking more than a glass or two, just in case. Besides, not having to concentrate on driving meant that he could focus all of his attention on the luscious blonde cuddled up against him.

“Did you enjoy yourself tonight, darling?” he asked.

Tessa nodded, her blue eyes glowing. “It was wonderful. Julia and Nathan are good company.” She ran a finger over his mouth before whispering, “But the night is really just beginning, you know. I hope you aren’t sleepy.”

Ian chuckled, giving her waist a squeeze where his arm held her against his side. “Not in the least, my love. And it sounds as though you have special plans for the rest of the evening, hmm?”

Tessa gave him an impish grin and nodded. “I’m going to seduce you,” she announced a bit tipsily. “I hope that meets with your approval.”

He glanced up at the cab driver, who was thankfully immersed in a cell phone conversation, yakking loudly in what sounded like Tagalog. Relieved that they hadn’t been overheard, he looked back at Tessa.

“Considering that all you really need to do to seduce me is be in the same room, I can say with complete honesty that I wholeheartedly approve of your plans, love.” He captured her wrist as her hand began to slide up his thigh. “And you can seduce me all the way until dawn, so long as you wait until we’re at home to begin.”

Tessa pretended to pout, but seemed content to sit beside him rather primly and merely hold hands for the remainder of the ride.

Once inside the house, she took him by the hand and led him up the long, winding staircase. His gaze was fixated the entire time on the tantalizing curve of her ass in the form fitting dress before traveling down the long, shapely length of her legs. Her sheer black stockings had a seam up the back, and were quite possibly the most seductive thing he’d ever seen. Unless, of course, one considered the sexy black and silver stilettos on her feet, with their seductive ankle strap. He really, really hoped she planned to keep both the stockings and the shoes on while she had her wicked way with him.

At the doorway to the master bedroom, she released his hand but shook her head as he would have followed her inside. “Wait. Just give me a minute or two.”

Ian hovered in the doorway with barely controlled patience. He was primed and ready for whatever “festivities” she had planned for tonight, his body already hard and throbbing just from being near his gorgeous girl. And that wasn’t even taking into consideration the many times this evening they had touched and kissed and cuddled. It seemed, in fact, that the entire evening had been one long, slow seduction.

Tessa appeared back in the doorway, a sultry, mysterious smile on her face. She grabbed hold of his tie – a brand new, dark red Hermes that she’d given him as a birthday gift – and pulled him inside the room.

She’d lit a dozen or more candles, and they filled the room with their golden glow and subtle jasmine scent. The duvet had been turned down, and some soft jazz music was playing from the new iPod he’d given her recently where it rested in its docking station.

“What, no rose petals strewn over the sheets?” he asked in a teasing voice.

Tessa laughed softly. “I knew there was something I forgot. Maybe next time. Now, you have too many clothes on for what I plan to do to you. Let’s start with this.”

He smiled indulgently as she slid the suit jacket off his arms and draped it carefully over a chair back. “Can’t have anything happen to my favorite suit,” she chided. “In fact, maybe you should buy two or three more just like it – you know, as back-up.”

Ian grinned, loving this playful side of her. “I’ll make a note of it, love.”

Tessa deftly undid his tie, before starting on the buttons of his shirt. He gasped as she nuzzled her face against his bare chest, her hands splaying over his abs.

“What a beautiful man you are,” she murmured huskily. “And you always smell delicious. I’ll never, ever get enough of your scent.”

He groaned, his hands sliding into her hair as he attempted to kiss her, but she playfully swatted him away as she took a step back. “Tsk, tsk, Mr. Gregson. No touching until I say so. Otherwise, I might have to punish you.”

He laughed in delight and acquiesced, letting his hands fall to the side. “Very well, my little Dominatrix. After all, the last time anyone spanked me was when I was a boy of five , when I made the very unwise mistake of sassing my nanny. Though I expect I’d enjoy your brand of punishment far more than I did Nanny Warner’s.”

Tessa laid a finger over his mouth. “Shh. No more talking. And definitely no sassing.”

Ian’s barely controlled mirth swiftly faded away as Tessa’s hands unbuckled his belt and unzipped his suit pants. Her fingers fluttered teasingly against his hugely swollen cock before she shoved his pants down his legs. She helped him remove pants, shoes and socks, kneeling before him as he was now clothed only in his snug fitting black briefs.

She slid her hands up the sides of his legs, squeezing the hard muscles of his thighs before her hands inserted themselves into the waistband of his briefs. Ian grit his teeth, struggling mightily for control as she slowly peeled the cotton underwear from his body, freeing his throbbing cock.

“Mmm, look at you,” purred Tessa, her hand closing over his penis. “You have got to be the most magnificent man in the entire world. I want this big, beautiful cock to fuck every part of my body. My mouth – ” she sucked just the tip of him, licking off the thick beads of pre-cum. “My breasts.” She traced the tip of his cock between her lush tits, rubbing it up and down her cleavage. Ian was already breathing hard, his body so primed and ready he could come at a moment’s notice.

“My pussy.” Tessa stood and ground her fully clothed crotch against his straining dick. She took a couple of steps back so that their bodies were no longer touching, but continued to pump his cock with the long, slow strokes she knew he liked best.

“Tessa.” His breath hissed out her name like an invocation, as though she were a goddess he was praying to.

“Hush, my love. Come with me now. And don’t forget – you’re all mine to do with as I wish tonight.”

Ian let her lead him to the bed, where he laid down in the middle of the huge, king-sized mattress. He dared to run a hand along her hip.

“You have too many clothes on,” he rasped.

But Tessa only laughed and removed his hand from her body, only to stretch his arm out towards the slatted headboard. “Hmm, I warned you about talking, remember? You’re a very disobedient boy, Mr. Gregson. Guess I’ll have to punish you after all.”

And then, as she opened the nightstand drawer and drew out the long strips of satin, he knew what her little game was and struggled not to laugh. He permitted her to tie his wrists and ankles to the bed in the exact same manner than he had done to her on Valentine’s Day. Except that her flimsy knots couldn’t have held a kitten in place, much less a man with two hundred pounds of hard, solid muscle on his body.

But as turned on as he was at this particular moment, there was no way in hell – correction, no bloody way in hell – he would ever dream of letting her know that. Instead, he gazed up at her expectantly, his heart thudding wildly, his cock hard and straining and practically begging for her touch.

Tessa stood by the side of the bed, gazing down at him carnally. With one fingertip, she lightly traced along the thick length of his penis. “I think he likes me,” she teased in that breathy little voice he loved.

Sweat broke out on his brow as he struggled not to come right there on the spot. “He fucking worships you,” he hissed. “And he would be very, very grateful if you would put him inside one of the aforementioned orifices of your very tempting body.”

She removed her finger as her hands went to the back of her dress. “So impatient, Mr. Gregson. I always thought you to be the most controlled, disciplined man I ever met. Lately, though, you seem very - um, impetuous?”

Ian gave a low growl. “I’d like to discipline you, you wicked, tempting girl.”

Tessa very deliberately ran her tongue over her red, glossy lips. “And you’ve developed this rather alarming tendency towards violence, too. You’re really going to have to watch that, my love.”

As he watched her in stunned, slack-jawed disbelief, she unzipped her dress and peeled it off her lush, provocative body. Ian feared his heart would burst right out of his chest cavity, it was pounding that hard as his eyes devoured the provocative picture she made.

Her big, round tits were almost spilling out of the lacy black bra, the cups so shallow there was barely enough fabric to conceal her nipples. The flirty, ruffly little garter belt held up those cock-teasing stockings, and the matching thong was so insubstantial she might as well have left it off entirely. As she crawled up on the bed next to him, her slow, deliberate movements like those of a hungry lioness, his cock felt like it might shatter into a thousand pieces it was that hard.

“Untie me,” he croaked. “Christ, Tessa, I need to touch you. You look - ”

“Later.” She was crouching near the headboard, her face mere inches from his. “We have all the time in the world, all night long. This first time – let me worship you, Ian. Just – surrender.”

He groaned as her lips took his in a long, searching kiss, her tongue tangling greedily with his. She was quite deliberately imitating exactly how he’d seduced her up in Lake Tahoe, taking her time with him, lingering over him. Only he was quite certain he wouldn’t be able to last even half as long as she’d managed to do.

Her lips moved to his throat, tracing a path down to his chest, her hands following along. His body bowed off the bed, and he pulled on the flimsy excuses for restraints as her tongue flicked over his nipples. Tessa continued to kiss her way down his body, her hands touching him everywhere.

“Tessa. Jesus,” he cursed as her hands squeezed his ass. “Darling, you’ve got to – I’m going to come if you keep touching me like this, that’s how much I need you. Please.”

“Shh. Poor baby. I’ve made you way too long, haven’t I?” she crooned, using the exact same words he’d said to her once. “Let me take care of my baby now. Mmm, yes.”

Ian gave a shout as her lips closed over the head of his cock, sucking just the tip into her warm, willing mouth. Her hand stroked him at the same time, taking him a little deeper inside her mouth with each slow, deliberate movement. His hips bucked up in sync with the eager pulls of her mouth, and he felt his release inching closer with each thrust. And then, when he was very nearly there, ready to come long and hard down her throat, she shocked him to the very core by pressing her finger down on his prostate gland.

He cried out in a guttural, raw voice. “Jesus. Fuck, ah, God, fuck!” alternately cursing and crying out her name as his back bowed off the bed. He came instantly and violently, spilling himself into her waiting mouth with uncontrolled gluttony. And when he thought himself drained, sucked dry, he kept coming, her hands and mouth coaxing him to continue spurting his hot, sticky cum down her throat as fast as she could swallow it. With a loud bellow, he wrenched his wrists free of the flimsy bonds and shoved his hands into her hair, holding her head still as his body kept shuddering with the brutal force of the climax.

And when he was finally, completely sated, he fell back limply on the pillow, his heart racing madly. He was utterly helpless to do anything but watch as Tessa crawled up his body until she was straddling his hips. Her ripe tits were within one deep breath of falling out of that fragile bra, the silk of her stockings rubbing sensually against his bare legs. Her blue eyes were smoky, half-shut, her cheeks flushed, but the single most erotic sight had to be the thick bead of cum that still clung to her chin.

She was beyond a mere goddess, more like a succubus, a sex demon here to steal the very soul from his body. And astonishingly, even though he’d just had the most intense orgasm of his life, he was getting hard again just looking at her.

Ian knew then, in that very moment, that he would never, ever give this woman up. College boys be damned, he would fight any other man to the death for her, beat them to a bloody pulp if they dared to try and take her from him. Tessa was everything he’d ever dared to hope for, and far more than he had ever permitted himself to even dream about. She was his, and he planned to keep her with him for eternity.

Ian reached up and brushed away the spot of semen from her chin. She clasped his wrist, pressing a kiss to the inside before gazing down at him sultrily.

“Naughty man, breaking free of your bonds. We might just have to tie you back up.”

“Not a chance in hell,” he retorted, as he easily held both of her hands still. “And speaking of naughty, you really did almost kill me this time, love. I think we ought to start keeping a tank of oxygen by the bed. And make certain we have 911 on speed dial.”

Tessa dissolved into a fit of giggles, lowering her head to his chest as his arms wrapped around her. “Does this mean you didn’t like your birthday present?”

He tipped her chin up and gave her a resounding kiss. “Ah, but I haven’t even finished unwrapping it yet, have I? And by the way – I like the gift wrap. Very, very much.”

She laughed. “I thought you might.”

With almost no effort, he scissored his ankles free of the satin straps before rolling her underneath him. “And where, my very naughty little miss, did you learn that particular trick? Don’t give me that innocent look – you know exactly what I mean.”

She blushed, then fidgeted beneath his intense regard before admitting in a whispered tone, “Um, Julia sort of – well, suggested it. She told me in the ladies room it would drive you wild. Did it – um, work?”

Ian laughed so hard he had tears in his eyes, rolling onto his side and wrapping her in his arms. “Good God, wait until I tell Nathan that his very wicked fiancée was giving my girl tips on blow jobs while they were visiting the loo. And, yes, my little wanton, it worked very, very well.” He nuzzled the side of her neck. “Remind me to send Julia a dozen roses tomorrow as a thank you for sharing her little – ah, tip.” He slid one of her bra straps down, baring her breast. As his fingers plucked the hardened peak of her nipple, he whispered in her ear, “And if your very naughty friend has any more advice she’d like to share with you, it might even be worth a new pair of those very expensive shoes she loves so much.”



Chapter Twenty

Mid-May

“Now, don’t be thinking that just because you’ve brought Tessa along with you that I’ll be willing to forgive the fact it’s been a very long time since your last visit.”

Ian and Tessa exchanged a knowing look as Francine Carrington regarded both of them sternly. Mrs. C. hadn’t changed one bit since the last time either of them had seen her. She was a small woman, almost delicate looking, but far too many people over the years had assumed from her appearance that she was also fragile in nature. It usually took less than a minute in her presence to realize that nothing could be farther from the truth.

Even in the heat of a late Arizona spring, Francine insisted on wearing one of her proper, severely tailored tweed suits and a high-necked blouse. Ian wondered if this particular beige suit had been one she’d worn while still working in London. He couldn’t help but think it seemed oddly familiar to him. Her hairstyle hadn’t changed in twenty years either – her obviously dyed auburn hair scraped back into a tight bun from which even one errant strand didn’t dare escape. And even through the thick lenses of her glasses, her gaze was as sharp as ever, never missing a trick or the tiniest detail. Ian wasn’t certain he would ever truly get over being terrified by one of her scathing glances.

But it seemed that after all these years he had finally discerned Mrs. C’s one soft spot – which by some fortunate coincidence was also his own weakness – Tessa. He could have sworn he’d seen Mrs. C’s eyes looking a bit moist when he and Tessa had entered her office just a few minutes ago, and the older woman had actually given Tessa a brief hug. Not so himself, of course. She would never dream of being so familiar with a superior, and had instead given him one of her surprisingly firm hand shakes.

Francine looked Tessa over critically, her razor sharp gaze not missing a thing. “You look exceptionally well, dear. I see Ian has done something about replacing that appalling Walmart wardrobe of yours, thank God.” She flicked her fingers over the collar of Tessa’s ivory silk blouse. “But the blouse is cut a bit too low for the office. And the skirt needs to be lowered an inch or two.”

Ian shook his head in amusement. “Leave her alone, Mrs. C. Tessa is dressed exactly as I prefer her to be. I’m afraid you don’t get to boss her around any longer.”

Francine shot him an evil look. “But then she doesn’t officially work for you any longer either, does she, Ian?” She scowled at Tessa. “I do hope you’re not letting him take complete control of everything in your life. He might be the boss at work, but I trust you remember to stick up for yourself at other times?”

Tessa gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s not like that at all. He’s wonderful to me, treats me like a princess. And I’ve never been so happy.”

Francine harrumphed. “Well, you deserve to be, my girl. You, too, young Ian. Don’t think I didn’t know exactly what I was doing when I sent Tessa your way.”

Tessa frowned. “How could you have known we’d end up together? I was married, after all.”

The older woman shot her a look of disbelief. “To a boy you treated like he was your brother, or your best friend. I saw the two of you together on enough occasions to realize there was nothing in the least romantic between you, not even a tiny spark. Nothing at all,” she added smugly, “like what you and young Ian here have.”

Ian smiled, sliding his hand to Tessa’s nape and pressing his chest against her back. “And what exactly might that be, Mrs. Eagle Eye?”

Francine’s mouth tightened in disapproval. “Obviously you’re madly in love with the girl. A half-blind simpleton could see that from a mile away. And I’ll remind you, Mr. Gregson, that I don’t condone any hanky-panky in my office. I don’t care if you’re the Managing Director or the King of England, there’ll be none of that funny business here.”

He laughed heartily, stepping a short distance away from Tessa. “I’m surprised you haven’t hired a chaperone for us. Though I hate to be the one to break the news – I’ve already taken advantage of her. Numerous times.”

“Well, of course you have. I’m quite certain that the moment you learned she was getting a divorce – which, by the way, ought to have happened long before it did, in my opinion – you were making plans to stake your claim. Am I right?”

Ian was astounded to feel his cheeks flush with embarrassment at the very forthright question posed by the petite woman who was even now staring him down. “Uh, well, perhaps just a bit.”

“Oh, bollocks.” Francine gave an irritated little huff. “Ian, my boy, you were always a handsome young man – much more so than either of your brothers, though young Colin always thought a bit too highly of himself. I watched many, many women over the years try to catch your eye – secretaries, executives, socialites. You never seemed to notice any of them, at least not for very long. But somehow I just knew that the moment you laid eyes on my Tessa here that you’d fall hard. And, as always, I was exactly right.”

Ian and Tessa exchanged one of those deep, searing looks that so frequently passed between them before he regarded Francine with a half-smile. “And just how did you know this? Is clairvoyance one of the few hidden talents you’ve never bothered to brag about?”

She frowned at him. “Sarcasm isn’t a trait that suits you, my boy. And I knew you’d be completely taken with young Tessa here because the two of you are kindred spirits. Both impossibly beautiful on the outside, of course, but in each of your cases your true beauty is deep inside. I just knew you would see that in each other, as clearly as the light of day.”

Ian took Francine’s small, wiry hand and brought it to his lips. “Then I owe you a tremendous debt of gratitude,” he told her in a reverent tone. “Tessa is absolutely the best thing that has ever happened to me, and I will cherish her for the rest of my days. Now, I’ll leave you two ladies alone for a bit while I meet with Vincent. I trust you’ve whipped him into shape by now?” he asked Francine teasingly of the newish hotel manager.

Francine waved a hand in the air. “The boy is afraid to take a piss without clearing it with me first, so I suppose he’ll do. Go, I’ll send Tessa to you in just a bit. If you can bear to be separated for that long.”

“Just barely.” Quite deliberately he gave Tessa a lingering kiss on the lips, knowing full well that Francine would be glaring at them in disapproval. “See you in a bit, darling,” he whispered to Tessa.

Tessa watched him walk the short distance down the hall until he entered the hotel manager’s office, already feeling bereft without him beside her.

“Good Lord, girl, he’s just down the hall, not halfway around the world. No need to get teary eyed about it,” scoffed Francine.

Tessa couldn’t help but smile as she turned to face her former mentor. But for all of Francine’s tough talk, there was no denying the softer, more indulgent expression on her face.

“I know. And I’ll be seeing him soon at the staff meeting. I just – well - ” Tessa demurred.

“You’re just head over heels in love with the man,” finished Francine. “As he is with you, dear. So tell me – when is the boy going to make an honest woman out of you?”

Tessa was startled by the question, but in all honesty not the least surprised that Francine would come right out and ask something so personal. “I, um, well – we haven’t really discussed that yet. I mean, we haven’t really been together all that long, and I’m not sure - ”

“Oh, rubbish.” Francine gave her a stern glare. “I’ll tell you now, young miss, that your man there isn’t going to stand for anything less than making you his wife one of these days. As controlling as that boy is, he won’t be satisfied you’re truly his until it’s all legal and binding. The real question is – what do you want?”

Tessa stared at the older woman in disbelief. “Well, of course I’d love to marry him - If that’s what he wants, of course. I mean, living together is one thing, but marriage is something else entirely. He might decide I’m not suitable to be his wife. Ian might as well be royalty while I’m just so – well, ordinary.”

“Nothing ordinary about you, my girl,” declared Francine. “And your man knows that as well. That’s why he won’t let you go anytime soon – if ever. Trust me, before this year is out you’ll be calling me with news of your engagement. And it goes without saying I’ll expect an invitation to the wedding.”

Tessa was so flustered she didn’t even know how to respond. “Um, well, of course. I mean, assuming it actually happens, which I can’t say for certain - ”

“I can. I’m never wrong,” stated Francine. “I was right about you and Ian falling for each other, wasn’t I? Too bad my mother instilled in me from such a young age about what a terrible vice gambling was. I could have made myself a tidy fortune by now.”

Tessa laughed. “Whether or not he marries me one day, it doesn’t matter. I’d follow him to the ends of the earth, Mrs. C.”

“I know you would, dear. But can you honestly tell me that he hasn’t swept you off your feet a bit too quickly? I mean, it’s perfectly natural for a young woman like yourself to be dazzled by a man like him – his looks, his money, his position. Are you truly attracted to the man himself or simply to what he can give you?”

Tessa’s smile faded abruptly and she shook her head in emphatic denial. “I don’t give a damn about his money. And I’m sorry if this offends you but I really don’t appreciate your suggesting otherwise. I love Ian with all my heart, more than I ever believed it was possible to love someone. That’s the only reason I’m with him – the only one.”

Francine shrugged. “It’s a logical assumption to make. Come, look at it from a different perspective. He flies you down here on the corporate jet. You’re staying in the owner’s suite at the very hotel where you used to be a file clerk and make coffee for the meetings. He dresses you in silk blouses and five hundred dollar shoes. I know those are real pearls around your neck and that watch – it’s a Bulgari which means it cost five thousand dollars – minimum. You can’t lie to me, young lady, and tell me none of that matters.”

“But it doesn’t!” Tessa burst out, tears pooling in her eyes. “None of these – these things matter! You know I’ve lost absolutely everything I own – twice now. But those were just things, nothing that couldn’t be replaced eventually. Ian is irreplaceable. If I ever lost him, if he ever left me – life wouldn’t be worth living for even one more day.”

Francine patted Tessa on the back as she handed her a tissue. “That’s my girl. I knew deep down his money didn’t matter a whit to you – I just had to hear it from your lips. And now I also know for absolute certainty what a treasure he has in you. You let me know if he doesn’t treat you right, my dear. I may be the only person in the entire world that boy is still terrified of.”

Tessa realized somewhat belatedly that the older woman had been provoking her deliberately, testing her, it seemed, with the sole purpose of making sure her feelings for Ian were genuine and unselfish. Then Mrs. C. startled her anew by actually brewing tea for both of them – a task that had always fallen to Tessa in the old days. Or it had once she’d proven herself capable of making a cup that would meet with Mrs. C’s approval.

“Have you met Ian’s parents yet?”

Tessa shook her head. “But they are visiting at the end of the month, and staying at the house. I’m a nervous wreck just thinking about it.”

“Well, that’s to be expected, dear. But you have nothing to worry about,” assured Francine. “Edward Gregson is a charming man, it’s very easy to see where young Ian gets his charisma from. You won’t have any problem at all winning his approval. As for Mrs. Gregson – well, all you really need to do is give her the same scolding you just gave me, and she’ll never doubt your feelings for Ian.”

Tessa gasped. “I did not scold you! At least, I didn’t mean to. And I would never dare talk that way to his mother. She’d think - ”

“That you were more than a worthy partner for her son,” retorted Francine. “And don’t you dare apologize to me, young miss. It’s about time you started voicing your opinions and sticking up for yourself. I’m proud of you, Tessa. You’ve far exceeded all the expectations I once had for you.”

The rare compliment coming from the woman most people called “the dragon lady” made Tessa beam.

“I wouldn’t have made anything of myself without your help. I was scared to death of you, but you did get results.” Tessa took a sip of her tea before telling her former mentor, “Ian thinks I ought to go back to school, get my college degree.”

“I think that’s an excellent idea, Tessa. But is that what you want?”

Tessa shrugged. “Yes and no. I mean, I think it would be good for me, definitely something to be proud of. But, well, I like being able to travel with Ian like this and if I go to school full time that wouldn’t always be possible.”

They chatted a bit longer, Tessa telling Francine about the Italian classes she was taking at Berlitz, and the cooking courses she’d already finished and new ones she’d signed up for.

When Tessa had learned their next business trip included a stop in Tucson, she’d had mixed feelings. On the one hand, she’d welcomed the opportunity to visit with Francine and some of her other former co-workers. But, on the other hand, Tucson had held very few happy memories for her, and she hadn’t especially looked forward to the visit. At least they would only be here for a day, and would be spending all of that time at the hotel.

Ian had inquired if she had any friends she cared to visit, or particular places she’d like to show him. He had very tactfully not brought the subject up again when she’d merely given him an abrupt shake of her head. He had seemed to sense after that initial inquiry that she wasn’t exactly thrilled to be going back to Tucson.

Their meetings wrapped up fairly early, leaving them a couple of hours to relax and unwind before their dinner meeting. Since it was still over ninety degrees at four o’clock, a swim in one of the resort’s several pools was a welcome respite. And while Tessa would have never dreamed of using the guest facilities at this time of the day when she’d been employed here, the same rules evidently didn’t apply to the owner.

They swam vigorously for almost an hour, until her legs were quivering in protest and her breathing became labored. Ian kept going a while longer, and she watched him with admiring eyes as he stroked powerfully through the water. Tessa scowled as she realized several other women seated around the pool were also eyeing him hungrily. Two of them even made some very vocal comments about what a hunk he was, and how they sure wouldn’t mind having a nice big helping of his brand of man candy.

Behind the cover of her oversized Chanel sunglasses, Tessa glared at the forty-something bleached blonde with the fake tan and even more obviously fake boobs who’d made that last comment. It made her wonder about all the years of traveling that Ian had done all over the world, and of the many different women who’d hit on him. The jealously she felt threatened to consume her, and it suddenly became very important to stake her claim, to make sure those – cougars knew that her man was strictly off limits.

Ian vaulted out of the pool, water dripping from his body, and she was there to meet him with an oversized beach towel. He smiled his thanks as he briskly toweled off his hair and chest before wrapping the towel around his hips. Tessa slid her arms around his neck, pulling his mouth down to hers for a lingering, open-mouthed kiss. He gave a little “mmm” of surprise just before his hands gripped her hips, pulling her into his body.

He was chuckling when he lifted his head. “Any particular reason for your very enthusiastic greeting?”

She pressed her breasts more fully against his chest, and ran her hands over the bulging muscles of his biceps. “Just admiring my very studly boyfriend. And making sure that all the other women around here know you’re taken.”

Ian smirked, sliding one large hand down to cup her ass. “What other women?”

Tessa laughed in delight. “Oooh, nicely done!”

As they walked over to their lounges, where she’d taken the liberty of having an ice cold margarita waiting for him, she kept an arm wrapped around his waist. She couldn’t resist flashing a triumphant smile in the direction of the now crestfallen bleached blonde cougar. She was absurdly pleased that Ian didn’t even acknowledge the presence of the other women, that the only one he had eyes for was her. It made her realize all over again how incredibly lucky she was to have this amazing man all to herself. She resolved to make very, very sure that he knew on a daily – no, make that an hourly – basis just how crazy she was about him, how much she cherished him. Tessa figured right now was an excellent time to start.

Ian glanced up in surprise as she plucked his margarita glass from his hand and set it down on the low glass-topped table between their lounges. She straddled him, looping her arms around his neck, and gave a satisfied little smile when his gaze automatically flicked down to the ample cleavage bared by her yellow bikini top.

She leaned down to whisper in his ear, “You know how sometimes I really, really like giving you carte blanche over me in bed?”

He ran his hands up the side of her ribcage, stopping just below the swell of her breasts. He swallowed with some difficulty before nodding. “I, ah, do know, yes.”

She licked the side of his neck. “Well, I think I’m going to be in a very giving mood tonight.”

***

“You look kind of – uh, tired, Ian. Late night?”

“Hmm?” Ian glanced up across the table at his dining companion. “I’m sorry, Matt, did you say something? Afraid I’ve been in a bit of a daze most of the morning.”

Matthew Bennett gave his friend a knowing grin. “Should I assume your very hot new girlfriend is the reason for your, er, daze?”

Ian couldn’t suppress the grin that spread across his features. “Jesus, mate, you wouldn’t believe the half of it. But, yes, suffice it to say that Tessa is most definitely the reason I look a little out of it right now. Not to mention in dire need of a nap.”

Matthew had been a good friend for several years now, the two men having met at the exclusive private health club they both belonged to. Matthew had, in fact, been one of the very first people Ian had befriended upon moving to San Francisco, and the two of them tried to meet up for lunch as often as possible, given their equally hectic schedules. Matthew was the CEO of a hugely successful software company headquartered in the city, and he was worth billions. Still, he was amazingly one of the most down to earth individuals Ian had ever met, and he considered him a very close friend.

Still, close friend or not, there was absolutely no way Ian was going to recount exactly why he was so wiped out this morning. He’d been woken out of a sound sleep at an ungodly hour of the morning, but he’d have had to be a blithering idiot to even consider complaining about it – not when he’d woken with a groan to find a gorgeous, sexy blonde bent over him, his cock in her mouth as she gave him a very enthusiastic blowjob. And then, when he’d been perilously close to coming, she’d straddled his body, positioning the thick head of his penis at the entrance to her body before impaling herself an inch at a time until he was buried to the root.

She’d looked like a pagan warrior princess as she’d ridden him, her bare, lush breasts beckoning him to touch them, her long hair waving over her shoulders. The merest flick of his thumb against her clit had sent her spiraling into climax, the tight muscles of her pussy squeezing his cock as she came, and he’d spilled himself inside of her hot, welcoming body mere seconds later.

It had been every man’s dirtiest fantasy come true – the ultimate wake-up call – and Ian was really no different than most men when it came down to it. But he was definitely starting to feel the effects of missing out on some sleep this morning, especially when his voracious young lover had also kept him up rather late the night before. Tessa, he thought with a rueful smile, was quickly becoming rather insatiable.

Matthew grinned. “Has anyone told you what a lucky fucker you are? Seriously, almost every guy at the club would cut off their left nut to trade places with you right now.”

Ian groaned. “I’d advise them to hold on to both of their testicles, especially if they have a wife or a girlfriend as – ah, eager as Tessa. Sometimes I wish I had a spare pair.”

Matthew laughed uproariously. “Christ sakes, Ian, just how often are the two of you getting it on anyway?”

“Every single day.” Ian enunciated each word slowly. “Usually multiple times. So far I’ve been able to keep up with her, but I’m half afraid she’s going to wear me out.”

“Well, if you need help keeping your woman satisfied, you can always ask Jesse,” joked Matthew. “When he saw you walk by with Tessa one day last week, he made some predictably crude comment like ‘Dude, I would tap that anywhere, anytime’. And then he finished up by saying it wasn’t fair that you had two sweet rides – first the Jag and now Tessa.”

“Is that right?” Ian’s fist clenched and unclenched, and his mouth tightened in annoyance. “Well, I had already planned on pummeling that young punk into the mat the next time we sparred. Now I might consider upping the ante.”

Matthew grinned, taking a sip of his iced tea. “Yeah? Whatcha got in mind for our young Casanova?”

Ian winked before reaching for his own glass of tea. “Making sure Tessa is present to watch us. And that she’s wearing as little as possible.”

“You’re an evil bastard as well as a lucky one,” conceded Matthew. “But that would serve the little shit right. He does like to flirt, not to mention brag about all the pussy he gets. Though I’m just guessing you’re getting a hell of a lot more action than he is. And I know you’re getting way more than I am. Hell, you probably got more last night than I’ve had in a month.”

The tone of Matthew’s voice clearly betrayed that things weren’t as they should be in his marriage. Ian had met his wife on several occasions, and couldn’t really say if he liked Lindsey Bennett or not. She’d been pleasant enough, if a bit on the flirty and empty-headed side, which hadn’t bothered him nearly as much as the rather careless, off-handed manner in which she treated her husband. Matthew was just about the nicest, most decent man Ian had ever met, and had never allowed his somewhat sudden good fortune to go to his head or change the person he was. The Bennetts had two children, and Matthew was absolutely devoted to them.

Ian frowned. “Everything all right with you and Lindsey? How is your lovely wife, by the way?”

Matthew grimaced. “She’s fine. A little more generously endowed these days, however. She, uh, just had her boobs done – against my wishes, I might add. Call me crazy, but I just hate all that fake shit women insist on having done to themselves.”

“You’re not crazy,” assured Ian. “I’ve never been a fan myself. Fortunately for me, Tessa is – ah, a natural beauty.”

A grin crossed Matthew’s face, his good humor quickly restored. “Since I haven’t seen a pair of twenty-four year old tits since I was twenty-four, tell me – do you feel like weeping every time she takes her top off?”

Ian shook her head. “More like saying a prayer, mate. Thanking Christ that she’s all mine, and then begging Him that I don’t wake up and find it’s all been one big wet dream.”

“Jesus.” Matthew looked more than a little awed. “Well, all I can say is enjoy all this while it lasts, because honeymoons definitely end sooner than later. Take my word for that. Besides, all of us forty-something’s at the club are rooting for you. You’re sort of our role-model, you know.”

Ian speared a forkful of his salmon filet but paused before bringing it to his mouth. “You don’t think I’m making an ass of myself, do you? I mean, Tessa tells me all the time that she doesn’t think I’m too old for her, but – well, it does weigh on my mind a lot. Especially when young bucks like Jesse are salivating over her.”

Matthew waved a hand in dismissal. “Jesse salivates over most anything with a pair of tits. God, I’d better keep him away from Lindsey and her new D cups – my understanding is that he likes older women, too. And you don’t have to worry about Tessa. I’ve seen the two of you together a few times, don’t forget. The girl’s got it bad for you, Ian. Even with every guy in the gym giving her the onceover, the only one she’s ever paid attention to is you.”

Ian nodded. “I appreciate that, mate. And I guess I must be doing something right, considering her, uh, eagerness. Now I just have to find a way to keep up with her.”

Matthew chuckled and indicated his plate. “Maybe you should have ordered a cheeseburger like I did. You know, extra protein, red meat, that sort of thing.”

Ian sighed. “I’ve already tried that. Unfortunately, all it seemed to do was raise my cholesterol by twenty points.”

“There’s always Viagra.”

“You don’t get it, Matthew. Getting an erection is never a problem with Tessa. Christ, it’s like taking a triple dose of that stuff with her. The problem – if one is selfish enough to think of it that way – is having enough energy to get through the day.”

“You’re right – you are a selfish prick to even think of this as a problem. A gorgeous, sexy and horny twenty-four year old girlfriend is most men’s favorite spank bank fantasy. So, as I see it my friend, you’ve really only got two solutions to your, er, situation.”

Ian regarded him warily. “And what exactly would these solutions entail?”

Matthew gave him an evil grin. “Cutting her off to once a day, or fitting in time for an afternoon nap. And since I’m guessing there’s no way in hell you’d even consider the former, maybe you should make sure there’s a comfy pillow and blanket on hand in your office.”

***

	Late May

Tessa didn’t think she’d ever get tired of the view from the deck of this house. Even though this particular morning happened to be crystal clear, and the winds were calm, she wouldn’t have minded in the least if it had been cool and foggy, or even rainy and windy instead. The ocean view was breathtaking, mesmerizing, and she thought she could happily sit out here for hours with a mug of tea and a good book – much as she was doing right now.

Ian had surprised her with this getaway for Memorial Day weekend. He hadn’t told her where they were going, simply to pack enough for a three night stay, and nothing that could be considered the least bit dressy. They had left San Francisco on Friday morning – he’d taken a day off from work – and driven up the Sonoma County coast in his vintage Jaguar. Tessa had never been to this part of the Bay Area before, and had been spellbound by the magnificent scenery they’d viewed en route.

They’d arrived at their destination in the early afternoon – a community of gorgeous homes built along a ten mile stretch of the coast that Ian had referred to as The Sea Ranch. The house he had rented for the long weekend was situated right on the bluff top, and was nearly as lavishly appointed as his own home in the city. Tessa, however, had more or less bypassed the gourmet kitchen, sunken living room, and huge loft space once she had glimpsed the jaw dropping view from the back deck. She had spent the majority of their stay thus far curled up on a deck chair or chaise lounge and letting the sound of crashing waves hypnotize her.

She supposed a large part of her fascination with the ocean stemmed from having lived most of her live in either desert or mountain communities. Since moving to San Francisco, she’d certainly spent some time by the Pacific Ocean, but nothing remotely like this – sitting so close to the bluffs that she could feel the spray of the water when the surf was high enough.

The fabulous home was fully furnished and equipped with everything they might need – dishes, glasses, linens. There were books to read, movies to watch, music to listen to. Ian had made arrangements with the rental agency to have a local caterer stock the refrigerator with a variety of readymade meals, snacks, and drinks. He refused to let her cook this weekend, ensuring that they would not have to do much more than relax and enjoy a blissfully quiet getaway.

Since their arrival two days ago, they hadn’t really discussed the imminent arrival of his parents within the coming week. The Gregsons would be staying at the house, of course, though Ian had told her that they had offered to use the owner’s suite at the hotel instead. Tessa had insisted they stick with the original plan of staying at Ian’s home, knowing that he didn’t get to see his family all that often. And if she was still a nervous wreck about meeting them – and hoping they didn’t hate her on sight – it wasn’t for lack of constant reassurances on Ian’s part.

At least she felt a bit less gauche after having spent these past two and a half months living and traveling with Ian. With the help of both Julia and Marlene Brennan, she knew how to dress and accessorize, and had become fairly adept at doing her hair and makeup.

The series of one-day and weekend cooking courses she’d taken thus far had given her the confidence she needed to get more creative in the kitchen, and Ian had praised her efforts. Her Italian classes were also coming along nicely, though of course she had a long way to go before she could be considered even moderately fluent in the language.

And Ian had been teaching her a little here and there about things like art, classical music, and fine wines, mostly so that she would feel more at ease among the people she’d be meeting at several upcoming functions. Like the San Francisco Symphony benefit ball they would be attending with Ian’s parents during their visit. She would have already been in a mild panic about going to the ball, but coupled with the fact that the Gregsons would be accompanying them she was almost beside herself with anxiety.

Ian had done his utmost to calm her down, assuring her that not only would his parents adore her but that she would create quite a stir when she arrived at the ball with him. But Tessa knew that she would continue to fret and worry until she’d gotten both dreaded events over with.

“Penny for your thoughts, love?”

Smiling, Tessa set her empty mug down and turned to face Ian where he stood framed in the doorway leading from the living room out to the deck. Her heart gave a little thump-thump when she saw how mouthwateringly handsome he looked this morning – unshaven, his two day stubble the sexiest thing she’d ever seen; wearing a pair of gray sweatpants and a black T-shirt that bared his chiseled biceps; like her, he was barefoot.

“Right now I’m thinking how much I love you,” she told him softly. “And how much I’d really like a good morning hug.”

Ian smiled and was by her side in an instant, sitting next to her on the wicker settee and scooping her into his lap. “Good morning, birthday girl. And I love you, too.” He gave her a long, lingering kiss. “But I missed waking up next to you this morning. You should have woken me. “

Tessa shook her head, snuggling happily against him. “You were sleeping so soundly, I couldn’t bear to disturb you. Besides, I know you’ve been – um, missing out on some sleep lately because of me.”

He chuckled, wrapping his arms even more tightly around her. “You haven’t heard me complaining, have you? I happen to like your, er, wake-up calls. Very, very much.”

She pressed a kiss to his cheek, running her nose over his dark stubble. “And I love the way you make sure I sleep very, very soundly at night. Ah, but I’m not being a very good girlfriend this morning, am I? Let me go and fix you a cup of tea.”

But his arms only tightened about her, not permitting her to move from his lap. “Not a chance. It’s your birthday, after all, and you are not lifting one finger today. I’ll make us some tea in a bit. Let’s just sit here for a few minutes and enjoy the view, hmm?”

“Okay.” Tessa gave a sigh of happy contentment. “I love it here, Ian. This is the absolute best birthday present ever.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Perhaps I should buy the house for you. Then we could come up here whenever we like.”

She laughed, convinced he was joking. “Don’t be silly. You already own a home.”

Ian smiled, brushing a loose strand of hair from her forehead. “Darling, many people own more than one home. My parents, for example, have a townhome in London, an estate out in Kent, an apartment in Paris, and a condo in Spain. Plus a share in the villa in Tuscany, of course.”

Tessa was wide-eyed in disbelief. “You’re really serious? That’s just – wow. How much money do they have anyway?”

He laughed in delight at her shock. “A lot. So do I, by the way. I could very easily afford to buy a house like this if that’s something you’d like, darling.”

She stared out at the water again. “Better not. If I knew I could wake up to this view every morning, I’d never want to leave here. And I think this would be just a little too over the top as a birthday gift. You’ve already given me way too many gifts, Ian.”

Since their arrival on Friday, he had left beautifully wrapped packages in various spots around the house for her to discover. He’d spoiled her rotten, of course, gifting her with clothing, lingerie, a pair of shoes, a new purse, jewelry. With each extravagant present, she had made him promise that this would be the last one, protesting that he’d gone overboard as usual.

He kissed her hand before rubbing his cheek against her palm. “There is just one more, love. And I saved the best for last.”

Tessa gave him a stern look. “You had better not have bought me that car you were talking about. I think driving your Mercedes around town will be just fine for me.”

Truth be told, she wasn’t very confident as yet about driving in San Francisco. The hills, narrow streets, and often nonexistent parking in the city made getting around much more difficult than it had back in Tucson. But since she couldn’t rely on Simon or take taxis to get her everywhere she needed to go – and since Ian wasn’t thrilled with the idea of her taking a bus – she had gradually started to drive again. He had given her the keys to his three year old Mercedes sedan, a car he claimed to rarely use since he preferred driving either the Range Rover or the Jaguar.

She’d been terrified of wrecking the expensive vehicle, a far more luxurious ride than the old compact Toyota she’d last driven in Tucson. But Ian had brushed aside her concerns carelessly, insisting she was doing him a favor by making sure the Mercedes got some use instead of sitting idle inside the garage.

“Ah, but as good as you look behind the wheel of the Benz, I think you’d be sexy as hell driving – let’s say a fire engine red Ferrari,” he teased.

Tessa gasped. “Oh, my, God, you are so not buying me a Ferrari! Or any car. Or one more thing, Ian. I mean it. Not a blouse or a pair of earrings or even a bra. Nothing. Do you understand?”

Ian grinned. “Yes, my feisty little birthday girl. But there is still one more present left. Relax – this one didn’t cost very much at all. And I think you’ll like it a lot.”

Her curiosity was piqued as he led her back inside the house. They had breakfast first, a simple meal of granola, fruit and tea. Ian cleaned up the few dishes, still refusing to let her do any work this weekend, and then brought out a modestly sized box. This one was as beautifully wrapped as all the others had been and she eyed the box suspiciously.

“If it’s more clothes, I’ll tell you right now they’re going back.”

He smiled at her indulgently. “It’s not. And you won’t want to return this. Open it, darling.”

She unwrapped the box slowly, lifting the lid, and then stared down at the contents in stunned disbelief. She would never in a million years have ever thought she’d receive a gift quite like this one, and her hand was shaking as she slowly withdrew one of the three items.

“My mother’s books.” Her voice was unsteady as she held one of the volumes with reverence, as though she were afraid it would disappear. “My God, Ian, where in the world did you find these?”

“I know several rare book dealers, both here in the States and in other parts of the world,” he replied quietly. “I’ve had every one of them on the lookout for these for some time now. They were able to locate three of the four books your mother had published, and one of the dealers may have a lead on the fourth. Do you like them, Tessa?”

She hadn’t known she was crying until she raised her gaze to his and he wiped away a tear. “This – this is the most wonderful thing you’ve ever done for me,” she told him brokenly. “I had nothing – nothing – of my mother’s. We moved around so much that we always had to leave things behind. And the few remaining items I had of hers burned in the fire. The first fire. All I really had left was one very old photo of her in my wallet. And, well, the second fire took that away. So, yes – I adore them. And I adore you for giving me this.”

“Darling.” He pulled her close against him, holding her as she wept, stroking her hair and murmuring soothing words.

When she felt in control again, she lifted her head from his chest and gave him a sweet, tender kiss. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I can’t even tell you what this means to me. Or how much I love you for finding these. It’s just – too much for me to express right now.”

He nodded in understanding. “I get it. And I’m so pleased you like your gift. Look, there’s even a photograph of your mother on the back cover of this book.”

Ian took out one of the other books from the box, this one a hardcover with a glossy jacket that was in excellent condition. The other two books were paperbacks and a bit on the well -used side. Tessa gasped as he flipped open the back cover, and she ran her fingers over the smiling image of her mother in stunned disbelief.

“It’s really her,” she murmured, starting at the image of the happy, glowing young woman who looked so much like her own self. “And this – this is how I prefer to remember her, Ian. Young and healthy and full of life. Not – not the sad, sick woman she became as I got older. This is my real mother right here.”

Ian pressed a kiss to her temple. “She was beautiful, Tessa. You could be her twin, the resemblance is remarkable. And I was thinking – there’s a photography studio I know of in San Francisco that specializes in restoring old photos. I’m willing to bet if we brought them this book jacket that they would be able to find a way to reproduce the image into a proper photograph. Obviously the quality wouldn’t be the best, but - ”

“I don’t care.” She flung her arms around his neck, hugging him tight. “I’ll take anything, the quality doesn’t matter. Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She pressed fervent kisses all along his cheeks, jaw, neck.

“You’re more than welcome, my love,” he whispered. “Now, come. It’s your twenty-fifth birthday and no more tears, hmm? Let’s vow to make this the happiest birthday of your life so far, all right?”

And it was most definitely the most wonderful birthday that Tessa could ever remember having. Not that she had very many happy memories of past birthdays. The last two years prior to this one had been spent alone, since Peter had been on a trip somewhere far away on both occasions. And she couldn’t honestly remember ever having something as traditional as a birthday party as a child – that certainly hadn’t been her mother’s style.

But spending this day – this weekend – with Ian wiped out any memories of less happy times. They spent a quiet, blissful day together – taking a long walk on the beach; driving into the small town just north of the house to get a cappuccino; browsing through the boutiques and art galleries in town, where he bought her a beautiful copper bowl filled with multi-colored pieces of sea glass. Back at the house, they soaked in the enormous hot tub out on the deck while sipping wine and watching the wild surf below.

And they talked – for hours, it seemed. Over a beautifully prepared dinner the caterer had left – including a fabulous white chocolate birthday cake – they shared stories of their respective childhoods, though most of Tessa’s memories weren’t always happy ones. She told Ian more about her relationship with Peter, how they’d been almost virtual strangers when they’d married so young – still children, really. They had been awkward and uncertain around each other but had gradually grown closer and become the best of friends. Tessa confessed to having felt lonely and sad and frightened when Peter had begun to travel, and how hard she’d had to stave off falling into a deep depression at times. And it had tugged at her heart to recall Peter’s almost nightly bouts of insomnia, the nightmares that had plagued him, and how it had been rare for him to actually sleep in the same bed with her.

They had moved back out to the deck by now, curled up on the wicker settee with a plush cashmere throw tucked around them, sipping a post-dinner snifter of brandy. Tessa’s head was on Ian’s lap as he played idly with one of her thick blonde curls.

“Is that why you love to cuddle in bed so much?” he asked her gently.

She smiled and rubbed her cheek against his heavily muscled thigh. “Probably. Though some of that goes back to when I was a little girl. Because we moved around so much I was always a little scared getting used to a new place, especially – well, in the shelters. There were usually some creepy people living there, and my mother wasn’t always in a sane enough state of mind to make me feel secure.”

He rubbed her neck, and she could tell from the grip of his fingers that he was disturbed at the mental images he must be conjuring up. “I still can’t bear to think of you in a place like that.” His voice was rough, thick. “It makes me want to wrap you up in this blanket and cuddle you close for the rest of my life. You know I would do absolutely anything for you, Tessa, and that I will always keep you safe and protected.” He bent down to place a lingering kiss on her lips. “I will slay dragons for you, my love, and whatever other monsters might try and hurt you.”

She reached up to caress his cheek. “I take it back. The books and renting this house weren’t the most wonderful birthday presents ever – you are.”

Then, because she was fairly certain she was going to start crying again, she swiftly changed the subject and asked him about a particular matter that she’d been avoiding for months – that of his former fiancée.

Ian sighed. “It seems like such a long time ago, when it was really less than ten years. At times it almost feels like it happened to someone else, not me. But, truthfully, there isn’t a whole lot to say on the matter.”

He told her a bit about her – a lovely, dark-haired woman named Davina, who was three years his junior. They had traveled in the same social circles, had several friends in common, and had dated on and off for a couple of years before becoming engaged. But that had been during a time when Ian was traveling three weeks out of four, and working sixteen hour days, and they saw very little of each other.

“And Davina was an especially sociable woman – adored the whole party scene. Her family wasn’t as wealthy as mine, but they could trace their roots back for centuries and had some sort of minor connection to the royal family. Davina didn’t work – not really – but she was on the boards of several charitable organizations and did a lot of fundraising for them. And it didn’t take very long at all for her to become extremely disillusioned with a fiancée who was rarely around to escort her places.”

Tessa was sitting upright on the settee now, snuggled close against his side. “So she broke things off?”

Ian shook his head. “I did, actually. I knew it wasn’t fair to her, my not being around much, but the real truth was that I simply didn’t love her, couldn’t envision spending the rest of my life with her. She was upset for a time, but it didn’t take her very long to meet someone else. Last I heard they’d been married for several years and had a child.”

“And there was never anyone else for you?”

He shrugged. “No one serious, no. I worked so hard, traveled so much, that having a relationship was a very low priority. However, I can say without a shadow of a doubt that if I had met you somewhere along the way, my priorities would have changed overnight.”

“We very nearly met a couple of years before I moved to San Francisco, you know,” she recalled. “I was still going to college, finishing up the certificate program. You were scheduled to pay a visit to the resort, we were all in an uproar getting ready for it, Mrs. C. insisting that everything had to be beyond perfect. Your visit was on one of the days I didn’t normally work, but Mrs. C. was demanding that I be there anyway. And I would have, if the date hadn’t coincided with final exams at school. There was no way to re-schedule them and I had to take them, she knew that. But she wasn’t at all happy with me, and I could never figure out why.”

Ian grinned. “I’d say it was rather obvious, wouldn’t you? She wanted us to meet, likely knowing full well what would have happened the moment I laid eyes on you.”

“And what would that have been?”

He threaded a hand into her hair, tipping her head back so that he could stare into her eyes. “What wound up happening eventually anyway – I fell instantly and hopelessly in love with you at first sight. Only it’s not so hopeless any longer, is it?”

They stayed out on the deck a while longer, not saying much more, content to simply gaze at the stars and bask in each other’s company. And when the night air grew a little too brisk they moved inside to watch a movie.

And, though they had touched, kissed, caressed frequently throughout the day, they didn’t have sex that night. It was odd, because there had been extremely few nights they had spent together when they hadn’t made love – the night she’d told him about her past; the awful night of the fire at her apartment; and a few times when she’d had her period.

But as they fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms, both Tessa and Ian had never felt closer, or more intimate with the other, than they did on this particular night.



Chapter Twenty-One

It would have surprised most people who met her to learn that Joanna Gregson had spent the majority of her sixty-seven years largely in the company of men. After all, she was a dainty, exquisitely feminine woman, always perfectly coiffed and dressed to the nines. No one looking at her now would ever envision her as a scruffy tomboy who’d roughhoused with her three brothers, and who’d played competitive field hockey during her school years.

Fate had decreed that all three of her children would also be boys, despite her secret longing for a daughter. But Joanna doted on her sons, and they in turn were completely devoted to their mother.

Hugh, the eldest, had been a placid, easygoing boy, very much like his father. He’d never given his parents a moment’s worry, always the dutiful son and in later years the quintessential company man. He had married Victoria, the girl he’d fallen in love with at university, and they had presented Joanna and Edward with four beautiful grandchildren – all boys.

Colin, her youngest, had been the complete opposite of his eldest brother – rambunctious, constantly getting into mischief, and rarely doing what he was told. He’d been the wild child who’d grown up – if one could call it that – into the notorious, womanizing playboy. Joanna had wrung her hands in near despair over him for years, shuddering to learn about his latest escapade or see the most recent photo of him in the tabloids, usually in the company of some actress or model. But Colin had finally settled down in recent years, once he’d been assigned to the Asia/Pacific regional headquarters in Hong Kong and met his future wife there. Even Joanna – who wasn’t easily intimidated by anyone – was rather in awe of her regal, confident daughter-in-law, the one woman it seemed who’d had the power to rein in the previously untamable Colin. Selina had given birth just over a year ago to their first child – another grandson.

But it had always been her middle son – Ian – who had given Joanna the most concern over the years. Oh, definitely not because of his behavior or relationships or lifestyle. Unlike easygoing, affable Hugh or mischievous, fun loving Colin, Ian had always been quiet, composed and in complete control - the perfect gentleman. Joanna couldn’t recall ever seeing him really lose his temper or betray his emotions. The only times she’d ever seen him let loose a bit had been in the boxing ring at school. And even then Ian had always been in total control, besting opponent after opponent, due not just to his physical strength and conditioning but to his ability to block off his emotions at a moment’s notice.

Even when Ian had become engaged to Davina, he’d maintained his air of reserve, never displaying overt affection towards her or seeming truly happy. It had hardly been a shock to Joanna when the ill-fated engagement had ended after less than six months.

Since that time, and to the best of her knowledge, Ian hadn’t been serious about a woman. When she and Edward had visited him in San Francisco, he had either escorted one of three or four different women – all of whom he treated more like a business associate than a girlfriend – or gone without an escort altogether. And during his visits to London, or family gatherings at the villa in Tuscany, he had always been alone – and lonely.

Joanna had always been puzzled about Ian’s reticence with women, for he was undeniably the handsomest of her three sons, and she’d very clearly seen the way women vied for his attention. But when she’d quizzed him on the matter on multiple occasions, he had always dismissed her concerns, assuring her he was more than content with his lifestyle and joking that no woman would put up with his schedule anyway. She hadn’t been especially reassured, however, and continued to fret over the fact that he was now forty, unmarried, and alone. He was too good a man, too kind and generous a person, to not have someone special in his life, someone to love and care for him the way he deserved. She had hoped and, yes, prayed, for years now that Ian would finally find the right woman to share his life and bring him the sort of happiness he deserved more than anyone she knew.

But when Edward had broken the news to her last month that not only had Ian apparently fallen head over heels in love, but that the woman in question was also living with him, Joanna had been immediately concerned. The very last trait she would have ever attributed to her middle son was that of impulsiveness, and this very sudden, unexpected action on his part seemed completely out of character.

The alarm bells had really begun to ring, however, when Edward had told her the final two bits of news. The woman in question – Tessa was her name - was not only a former employee of Ian’s but a very young one at that. Upon hearing that this young woman was a full fifteen years Ian’s junior, Joanna had immediately pegged the girl as a fortune hunter, an opportunistic gold digger, and had fretted and worried about all the ways the girl must be taking advantage of her son.

Edward, however, had only chuckled about the whole matter and dismissed her concerns. “My dear, this is Ian we’re talking about after all, and not Colin. Or your thrice-divorced brother Gavin, who was unfortunately one of Colin’s role models. Ian is the most sensible, level-headed person I’ve ever met, and lovesick or not there is no possible way he would let anyone take advantage of him. Have some faith, Joanna. After all, it does seem that all of the praying you did for him over the years has finally shown results.”

“My prayers didn’t include a twenty-four year old floozy who’s only interested in his money,” grumbled Joanna. “Well, it’s a good thing we’re paying a visit next month so we can see for ourselves what’s going on. Hopefully it’s not too late to save Ian from this little schemer.”

No amount of reasoning on Edward’s part had served to change Joanna’s mind. And since she wasn’t about to accuse Ian over the phone of taking up with an eager little fortune hunter, she was obliged to keep her opinions to herself during their conversations. He did sound extremely happy, far more so than she could ever recall, and he assured her that she was going to fall in love with Tessa as quickly as he had. Joanna had to bite her tongue on those occasions, and rather stiffly tell her son that she was looking forward to their visit very much.

But now that they were actually here in San Francisco, their luggage being loaded into Ian’s Town Car by Simon, Joanna found herself dreading what she feared was going to be an awkward and unpleasant encounter. If this young woman was in fact the greedy, opportunistic little tramp that she feared, it was going to make for a very long, uncomfortable visit.

Simon was as efficient and accommodating as he’d been during their previous visits, loading up their luggage and driving them smoothly out of the airport with a minimum of polite conversation. But Joanna was uncharacteristically chatty with Ian’s chauffeur, anxious to get his opinion on this Tessa and to pry whatever information she could from the very proper Welshman.

“So, Simon. What can you tell us about Mr. Ian’s new, ah companion?”

Edward frowned at her. “Joanna, let’s not put Simon in an awkward spot. I’m sure he doesn’t indulge in idle gossip.”

“It’s not a problem, sir,” assured Simon from the front seat. “And to answer your question, madam, I can assure you that you’ll be quite taken with Miss Tessa. She’s a lovely girl, just lovely, and Mr. Ian is completely besotted with her. You’ll be rather – ah, amazed at the changes in him.”

Joanna was visibly taken aback at this news. “Mr. Gregson and I were worried that this girl might be taking advantage of our son. Given her youth, that is.”

Edward gave her a jab in the ribs. “Speak for yourself, my dear. I’m not worried in the least. Ian is far from a boy, after all, and not one to let his emotions take over his common sense.”

“You don’t have to worry about Miss Tessa,” declared Simon. “She’s a good girl, quiet, well-mannered, and she takes very good care of Mr. Ian. With all due respect, madam, she’s the furthest thing from a fortune hunter you can imagine. You’ll see for yourself very soon.”

Joanna was only mildly mollified by Simon’s assurances, but she did console herself with the fact that the very straight-laced chauffeur was not a man who suffered fools gladly. Of course, it was entirely possible that the little flirt had somehow wormed her way into Simon’s affections as well, twisting him around her finger the way she appeared to have done to Ian.

Joanna knew very few people who would readily admit to being wrong, and she didn’t count herself in that minority. But she was well bred and gracious enough to realize when she’d made a serious error in judgment, and she knew the minute she shook Tessa Lockwood’s hand that she’d been completely wrong about the girl.

Ian’s new companion was exquisite, and it was easy to see why he was so taken with her. Instead of the overblown sexpot that Joanna had been expecting to meet, the girl was almost painfully shy, very sweet, and clearly extremely intimidated to meet Ian’s parents. The hand she placed in Joanna’s was actually trembling, and her voice breathy and high-pitched as she greeted them.

Edward smiled broadly as he took Tessa’s hand in his and gave her a peck on the cheek. “It’s delightful to meet you, my dear. You’re practically all Ian talks about these days. And you are even more beautiful than he claimed.”

Joanna was astonished to see the girl blush, unable to remember the last time she’d seen a young woman react in such a way.

Ian chuckled, placing an arm around Tessa’s shoulder. “You’re embarrassing her, Father. And she’s already nervous about meeting the two of you.”

“Well, that’s ridiculous,” chided Edward. “You don’t need to be nervous around us, my girl. We trust Ian’s judgment implicitly, and since he’s admittedly head over heels in love with you – well, that’s good enough for us. Isn’t that right, Joanna?”

Joanna glanced at Tessa, and felt a little tug on her heart when she noticed how anxious the girl appeared. She smiled, warmly, taking Tessa’s hands and giving them a reassuring squeeze. “Yes, it most certainly is. And my husband is right, dear. It’s a great pleasure to meet you.”

At that, Tessa smiled – really smiled – and suddenly whatever tension might have still existed seemed to evaporate into thin air.

Tessa served them a perfectly prepared and beautifully arranged full tea service, and Joanna was almost speechless with surprise when Ian told them proudly that Tessa had made everything herself.

“She’s been taking some cooking courses, and is becoming quite the accomplished chef,” bragged Ian. “In fact, we’re having dinner here at home tonight. Tessa insisted on cooking for you.”

Tessa offered up a shy smile. “I thought you’d be tired from such a long flight and might not want to go out. I hope that’s all right.”

Joanna was astonished. Neither of her daughters-in-law actually cooked. With four young, energetic sons Victoria relied heavily on domestic help to keep her sane. And Selina, who’d gone back to her job as a high-powered corporate attorney a few months after giving birth, freely admitted she could barely boil water.

Joanna herself seldom cooked, and very few of the women in their social circles – young and old – did either. So she was doubly surprised that Ian’s very young girlfriend was not only taking cooking lessons but actually putting them to some use.

As they enjoyed their tea, Joanna took the opportunity to more closely observe the girl, and more importantly, her interactions with Ian. Tessa was fresh-faced and glowing, her flawless skin practically makeup free. She was wearing a charming floral print dress – dainty pink flowers on a cream background, a pink cardigan sweater, and low-heeled cream sling-back pumps. Her nails were kept on the short side and covered with a pale pink polish, and the only jewelry she wore was a pair of pearl stud earrings.

She looked classy and polished, someone that Ian would be bursting with pride to have on his arm. Joanna knew the pearls were real, recognized the shoes as Prada, and was fairly certain the dress was from Dolce & Gabbana’s spring collection. She wasn’t naïve enough not to realize that Ian had paid for the entire outfit, and most likely a great deal more. But none of that mattered to Joanna at this point, not when she saw how happy her son was, how often he smiled and laughed, how he looked younger, leaner, and very much in love.

And the girl clearly adored him. It was more than obvious with every look she gave him, every smile, the way she hung on his every word. And though they were both entirely discreet and restrained, they couldn’t seem to keep their hands off each other for very long. Even now as they all sat in the living room finishing their tea, Ian was clasping Tessa’s hand lightly in his, and they sat close enough on the sofa for their shoulders to touch.

Joanna was almost spellbound to watch her normally austere, standoffish middle son acting like a young boy in love for the very first time in his life. And she very nearly choked on one of the admittedly delicious homemade scones Tessa had baked when Ian wrapped his arm around the girl’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to her rosy cheek. Tessa blushed an even deeper shade of pink and looked down at her lap shyly while Ian merely chuckled in amusement.

“Darling, you don’t have to be shy around my parents,” he told her. “I’m not exactly a boy of fourteen any longer.”

Edward smiled. “Ah, but you were far more interested in your studies and sports when you were that age. Your brother Colin was the ladies’ man, even at that young age. And I think your mother feared he would never settle down.”

“Well, God does work his miracles sometimes, doesn’t he, Mother?” teased Ian. “Colin is happily married and a father, and I’ve met the most wonderful girl in the entire world. So all is well, wouldn’t you say?”

Joanna couldn’t help smiling fondly at her much loved son. “I certainly would. And you look wonderful, darling, happier than I’ve ever seen you. I suppose we all owe Tessa here a debt of gratitude for putting that sparkle in your eye. You look a bit thinner than you did in February, Ian.”

Ian patted his rock hard torso. “Just a few pounds that I’d put on over the holidays. You know what our business is like, Mother, all the dining out with clients and staff. It catches up to you after a time, especially at my age. Since Tessa’s moved in, she insists on cooking for me as often as possible so I’m naturally eating healthier.”

Joanna had to stifle a little gasp of surprise when Ian smiled fondly at the girl, tucking a long strand of blonde hair behind her ear and murmuring to no one in particular, “She takes very, very good care of me, don’t you, love?”

Tessa didn’t reply, merely beaming at him adoringly and touching his cheek lightly. It was the most innocent of caresses, and yet Joanna couldn’t help but feel that she and Edward were witnessing a very intimate moment.

Before she did something ill-mannered like fidgeting, Joanna smoothly changed the subject. “Do you have any siblings, Tessa? Ian hasn’t really told us much about your family.”

Instantly the girl’s face sobered, and Ian frowned in displeasure at the question. He bent to whisper something in her ear but she waved him off.

“It’s all right,” she told him gently. “It’s not a secret, after all.” And then to Joanna she replied quietly, “I don’t have any family at all, Mrs. Gregson. My mother was really all I had and she died when I was sixteen.”

Joanna was startled at this bit of news, and she couldn’t help the rush of empathy she+ felt for the girl. She noticed for perhaps the first time the great sadness in Tessa’s enormous blue eyes, eyes that suddenly seemed too old for her otherwise youthful face.

“I’m so sorry, my dear,” she told her sincerely. “I’ve always had such a large family that I can’t even imagine what it must be like to be all alone in the world. But you’re not alone any longer, are you? Now you have my Ian to look after you.”

Tears shimmered in Tessa’s eyes as she nodded and squeezed the hand Ian had slid into hers. “I do, yes. And I know how lucky I am to have him. He’s the most wonderful man in the world.”

Edward cleared his throat. “Now, then, no tears, young lady. I’m the sort who tends to get a bit weepy during sad movies so allow an old man his dignity, hmm? Only happy talk allowed, are we clear?”

Ian laughed. “You’d better say yes, darling. I’m not certain I could handle seeing my father start crying like a girl.”

Tessa giggled, and then all four of them were laughing and the subject changed to something more lighthearted.

Tessa seemed startled when Joanna offered to help clear away the tea service, but the girl merely nodded and thanked her graciously. Somehow, and apparently without the guidance of a mother or other relative, the girl had learned how to conduct herself like a lady, for her manners were impeccable.

“You were an employee of Ian’s, I understand?”

Tessa nodded as she wrapped up leftover food and began to load the dishwasher. “Yes, ma’am. I worked on his support team for a little over two years. Before that I worked at the resort in Tucson.”

A light suddenly went on in Joanna’s mind. “Ah, I see. You worked for Francine at one time.”

Tessa’s face lit up at the mention of her former manager. “Yes, for several years. She – well, she taught me a great deal. You know Mrs. Carrington then?”

Joanna chuckled. “Yes, indeed. She was in charge of the office in London for a number of years, as you know. And that included being in charge of Edward and his brother. Everyone knew that Francine was the real boss.”

If Tessa had been under the tutelage of Francine Carrington for several years, that would explain her exquisite manners and ladylike demeanor. Joanna was finally beginning to feel like she could breathe a huge sigh of relief. Rather than the aggressive, obnoxious gold digger she’d been dreading, Ian’s new companion was turning out to be a very pleasant surprise.

“I see you haven’t made any changes to the house as yet,” commented Joanna. And indeed the only alterations she’d noticed had been an abundance of fresh flowers in almost every room she’d seen thus far.

Tessa was clearly taken aback by this statement and looked a bit puzzled. “Well, no. I’m not sure that I would have, though. I mean, this is Ian’s house, not mine. But aside from that fact, I love everything about this place and wouldn’t change a thing. He has such wonderful +taste, doesn’t he?”

Joanna smiled indulgently when she saw the dreamy looked that crossed Tessa’s face. “That he does, my dear. Did he pick out that dress for you?”

A guilty look came over Tessa’s features and she was clearly uncomfortable discussing the subject. “Not this one, no. My friend Julia helped me pick it out.”

“Ah, well, your friend has excellent taste. Does she work in the fashion industry?”

Tessa shook her head. “No, she’s an interior designer. In fact, she and her fiancée are the designer and architect working on the new hotel in the Napa Valley. But Julia does have an eye for fashion so – well, she’s been helping me out.”

Joanna could read between the lines very easily, and figured that Tessa wasn’t at all accustomed to wearing high end fashions. “Well, the dress looks lovely on you, dear. Have you chosen a gown for the benefit ball next week?”

“Not yet, no. I have an appointment with the personal shopper Ian uses at Neiman Marcus for this Friday. I’m not at all sure what I ought to be wearing to such a formal event.”

“Well, I’m sure your friend – Julia, is it? – will be happy to help you out.”

“Julia’s very busy at the moment, actually,” demurred Tessa. “Her wedding is just over three weeks away and I wouldn’t even think of asking for her opinion right now. Ian thought that – well, that maybe you’d be able - ”

Joanna smiled. “I’d be delighted, dear. And I’ve been to so many of these events that I can advise you on exactly the right dress to buy. What of your friend’s wedding? Do you have a dress for that yet?”

“Not yet, no. Things have been rather hectic with our schedules lately, what with the business trips and all.”

“Well, we can kill two birds with one stone and find you a dress for that at the same time. I think – well, that it would be nice for us to get to know each other a little better, don’t you? After all,” added Joanna kindly, “it seems that my son is intent on keeping you around for a very long time to come. And I know it would please Ian very much if you and I became good friends, don’t you agree?”

Tessa’s face lit up with a gorgeous smile as she nodded enthusiastically. “I do, yes. Very much. Thank you, Mrs. Gregson. You’re so kind, just like Ian.”

Joanna squeezed the girl’s hand. “You should call me Joanna, dear. Though I expect that one day very soon that might change to what Ian calls me – Mother.”

***

Ian grinned. “She told you that, did she?”

Tessa couldn’t believe she’d actually confessed what his mother had told her earlier today. “I’m sure she was just being polite.”

He shrugged. “Well, my mother is always polite. Unless she happens to be chasing after one of my nephews. That’s usually when the gloves come off. My mother can be quite feisty when the need arises. I suppose that’s what happens when you spend your life surrounded by men.” He pulled the pink cardigan sweater down her arms. “But Mother never says anything she doesn’t mean, polite or not. And she definitely meant that last part she told you.”

“Oh. Well, that was nice of her, I suppose. Though I don’t know how I’ll be able to actually call her Joanna, much less, er - ”

“Mother?” finished Ian helpfully. He held onto her arm as she stepped out of her shoes.

Tessa shrugged. “I mean, it’s not like that’s really likely to happen.”

“Isn’t it?” He slipped his arms around her waist, touching his forehead to hers. “We’ve never talked about getting married – you’re not ready for that just yet. But make no mistake, Tessa – you will be my wife one day, sooner than later.”

She stared at him open-mouthed, completely taken aback by his very matter of fact statement. But before she could even think of a reply, he was turning her to face away from him.

“Now, unfortunately, I do have an early start to the day tomorrow, so let’s get you out of this very pretty dress so that I can finally satisfy my curiosity about what you have on underneath.” He nuzzled the nape of her neck as he slowly lowered the zipper. “I appreciate that you chose to wear something a bit conservative to meet my parents in, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t fantasize all damned day about what lacy bits you have on.”

Tessa closed her eyes as he worked the dress down past her hips, kneeling at her feet, and urged her to step out of the fabric. She gasped as his arms circled her hips from behind, and she felt his lips on the small of her back. His fingers toyed with the waistband of her tiny white lace thong.

“Mmm, all ladylike and proper on the outside with your pretty dress and little heels,” he murmured, his hands caressing the bared cheeks of her ass. “But underneath you’ve got on these very, very sexy undies that make you look like a pinup girl.” He slipped his finger beneath the lacy band of her sheer thigh-high stockings. “God, I love these. They always make your legs seem even longer than they are.”

Tessa was trembling as he turned her slowly in his arms, his hands splayed over her buttocks as he nuzzled his face against her crotch. “You smell delicious,” he rasped. “I can already tell you’re wet, just from your scent. Let me see, love.”

She couldn’t stifle the low moan that escaped her throat as he pushed aside the fabric of her thong and slid two fingers deep, deep inside of her slit. She clutched at his shoulders as he continued to pump his fingers in and out of her in a steady rhythm. “Ian, oh God, that’s so good,” she whispered. “But – please – your parents will hear us.”

He laughed softly. “No surprise to my father that I’ve been dying to shag you all day. He’s probably wondering why we didn’t sneak off for a quickie in between tea and dinner.”

Tessa felt like her entire body was flaming with embarrassment and not just her face. “Oh, my, God, he is not! And we can’t do – that with them right next door to us.”

Ian grimaced. “I’ve never been able to figure out why the second largest bedroom in this house is right next to the master suite. I suppose it would have been bad manners to move my parents to the room at the end of the hall, given that it’s the smallest, wouldn’t it?”

Since Ian was still intent on pleasuring her with his fingers, Tessa could only nod in agreement, not trusting herself to open her mouth for fear she would emit another, louder moan. But when she shoved a fist inside her mouth to stifle the noise, he grinned and took pity on her.

“Let’s try this, shall we?” He stood and hoisted her over his shoulder, her legs dangling down the front of his body as he carried her inside the walk-in closet. He set her down before closing the door, then turned to face her.

His gaze lingered on the heavy swell of her breasts, still encased in a lavish white lace bra. “Well, now that I’ve gotten a good, long look at you – Jesus, you’re breathtaking, Tessa – there is no possible way I’m not having you tonight.”

She nodded, her eyes lowering to the huge bulge of his erection against his trousers. “Is it – will this be private enough? I would be – mortified if your parents heard me, you know - ”

He laughed wickedly. “Moan? Pant? Make all those wild noises you love to do when you’re aroused? Well, you might want to tone it down a bit, but I don’t think they’ll hear us in here. Of course, if you really want to make sure, I’ve got a solution.”

Her head fell back against one of the walls as he deftly unhooked her bra, his hands cupping her bare breasts. “Ah, oh. What – what’s that?”

As Ian bent his head and began to lick her right nipple, he grabbed one of her silk scarves from the rack and dangled it in front of her. “I would be very happy to gag you.”

As he moved his attention to the other breast, she let out a long, low moan and panted. “Um, maybe that’s not such a bad idea.”

***

“You’re sure I look all right? I would be so upset if I embarrassed Ian tonight.”

Tessa looked at herself critically in the full length mirror for perhaps the fourth or fifth time, worrying that the gown was too over the top, or that her heels were too high, or her hair not quite right.

“You look absolutely perfect, dear. Stunning, in fact. You and Ian will definitely be the handsomest couple there tonight by far. Turn around once more.”

Tessa obeyed Joanna’s instructions and did a slow, 3600 turn. The two women had commandeered the master bedroom and bath to get ready for the symphony ball, banishing Ian to use one of the spare bedroom suites. At Joanna’s prodding, they’d had lunch earlier today at Neiman Marcus followed by a mani-pedi and a blowout at the in-store beauty salon. Tessa had initially resisted the idea, insisting she could easily do her own nails and hair for this evening.

Joanna had regarded her curiously. “Why on earth would you want to do that, dear? In case you weren’t already aware, my son can definitely afford to pay for a few spa services for you.”

Tessa had shrugged, always uncomfortable when the subject of money came up. “I know he+ can. But I don’t like to take advantage, especially since I don’t have an official job, or bring in any income. And, well, you’ve seen how much he’s already done for me. I don’t like feeling like a useless, frivolous girlfriend.”

“Well, now you’re just being silly,” Joanna had declared. “Trust me, dear, Ian adores taking care of you. And after what you’ve told me about your childhood – all the sad things that happened to you – well, you can begin to understand why he’d want to do that.”

“I do, yes. But he doesn’t have to keep trying to make it up to me. Especially not with things. If I’m being truthful, I have to say there are times I wish he was – oh, I don’t know – let’s say a truck driver, and that we lived on a houseboat. That way he’d know for certain that it’s him I love and not these – things.”

Joanna had given her a gentle hug and patted her on the shoulder. “My dear girl, don’t you think he already knows that? Besides, it would have to be an awfully big houseboat – he’s not a small man, is he?”

After they’d shared a little laugh, Joanna had told her earnestly, “Let the man indulge you, all right? It obviously makes him very, very happy to do so and I’ve never see my son like this before. And don’t forget, Tessa, that it goes both ways. I see all the little ways you take care of him, and it does my heart good to know how much you adore him. God bless you, dear, for loving my boy so well.”

Tessa had given in graciously after that and allowed herself to enjoy the bit of pampering she so seldom let herself indulge in. She knew it drove Ian a little crazy whenever he noticed her doing her own nails, or when she insisted she didn’t need another new dress for an event and could wear something already in her closet. Joanna had given her a bit of a lecture on that subject as well.

“Ian’s quite right,” she’d said bluntly. “He’s a very important man, Tessa, and like all of the family he gets a lot of coverage in the media. If you’re going to be seen out with him, you really must dress the part, top to bottom. You have some lovely pieces in your wardrobe but that’s truly only about half the number of things you really need.”

With Ian’s fervent blessing, Joanna had done her damndest over the past week to start filling in what she deemed the gaps in Tessa’s wardrobe. Tessa was worn out from so many days of shopping with her, but at the same time she’d been grateful for the opportunity to spend time with Ian’s mother and get to know her a little. She felt infinitely more comfortable around her now than she had at their first meeting.

Even though Marlene Brennan had selected an even dozen gowns for her to try on, Tessa had known immediately which one she wanted. Another Marchesa – she admittedly loved the elegance of the designer’s brand – this one a sumptuous ball gown of sapphire blue tulle, the strapless bodice lavishly embroidered with gold beads, crystals and sequins. It had fit like a glove, not requiring even the slightest alteration, and both Marlene and Joanna had oohed and aahed when she had tried it on.

Metallic gold Jimmy Choo sandals, plus the sapphire pendant and earrings Ian had given her on their first date completed the outfit. Her blonde hair had been swept into an elegant French twist, and she’d kept her makeup minimal, going for class rather than flash.

“You look like a young Grace Kelly,” Joanne told her with a satisfied smile. “Beautiful, elegant and classy. Blue is definitely your color, my dear, and that dress is fabulous. I only wish I was thirty years younger and several inches taller so that I could borrow it sometime.”

Tessa smiled at the thought of trading clothes with Ian’s mother, admiring Joanna’s own gown of pale mocha silk, with its draped neckline and elbow length lace sleeves. “You always look lovely, and like it’s effortless to do so. Have you always liked beautiful clothes?”

Joanna made a rather undignified sound. “Good heavens, no. I grew up with three very rowdy brothers, my dear, and was determined to tag along everywhere with them. My poor mother would nearly tear her hair out when it came time for us to attend an event, for I would usually refuse to even consider wearing a dress. So, the answer is a most emphatic no – I was quite a tomboy until I went to university.”

Tess tried in vain to picture the elegant, refined woman standing in front of her looking anything but perfectly put together. “What changed?”

Joanna winked. “I met Edward and was instantly attracted. And I could tell right away he came from money – a great deal of it – so I knew I’d need to change my image very quickly if I wanted to keep his attention. My mother actually wept with joy when I begged her to take me shopping and have my hair done.”

Tessa was still laughing at the story when she and Joanna descended the staircase to the foyer, where Ian and Edward were waiting for them. Both men were wearing tuxedos – Ian in his custom made Brioni – and her pulse rate picked up considerably when she saw how magnificent he looked. And then she saw the way he was staring at her, his eyes raking over her body, not missing one single detail, and she felt a different sort of thrill.

Ian kissed his mother’s cheek as she reached the landing, mouthing a silent “thank you” before handing her off to Edward. He didn’t wait for Tessa to descend the final few stairs, meeting her halfway as his arm curled about her waist, crushing her against him.

He murmured “Hello, beautiful,” just before taking her mouth in the sort of deeply passionate kiss that one normally would not want one’s parents to witness. Tessa made a feeble attempt to break away, but his arm was like an iron band around her, holding her firmly in place as he kissed her thoroughly.

It was only the sound of Edward rather loudly clearing his throat that made Ian finally lift his head with an impatient sigh.

“Ian, my boy, if you thought the girl looked ravishing all you had to do was tell her so,” admonished Edward sternly. “Your mother and I didn’t need to, er, share an intimate moment with you.”

“Speak for yourself,” chided Joanna teasingly. “I don’t blame Ian for getting a bit carried away. Tessa looks – breathtaking, there’s really no other way to describe her.”

“I can think of several,” Ian declared. “Gorgeous, stunning, just like Cinderella. She is simply – splendid.”

Tessa’s eyes got misty as he whispered the last word to her, the exact same one she’d once used to describe him. But as soon as Joanna saw the shimmer of tears, she clucked in disapproval.

“Ah, no tears, Tessa. You’ll ruin your eye makeup. And thanks to my very amorous son, your lip gloss is already mussed. You’ll need to fix it in the limo, dear.”

But as Ian escorted her out the front door and into the waiting limo he’d hired for the night, he whispered to her in a wicked voice. “I’ve got a feeling you’ll be reapplying that lip gloss all night long, love.”

The benefit ball for the symphony was being held in the grand ballroom of the Gregson Hotel, the same venue where the office Christmas party had taken place. Tessa was both thrilled and terrified at what was really her first major appearance out in public with Ian. They had been out numerous times together, of course, to dinner and shopping, the gym, and even to a few business dinners. But Ian had very intentionally been declining a number of invitations to events like tonight’s ball, wanting to give Tessa some time to get used to his lifestyle, and also somewhat selfishly desiring to keep her to himself for as long as possible.

Tonight, though, it would have been nearly impossible for him not to make an appearance. The ball was being held in the hotel he owned, he was a known patron of the symphony, and his parents were old friends of the conductor. So it had been decided that this would be Tessa’s unofficial introduction into San Francisco society, and she was extremely grateful she’d had both Joanna and Marlene to give her the sort of advice she would need to successfully navigate her way through the evening.

Ian remained glued to her side from the moment they arrived, and seemed more than content to let everyone else in the room come to them, rather than seek others out directly. He kept an arm wrapped possessively around her waist, his fingers splayed over her hipbone, silently sending out the message that she was most definitely his woman. Tessa sipped expensive champagne, smiled politely until her jaw ached, and instantly forgot the name of every person she was introduced to.

“How do you do it?” she murmured to Ian in a dumbfounded voice. “I don’t remember the name of the last person we just met, much less the first one.”

He laughed softly, pressing a kiss to her temple, ignoring the flash of the photographer’s camera that captured the image. “Practice, my love. Years and years of practice. You’ll learn soon enough, especially as you tend to see the same group of people at most of these events. Speaking of which.” His hand gripped her hipbone just a bit tighter. “I was hoping to avoid them, blast it, but unfortunately Alicia’s parents are making a beeline for us. It had to happen sometime, darling, so it may as well be now.”

Even if Ian hadn’t told her who they were, Tessa would have recognized Alicia’s mother instantly, for the two women bore a very strong resemblance to the other. Claire Spencer had the same pale blonde hair, slender build and fake smile that her daughter did, her voice sickeningly sweet as she greeted Ian. Claire’s smile seemed to freeze in place when he introduced Tessa, especially when she spied the possessive manner in which he was holding her close to his side. Still, good manners insisted that she take Tessa’s proffered hand and give it a brief, polite shake.

Alicia’s father – Bradley – was considerably friendlier, and Tessa wondered if the rather obvious scent of bourbon on his breath had anything to do with that. He took Tessa’s hand in a very firm grip, even bringing it to his lips. Tessa had to suppress a shudder at the feel of his cold, clammy lips on her skin and she drew her hand away as quickly as possible.

“So you’re the pretty young thing we saw Ian with at dinner that night,” teased Bradley in a booming, jovial voice. He was an attractive man – or had been before age and too much booze had given him a paunch and the sort of florid complexion that came from overindulging. “I was all set to come over and introduce ourselves but Claire here thought you looked a bit – er, occupied.”

Ian’s fingers bit into Tessa’s waist, betraying his annoyance. “Well, I appreciate your consideration, both of you. And you’re quite right – Tessa and I were rather intent on having our privacy that evening.”

He diplomatically excused them after a few more minutes of polite chit chat, murmuring in Tessa’s ear as they walked away, “Now you can see why I prefer to avoid them at these sort of events. That fat bastard Bradley never took his eyes off your breasts the entire time. Rather revolting, considering his own daughter is several years older than you.”

This time Tessa didn’t even try to suppress a shudder. “Revolting is the word for it, all right. Ugh, he reminds me of one of those fish with the huge lips. What are they called?”

Ian burst out laughing, not caring a whit that he instantly drew the attention of a dozen or more couples in the area. “I believe the species you’re thinking of is a grouper. And yes, I do see a vague resemblance now that you mention it. But if he dares to kiss your hand again, I’ll very happily shove my fist into those fish lips of his.”

She grinned, resting her head on his shoulder as he plucked two more champagne flutes off a passing waiter’s try. “I wonder how long it will take Claire to spread the news about me to Alicia. She’s probably texting her as we speak.”

Ian’s hand slid to her bare shoulder, giving it a squeeze as he murmured, “Actually, darling, I’m afraid Alicia’s already figured it out for herself. Stay with me now, all right? The little witch wouldn’t dare say anything nasty in my presence.”

But Tessa couldn’t prevent the cold fingers of dread that crept up her spine as she glanced up to meet the murderous glare of her former co-worker. Alicia’s normally pretty face was scrunched up into an angry, ugly expression, and if looks could kill, Tessa would have suffered a mortal wound by now.

As he’d been doing all evening thus far, Ian didn’t go to Alicia and her date, but let them come to him. Tessa noted that Alicia had paled significantly, and was still staring at her with a shell-shocked expression.

Ian quite deliberately chose to act as if there wasn’t the slightest thing unusual about Tessa being here this evening, and on his arm nonetheless. “Good evening, Alicia. A pleasure to see you as always. And of course, I’m sure you’re delighted to see Tessa again.”

Alicia’s mouth opened but she seemed to have great difficulty in speaking as she stared at Tessa in disbelief, taking in her gown, her hair, the sapphires.

Tessa, desperate to fill in the increasingly awkward silence, extended her hand to Alicia. “It’s good to see you, Alicia. How have you been?”

Alicia stared at Tessa’s outstretched hand like it was a coiled snake. “How – why are you here?” Her voice was a hoarse whisper, barely audible.

Ian swiftly interceded. “I would have thought that the answer to that was quite obvious, Alicia. Tessa is here with me this evening as my guest.”

Alicia was almost shaking with suppressed rage. “You’re dating her?” she hissed. Her fists clenched as though she’d love nothing better than to pull Tessa’s hair out of its intricately arranged twist.

Ian smiled, but it wasn’t a particularly pleasant expression. “Tessa and I are together, yes. In fact, she’s moved in with me.” Not waiting to see how Alicia reacted to that bombshell, Ian extended his hand to her date. “Hello, I believe we may have met at our office Christmas party. Ian Gregson – Alicia’s employer. Have you met Tessa before this evening?”

While Alicia’s date Ross exchanged pleasantries with Ian, Tessa dared to glance up at Alicia and almost recoiled from the icy cold rage stamped on the other woman’s face. Tessa was very well aware of how long Alicia had plotted and schemed to one day attract Ian’s attention and date him herself. Tessa also knew that Alicia had never liked her, had overheard the scathing comments and thinly veiled insults she’d made about her. She shuddered to imagine what horrible, nasty thoughts must be going through Alicia’s mind right about now.

Fortunately, Ian was very well aware of the animosity being directed Tessa’s way and suavely steered her away to greet another couple. As they walked in the opposite direction of Alicia and Ross, Tessa released a long sigh of relief.

Ian rubbed the back of her neck in his usual soothing manner. “All right there, love?”

She grimaced. “Glad to have that over with, that’s for sure. But can you check my back for claw marks? And I’ve got a terrible chill all of a sudden – must be that case of frostbite I just caught.”

He snickered and caressed the bare skin of her shoulder blades. “She was green with jealously, love. Not only are you ten times more beautiful than she is, but her own date couldn’t take his eyes off of you. Maybe I should have security check her bag for any sharp objects.”

Tessa shook her head. “You know, I should have expected something like this to happen. I had that bad feeling I get sometimes when I have these premonitions. And of course it just happens to be a Wednesday.”

“Darling, I’ve told you a dozen times. That’s just a coincidence. I refuse to believe that bad things haven’t happened on other days of the week. Or that good things haven’t happened occasionally on Wednesdays.”

“Not very many,” she replied somewhat grudgingly. “And I still say it’s some sort of weird curse.”

Tessa’s good humor was restored a couple of minutes later when they met up with Ian’s good friend Matthew Bennett and his wife Lindsey. Tessa had never met Lindsey before, but knew Matthew from the gym and liked him a lot. He was kind and friendly, and she found it hard to believe he was actually a billionaire, for he seemed like one of the most genuine, down to earth people she’d ever met. Not as classically handsome as Ian, Matthew was nonetheless a very attractive man – a little shorter and leaner than Ian, his light brown hair cut in a short, slightly spiky style. And though he wore his tuxedo well, he didn’t seem like the sort of man who liked wearing formal attire or even a suit. He also didn’t seem especially thrilled about attending this ball tonight, unlike his wife who appeared to be having a wonderful time.

Lindsey was laughing, tossing back glass after glass of champagne, and also flirting somewhat outrageously with Ian – a situation that was embarrassing Matthew, pissing off Tessa, and making Ian extremely uncomfortable. Lindsey was a pretty woman, and looked amazing for being forty, the same age as her husband. Petite with glossy dark brown hair and green eyes, she was definitely making sure every male in the room noticed her rather obvious assets showcased by the slinky, low-cut black gown she wore. Tessa was certainly no expert on the subject, but she was almost positive the older woman’s gravity defying breasts couldn’t possibly be real.

Fortunately, Ian had long ago mastered the art of fending off unwanted female attention, and very diplomatically extricated himself and Tessa from what could have become a very awkward situation.

“Poor Matthew,” murmured Tessa in a hushed tone as Ian walked them in the opposite direction of the married couple. “He looked mortified at the way Lindsey kept flirting with you. And it’s a very good thing you got us out of there when you did, because if she tried shoving those fake tits of hers into your face one more time I was going to take her down.”

Ian started to laugh almost uncontrollably, until he became aware of all the curious glances directed his way. Trying to muffle his laughter but not doing a very good job of it, he pulled Tessa into his arms and turned his face against her hair.

“My little tigress,” he murmured, his body still shaking with mirth. “And here I thought I was the only one of us with violent tendencies when it comes to someone poaching on my territory. I’m very glad to know I can count on you in the future to – ah, defend my virtue.”

Tessa couldn’t help laughing along with him. “I think those kickboxing classes I’ve been taking have brought out my protective side. You told me once that you always look out for what’s yours. You’ve got to know that it’s the same for me.” She kissed his cheek before adding softly, “You’re mine, Ian, and no other woman can ever have you.”

Ian’s fingers bit into her waist and she could feel the outline of his erection through the fragile fabric of her gown. “Christ, I wish like hell there weren’t hundreds of people here right now. Because I have the card key for the owner’s suite in my pocket, and I’d love nothing better than to quietly disappear with you and lock ourselves in for a few hours.”

She smiled at him in a deliberately provocative manner. “I wouldn’t say no to that idea. Maybe another time, hmm?”

He gave her a lingering kiss on the mouth, evidently not giving a damn how many people were watching. “It’s a date, love.”

***

Alicia was seething, her barely controlled temper ready to snap at a moment’s notice. She couldn’t recall a time in her twenty-nine years when she’d been this angry, or so in need to throw something. Or better yet, kick someone. Especially if that someone was a certain blonde tramp who had effectively managed to ruin Alicia’s entire evening. No, make that her entire life.

“Hey, everything okay?” asked Ross, who was seated to her right.

Alicia glared at her date, who she was this close to dumping for good. She had never considered him good enough for her, and wasn’t at all sure why she was still dating such a loser. And seeing him here tonight among all of these rich, successful men only served to emphasize his shortcomings.

“Fine, yes. Why do you keep asking?” she snapped. This was at least the third time he’d inquired about her rather obvious agitation.

Ross shrugged. “Maybe because you’ve been hitting the booze pretty hard tonight. Not to mention being a little – uh, testy.”

Her voice was dripping with ice as she replied, “If I need a lecture my parents are seated just across the table from us.”

Ross threw his hands up in frustration. “Suit yourself, Alicia. I’m just concerned about you, okay? But as usual, you snap my head off whenever I try to do something nice. I’ll keep my mouth shut for the rest of the evening.”

Alicia defiantly drained her wine glass. She had been drinking rather heavily this evening, but who could blame her? After the shock she’d suffered earlier, it was small wonder she wasn’t trying to drown herself in booze right now.

When she’d continued to hear the increasing rumors about Ian and his new blonde girlfriend, she never in a million years would have suspected that woman to be Tessa. Alicia had been stunned speechless to recognize her former co-worker clinging to Ian’s arm and looking like some sort of fucking princess. It was a joke, really, that the naïve, somewhat awkward girl who’d dressed in discount store clothes and clearance rack shoes would be here tonight wearing that regal Marchesa gown, with real sapphires at her throat and ears. Alicia grudgingly conceded that Tessa had always been pretty, but now, tonight, in the right clothes and her hair done up, she was striking. Enough so that Ian Gregson hadn’t allowed her to leave his side all night, or been able to tear his eyes from her for more than a minute at a time.

Alicia wondered wildly how and when they had started seeing each other, and why it had been Tessa – of all people – who’d finally managed to snag the attention of the elusive Brit. She clenched her fists as she thought of all the times she and Gina and the others had gossiped freely about their boss, speculating on who he might be dating or banging, and joking bawdily about Alicia’s potential chances with him one day. And all that time Miss Goody Two-Shoes Tessa had never said one word or even blinked an eyelash, keeping her nose to the grindstone as she always did and refusing to participate in any gossip. Tessa had never once betrayed any interest in Ian, and certainly their standoffish employer had always kept his distance from the support staff.

Had they been seeing each other in secret all this time, since Tessa had begun working at the office? But no, Alicia truly didn’t think Mr. Prim and Proper would fuck a married woman, so this little fling of theirs had begun more recently. And the more she stewed over the matter, the more it was that certain things started to become clear.

Like why Tessa had suddenly been appointed to fill in for Andrew when that had never happened in the past. And why Ian had rather abruptly stopped being seen in public with any of his usual escorts, and then stopped attending certain events altogether. The wheels kept spinning as she realized the “hot blonde” her parents had seen Ian dining with must have been Tessa, and that the “friend” the bitch had stayed with after the fire at her apartment was most likely Ian.

And it would certainly explain why she’d quit her job, a question the whole team had puzzled over for weeks. No one had been able to figure out where she was getting the money to travel or take an extended break, though Kevin had half-jokingly guessed she had some rich new boyfriend taking care of her. Alicia had dismissed his theory as ridiculous, but now it all made horrible, awful sense.

Tessa had left the company because she’d been fucking the boss. Now wouldn’t that make for some really, really juicy gossip. Except, thought Alicia with a snarl, it would be humiliating beyond belief to admit to her co-workers – and especially her roommate, best friend, and staunch supporter Gina – that the man she’d salivated over for the past four and a half years had chosen a slut like Tessa over her.

And any thoughts she might have of causing trouble for Ian were swiftly abandoned. First, she couldn’t prove a damned thing, especially since Tessa had already quit. Alicia was willing to bet that righteous prick Andrew knew everything, but trying to pry any information out of him was a complete waste of time. If Alicia was foolish enough to ask him anything the least bit personal about Ian, Andrew would merely give her a scathing look and tell her to get back to work.

And that was yet another problem. Admittedly, she’d been slacking off a bit on the job lately, though no more so than any of the others. Andrew, however, had chosen to make some sort of example of her, calling her under the carpet for a variety of grievances – tardiness, taking too many breaks, sending personal emails (which the bastard had actually had the balls to read), and screwing up on some travel arrangements she’d made for several of the managers. Andrew had let her off with a warning, but the dickwad had actually threatened her with formal probation next time.

No, making any accusations or spreading gossip about Ian at this time would be extremely unwise, and that realization only made Alicia angrier. The need to lash out was overwhelming, but with her parents present she was forced to keep a damper on her emotions.

It became harder and harder to control her temper, though, as the evening wore on. From her place at the dinner table, she unfortunately had a good vantage point of the table where Ian and Tessa were sitting, and it made her stomach hurt to observe how lovey-dovey the two of them were acting. Each time Ian kissed the bitch’s cheek, Alicia wanted to follow it up with a hard slap. When he caressed the nape of her neck, Alicia’s fingers itched to yank a long strand of Tessa’s blonde hair out by the roots. And when the dancing started and she watched how closely Ian held Tessa in his arms – not to mention the tender, loving way he gazed into her eyes – she feared she might upchuck the small amount of food she’d been able to consume.

But when she spied Tessa leaving the ballroom and heading towards the ladies lounge, Alicia surged to her feet like a panther scenting its prey. She ignored Ross’ voice asking where she was going, or her mother calling after her in concern. She was more than a little tipsy at this point, and had to weave her way carefully around the tables. But she was determined to corner that little bitch and get a few things off her mind.

Tessa was visibly startled when she left the toilets to find Alicia pacing back and forth in the adjoining lounge. It gave Alicia great satisfaction to see the fear in Tessa’s blue eyes, the same look a small animal had when it knew it was trapped. Alicia noted with some relief that the two of them appeared to be the only ones in the lounge, though at this point she was so worked up it wouldn’t have mattered if three dozen people were present.

“It won’t last you know,” Alicia told her boldly. “He’ll get tired of you quicker than you can blink an eye. You’re nowhere near good enough for a man like him, Tessa, not even close. What the hell does he see in a stupid bitch like you anyway?”

Except for the slight tightening of her mouth, Tessa didn’t betray the slightest emotion, which only infuriated Alicia more.

“He loves me,” was all the bitch said in a calm, serene voice that made Alicia want to scream. “And I love him. He doesn’t care about anything else.”

“But he will. One day soon when he gets tired of banging you, he’ll realize what a mistake he’s made,” raged Alicia. “You’re nobody, Tessa, fucking nobody. You have no education, no family, no breeding. You used to buy your clothes from Ross Dress for Less, and wear shoes with worn out heels. And you might be all dressed up tonight but deep down you’re still nobody and that’s never going to change.”

It gave Alicia great satisfaction to see the tears pool up in Tessa’s eyes, and the way her lip started to tremble. But still the bitch wouldn’t break, despite the fact that her voice was a little less steady.

“None of that matters,” replied Tessa quietly. “To either of us. He loves me for who I am, not what school I did or didn’t go to, or where I bought my clothes. Ian’s a good man, the very best, and you’re the one, Alicia, who will never be good enough for him.”

“How dare you!” screamed Alicia. “I’m exactly the sort of woman he needs. I went to fucking Wellesley, the best women’s college in the country. I was a debutante, my mother’s family is one of the oldest in San Francisco, and my father is the top criminal attorney in the state. You couldn’t pick a more perfect woman to be worthy of Ian Gregson.”

“Except for one very important fact,” murmured Tessa. “He doesn’t love you, Alicia. In fact, I don’t think he even likes you very much.”

“Shut up!” Alicia’s rage was off the charts by now and she advanced on Tessa until she was close enough to grasp her by the arm. “How would you like it if I told everyone in the office that the boss was fucking one of his employees? I don’t suppose that would go over very well with the higher ups, would it?”

Tessa grimaced as Alicia dug long fingernails into the flesh of her bare arm. “First of all, I don’t work there any longer as you well know. And second, considering that his father is about as high up as you can get and that he knows all about us, I’m not really sure what sort of trouble you think you can cause.”

“Oooh, meek little Tessa is finally growing a spine I see,” sneered Alicia. “You make me sick. You were always so prim and proper, sticking your nose up in the air when we would gossip about other people in the office. I wonder why you never said anything all the times we’d talk about the boss man. Afraid of showing your cards, I’ll bet. Exactly how long have you been screwing him, Tessa?”

Tessa’s mouth tightened angrily. “Our relationship is none of your business, Alicia. I have no intention of talking to you about it.”

Alicia shook her head. “No wonder you always seemed to get the best assignments, why Andrew always seemed to favor you. It was because the boss wanted you for himself all along. Tell me, bitch, when he asked you to do all those spreadsheets for him, were you spreading something else at the same time? Your legs, maybe?”

Tessa gasped, and was struggling to maintain her composure when a pair of heels clicked rather loudly on the marble floor of the toilet area. Alicia glanced up, ready to tell the unwelcome intruder to mind their own business, when the words caught in her throat.

Joanna Gregson was regarding Alicia like she was something scraped off the bottom of a shoe. Both Alicia and Tessa were silent as Ian’s mother glided their way with carefully measured strides, a smile on her face that somehow chilled Alicia to the bone.

“Tessa, dear, you really ought to get back. Ian will be missing you,” said Joanna gently. “Tell him and my husband that I’ll be along shortly.” When Tessa hesitated, Joanna gave her a little push. “Go, my dear. I’ll join you once I have a little chat with the young – er, lady.”

Tessa gave a quick nod and then hurried out of the lounge.

Mrs. Gregson refocused that chilling smile on Alicia. “You’re a very pretty young woman. Your name, dear?”

Alicia swallowed with some difficulty. “Alicia Spencer, ma’am.”

Joanna fingered the fabric of Alicia’s pale lilac gown. “Lovely dress. Dior, I believe?” At Alicia’s nod she continued. “Pretty face, beautiful dress, but such an ugly soul. And frankly, it doesn’t seem that your years at a prestigious school like Wellesley did much to teach you things like good manners.”

Alicia flushed and began to stammer an apology. “I’m very sorry you had to overhear all that, Mrs. Gregson. I’m just - ”

“Disappointed that Ian didn’t choose you?” Joanna raised a dainty brow. “My dear, there have been a great many girls like you over the years who’ve pursued Ian – pretty, well-bred, well-educated. The woman he was engaged to once was very much like yourself. But do you know why none of them ever held his attention – why he didn’t pick you over – ah, what did you call Tessa – oh, yes, a nobody?”

Alicia could only shake her head, too cowed to utter a reply.

“It’s because that girl loves him for who he truly is,” replied Joanna softly. “She sees far beyond the man that everyone else sees, beyond his obvious attributes like good looks and wealth and power. And that is why there will never be anyone else for either of them. Because deep down, where it really matters, they are two of the kindest, purest souls you’ll ever meet, and somehow they’ve managed to find each other.”

Alicia stared rather sullenly at her shoes, refusing to acknowledge what Ian’s mother had just said. She knew – just knew – that bitch Tessa was most likely telling Ian all the awful things she’d just said to her, and wondered wildly how she was going to talk her way out of this, especially when his mother had apparently overheard every word.

“How long have your worked for our company, dear?”

Alicia was a bit startled at the question but replied, “Almost five years, Mrs. Gregson.”

Joanna nodded. “Ah, well, that will look impressive on your resume, won’t it? And if you don’t have it up to date, I’d strongly advise polishing it up, dear. Maybe at the same time you’re typing up the letter of resignation I’ll tell my son to be expecting on his desk tomorrow morning. Now, do be sure and enjoy the rest of your evening, Alicia. And lay off the alcohol, dear. Otherwise your complexion will start to look like your father’s before you know it.”

With a charming smile, Joanna exited the lounge, allowing Alicia the dignity of sobbing her heart out in private.



Chapter Twenty-Two

June

“Hmm. Good morning.”

Ian glanced up from his newspaper and smiled at the sight of the gorgeous blonde framed in the doorway. Her hair was rumpled and she was in the middle of a very wide yawn. He knew that beneath her long white cotton robe with its ruffled neckline that she would be nude, and his blood immediately started pumping a little hotter at this realization. Even with a severe case of bedhead and not a scrap of makeup, his girl never failed to arouse him, often just by being in the same room.

“Tired?” At her nod, he gave her an indulgent look. “You should have kept sleeping then, love. After all, we were up a bit late last night and will probably be so again tonight.”

Tessa shrugged, causing the gaping neckline of her robe to slide over her bare shoulder. “I got lonely in there without you. Why didn’t you wake me up?”

Ian chuckled. “For the same reason I ought to be tucking you back into bed right now. You obviously need your rest, darling. We have plenty of time until the wedding, you know. Why don’t you go back to sleep for a bit?”

She shook her head and started walking over to where he sat on the sofa. He sat up a little straighter, watching with unabashed interest as her robe parted with each step, revealing the endlessly long length of her legs. Ian held out his arms as she sat down next to him, cuddling her close and kissing the top of her head.

“Mmm, this is so nice,” she purred, burrowing her head against his shoulder. “I missed waking up with you.”

He stroked her tangled curls lovingly, and couldn’t prevent the way his body responded all too quickly to the feel of her unbound breasts crushed against his ribcage. “I promise to stay in bed with you tomorrow morning. We’ll sleep in as late as possible, all right? After all, another perk of owning this place is that I don’t have to worry about trivial details like check-out times.”

They were spending the weekend at the company’s luxury resort in Pebble Beach, the gated community adjacent to the quaint coastal town of Carmel. Today was Julia and Nathan’s wedding, and Ian was glad to see that the couple would be enjoying warm, sunny weather on their special day.

Ian nearly always used the owner’s suite when he visited one of the company’s properties, unless there was some dignitary or celebrity who’d requested it. At those times he would simply stay in another, smaller suite, much like the one he and Tessa were occupying now. As part of their wedding present to the couple, Ian had arranged for them to stay in the owner’s suite, though Nathan had had the plush accommodations all to himself last night. Even though he and Julia had been living together for almost a year, she’d insisted on sleeping apart the night before their wedding as tradition called for, and had stayed at her parents’ home in nearby Carmel Highlands. Ian gave Nathan a great deal of credit for abiding by his bride-to-be’s wishes; for himself, he honestly didn’t think he could ever willingly spend a night without Tessa in his bed.

“Why don’t you let me fix you some tea, love? Then we can call down for breakfast when you’re ready,” he offered.

Tessa gave another yawn. “I can get it. Why don’t you go back to your newspaper?”

“Hush. I’ll read it later. I’d much rather spend time with you. Be right back.”

Their suite was equipped with a state of the art beverage bar that included a Nespresso single serve coffeemaker with a wide assortment of brews, and a sophisticated electric kettle and selection of Tazo teas. He brewed them each a cup of their favorite Darjeeling blend, then carried the two steaming mugs back into the living room area.

“Mmm, thank you,” murmured Tessa after taking the first sip. “Just what I needed.” She had tucked her legs up under her, and he ran his hand up and down the back of her calf.

“My pleasure, love. And the least I can do, considering how many other times you’re the one brewing our morning tea.”

She gave him a sweet smile, the sort that never failed to make his throat catch just a little. “You know I don’t mind, know how much I love taking care of you.”

Ian’s fingers moved to her ankle, then her instep, giving her the sort of little foot massage he knew she adored. “The feeling is very mutual, my sweet.”

Tessa gave a satisfied little groan as he continued to rub her foot, the sound she made more than enough to interest his already semi-hard cock. “Oh, and that feels so good. You’re way better than a professional masseuse, you know. Magic hands.”

He cocked his head at her. “Even better than Sasha?”

Tessa’s yoga teacher slash massage therapist had been to the house on several occasions by now, and had worked her magic on both of them. Ian had been a bit skeptical when Tessa had raved about how good she was. He’d mostly been used to receiving massages from men, largely because he didn’t consider a female quite strong enough to be able to dig deep into the thick layers of muscle that covered his body. His skepticism had only grown stronger when he’d met Sasha for the first time – a slender, graceful young woman of no more than medium height. But it had become apparent within five minutes that she was an exceptionally skilled masseuse, with the knack of finding spots he hadn’t even known were sore. She also had a calm, serene nature about her that soothed the mind and the spirit as well as the body.

Tessa gave him an impish grin. “Well, she might have more experience but you’re way hotter. I’d much rather have your hands on my body than anyone else’s.”

He gave a low growl and tightened his hand around her ankle. “Well, I would most definitely second that opinion, darling. And no other man had better even think of putting his hands on this body of yours.”

She blew him a kiss. “Same here. Except for Sasha, of course. At least I know when she touches you it’s to make you scream with pain and not pleasure.”

He laughed as he reached for the room service menu. “Feel like eating breakfast now?”

“In a minute.” She sat up on the sofa, her feet touching the carpeted floor, and he could tell by the way she was worrying her bottom lip that something was on her mind. “I, um, wanted to talk to you about something first.”

Ian lounged back against the sofa cushions, his arm draped along the back. “Go ahead, love. You know you can always talk to me about anything, don’t you?”

Tessa nodded. “I know. And, well, we’ve discussed this subject before but I just thought of a different approach to it. It’s – well, about school.”

He frowned. “We have had this discussion, several times. And I already know what you’re going to say, Tessa. You don’t want to start college in the fall because it will keep us apart when I have to travel. Darling, nothing has changed since the last time we had this talk. As awful as it will be not to see each other as often, it’s also important for you to get your degree. We’ll work it out, don’t worry.”

She lifted her gaze to his, giving a slight shake of her head. “You don’t understand. Listen to me, Ian, please?” At his assent she continued. “I was looking at the university’s website the other day, mostly doing some more research on courses, when I realized they have an entire online program. All of the classes I’d need to get my degree are offered via distance learning. I’d still have to go to the campus in person for mid-terms and finals and for a couple of meetings, but that’s it. So I could still travel with you while getting my degree. What – what do you think?”

A slow smile crossed his features. “I think you’re a very sweet and generous girl to be willing to do something like that for me – correction, for us. But, darling, part of the whole college experience involves being on campus, sitting in lecture halls, making friends. You’d miss out on all that if you chose this other option.”

“I don’t care about that stuff,” she declared firmly. “I mean, let’s face it. It’s not like I’m eighteen years old and fresh out of high school any longer. Most of the students will be anywhere from five to seven years younger than I am. Plus, it’s still hard for me to talk to people and make friends most of the time.”

Ian cupped her cheek in his palm. “I don’t want you choosing this other option because of me. I want what’s best for you, Tessa.”

She turned her face into his palm and pressed a kiss there. Her blue eyes were filled with tenderness. “This is best for me. For us. We can still be together this way, Ian, it’s the perfect solution.” She rose up on her knees, slipping her arms around his neck as she gazed down at him. “You told me on the night of our very first date that there wasn’t anything you wouldn’t do for me. Well, I’m telling you now it’s the same for me. There is nothing – absolutely nothing – I wouldn’t do for you. And if that means taking my classes online rather than in person so that we don’t have to be separated – my darling Ian, that’s the easiest decision I’ll ever have to make in my life.”

He was speechless at her impassioned words, the way she was looking at him with so much love. He stared at her for long seconds, scarcely daring to breathe because his heart was brimming over with so much love, so much desire, and so much need. He was powerfully, immensely aroused, to know that this gorgeous, giving, loving woman was his, and that she had just sworn steadfast devotion to him.

His hands were trembling as they moved to the sash of her cotton robe, the gaping ruffled neckline giving him a generous glimpse of her cleavage. He needed her naked right now, needed to bury himself inside of her as deeply as he could get, to mark her as his in the most primitive way possible.

“Take this off.”

At his hoarsely muttered words, her eyes grew big and round, her mouth parting in a lush “O”. But she was quick to do his bidding, untying the robe and pushing it off her shoulders to bare her ripe, glowing body to his devouring gaze.

His hands slid up her arms and into her hair, tilting her head back as his gaze bored into hers. “I need to take you, Tessa. Just – let me, all right? I won’t hurt you but I can’t be gentle right now either.”

She gave a quick nod and he groaned, even as he stripped off his T-shirt and pajama bottoms. She gasped at the sight of his immensely swollen erection and reached out to touch him, only to have his fingers clamp down around her wrist.

“No. Like this. I need you like this.”

He flipped her onto her stomach, spreading her thighs apart. He stretched both of her arms above her head, placing her hands on the arm of the sofa.

“Hold on to that tight. Don’t let go,” he ordered.

“O-okay,” was all she seemed capable of saying in response.

Then, with one dominant surge, he mounted her and drove deep inside her tight, clenching pussy. The cry of surrender that escaped Tessa’s throat was one of the most erotic sounds he’d ever heard, and he groaned as he took her hard, his chest flush against her back. This was what he’d needed to do so desperately after she’d so sweetly declared her devotion to him – to fuck her hard, to brand her with his possession, with intense and utter domination. She was the only woman in his entire life that he’d ever felt this way about, the only one in his forty years of living that he’d ever wanted to claim.

Tessa was mewling against the sofa cushions, clutching the arm rest for dear life, as he continued to pound into her with hard, powerful strokes. He worked a hand between their co-joined bodies and found her clit, hearing her gasp as he rubbed the hard little nub.

He was too far gone, too consumed with lust and need and love to care if he was crushing her or not, his body so much heavier and muscular than hers. But if he was hurting her she gave no indication, didn’t try to resist his domination of her body. She whimpered when he sucked hard on the back of her neck, marking her with his love bite, and the blood roared in his ears at the little sounds she made.

Feeling himself drawing ever closer to release, he reared back onto his knees and pulled her up with him, his chest pressed against her back. Tessa’s head fell back limply onto his shoulder as she gasped for breath, and then she was panting as his fingers plucked at her engorged nipple while the other hand stimulated her clit, all while he continued to fuck her with barely controlled force.

Her orgasm shook her whole body, and she would have collapsed onto the sofa if he hadn’t banded an arm around her waist to hold her in place. Ian shouted incoherent, raw words of pleasure as he followed her over the edge, continuing to pump into her body long after he was empty. When he could breathe again – though not necessarily think – he folded her into his arms, dragging her onto his lap.

Tessa spoke first, her voice whisper soft. “I assume since you own this hotel that the staff will overlook the big wet stain we’re leaving on this sofa.”

His shoulders shook with mirth. “Let’s put it this way, love. Not a one of them would have the nerve to bring the subject up.”

She smiled, and tenderly brushed damp strands of hair back off his face. “I love it when you’re in boss man mode. How everyone snaps to attention and bends over backwards to please you.” She nibbled on his earlobe. “And I especially love it when you’re the boss in our bed.”

He chuckled, pulling her astride his lap and squeezing the firm cheeks of her ass. “And I love how you, uh, just bent over backwards for me.”

Tessa gasped in mock outrage, giving him a little shove. “As I recall, I wasn’t exactly given a choice in the matter.”

“No, you weren’t.” Ian sobered, tracing his thumb over her lips. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

She shook her head. “No, you could never hurt me, Ian. Though it might be a little difficult to walk a straight line today.”

“I’ll hold you up, darling,” he murmured, pulling her head down to his for a long, lingering kiss. “Though a hot bath might help both of us. I’m a bit shaky myself.”

“Not surprising, considering how you were pretty much in barbarian mode a little while ago,” she teased. “I never imagined when I told you I was going to do online classes that you’d be quite so, ah, thrilled.”

“It wasn’t just that and you know it.” He brushed a soft kiss on her lips. “It was what you told me about doing absolutely anything for me. That just – touched something in me, made me go a little crazy with needing you. All I knew at that moment was that I had to own you completely, be just as raw and honest as you had been with me.”

Tessa touched her forehead to his. “I love you, Ian. And I meant every single word.”

“My sweet, darling girl. You are the love of my life. Now, let’s see about that bath and then breakfast, hmm? After all, we have a wedding to attend.”

***

Julia looked breathtakingly beautiful, Nathan incredibly handsome, and their wedding was rather like a fairytale. At least it seemed that way to Tessa, who had never actually attended a wedding before. She and Peter had married in a brief, rather clinical ceremony at City Hall, and the extent of their celebration had consisted of eating dinner at the Olive Garden. She had seen a lot of lavish weddings being set up when she’d worked at the Tucson resort, but had never actually attended any of them, of course.

Tessa had gotten a little misty eyed while her friends were exchanging their heartfelt vows, and she smiled gratefully at Ian when he took her hand.

“It’s so romantic, isn’t it?” she whispered.

In reply, he merely pressed a kiss to her temple and squeezed her hand a little tighter.

The words he had spoken to her last month during his parents’ visit suddenly came back to tease her – what he’d said about her being his wife one day. He hadn’t mentioned anything further about marriage since that evening, and she hadn’t permitted herself to think about it too much. But now, in this exquisitely romantic garden setting, with a string quartet playing, flowers everywhere, and two starry eyed lovers pledging themselves to each other, it was easy to imagine her own potential nuptials one day. At the same time, though, the idea made her a little sad, because unlike Julia she had no doting father to give her away, no proud mother watching teary eyed from the front row of seats, and no devoted sister to stand as her maid of honor. If Ian did in fact marry her someday, it would really only be his family and friends in attendance, and it occurred to Tessa for the first time since moving in with him just how alone she would be without him.

Impatiently, she forced her maudlin thoughts aside just as the minister was pronouncing Nathan and Julia to be husband and wife. With something of a twinkle in his eye, the white haired officiate nodded at the rather impatient groom.

“Well, go ahead, Nathan, it’s finally time. You may kiss the bride.”

Tessa joined in the applause as a grinning Nathan wasted no time in sweeping Julia into his arms and kissing her soundly, not seeming to notice that two hundred other people – including her father and uncle – were watching them intently. Somewhere to her left Tessa heard loud whoops and cat calls, as well as several suggestive comments being shouted out.

Ian murmured in her ear, clearly amused. “The, ah, cheering section there would be Nathan’s old college mates that I told you about.”

“The ones from the bachelor party?” At Ian’s nod, Tessa glanced over at the group of a dozen or so noisy thirty-somethings in concern. “Oh, God, I hope they don’t ruin Julia’s wedding! From what she’s told me – and what you saw firsthand - they can get a little rowdy.”

Ian arched a brow. “A little rowdy? Darling, a rugby match is a little rowdy. Nathan’s chums over there take rowdy to whole new levels. Think Animal House on steroids.”

Tessa suppressed a giggle, especially when the string quartet started to play a rousing version of the Beatles’ All You Need is Love as the recessional. She’d heard all about the drunken bachelor party – where Ian had drolly told her he’d been not only the oldest but the most sober of the attendees. It had taken place the same night as Julia’s only slightly less wild bachelorette party, to which Tessa had been invited.

Fortunately, Nathan’s friends quieted down long enough for him to walk down the aisle with his beaming bride on his arm, the two of them waving and smiling to as many guests as they could. When Julia saw Tessa and Ian she blew them a kiss before continuing down the white carpet to the back of the outdoor chapel.

“She looks so beautiful,” sighed Tessa. “And so happy.”

Ian slid his arm around her waist, guiding her out of their row of chairs as other guests began to leave the chapel. “They deserve it, darling. Like with us, it took a little time for the stars to align properly so they could be together. Now, come, the festivities are beginning.”

He steered her over to the expansive patio area where champagne and hors d’oeuvres were being passed around. All of the wait staff seemed to know exactly who Ian was, treating him with extreme deference and care. At various times during the cocktail reception, the hotel manager, catering manager and head bartender all came over to shake his hand and inquire if all was well, as though he were the groom or the father of the bride instead of merely a guest. As always, Ian was graciousness personified, greeting them by name and asking about their families. It never ceased to amaze Tessa at how much respect he commanded and how eagerly all his employees rushed to please him. He was, she though fondly, like a well-loved king among his subjects.

And the two of them seemed to be drawing almost as much attention as the bride and groom. Tessa thought with a little smile that they did make rather a striking couple, both tall and impeccably dressed. With Joanna’s help, she’d chosen a gorgeous pink silk pleated dress with an off-the-shoulder neckline. With it she wore killer pale pink satin Jimmy Choo sandals that had a satin bow attached to the ankle strap, plus the triple strand pearl necklace and dainty pearl stud earrings that Ian had given her months ago. He had chosen a complementing Armani suit in a pale silver gray, paired with a pearl gray shirt and a silk tie patterned in varying shades of gray and mauve. Tessa hadn’t missed all the admiring female glances directed his way, and she made sure she stuck to his side like glue.

Julia and Nathan were doing their best to circulate among all their guests, stopping to greet as many people as possible. When they eventually reached Tessa and Ian, Julia pulled her down into a fierce little hug.

“Oh, you look so pretty, Tessa! God, just look at the pair of you together. Like two movie stars or European royalty,” sighed Julia.

Ian grinned and bent to kiss her cheek. “Ah, but the bride is supposed to be the center of attention on her wedding day. And as lovely as my girl here looks, I think she’d agree that you are the most beautiful woman here today. Congratulations, Mrs. Atwood.”

Nathan was beaming as he shook Ian’s hand and then kissed Tessa’s cheek. “I told you on your birthday, Ian. We’re the two luckiest bastards I know. And with the two most beautiful woman in the world.”

“Hey, I heard that, Nathan. And since Jules and I are identical twins, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Nathan rolled his eyes as his very outspoken sister-in-law Lauren sidled up alongside Julia, slipping an arm about her twin’s waist. Tessa had only met the very formidable Lauren once – at the bachelorette party that Lauren herself had organized – and she confessed to being more than a little intimidated by her. Julia’s sister was utterly fearless, extremely outspoken, and could put away an astonishing number of tequila shots. She seemed sassier than ever today, though she looked far softer and more feminine in her mint green floral print bridesmaid dress.

Nathan gave his sister-in-law a good natured jab in the ribs. “Okay, the three most beautiful women in the world. You’ve met Tessa, haven’t you?”

“I have. Tried like hell to get her drunk but I think her man here gave her strict orders to behave. Good to see you again, sweetie.” Lauren turned and winked at Ian. “Hey, handsome. I’d ask how you were doing but I can see that for myself. You two look like Ken and Barbie.”

Ian grinned and gave Lauren a peck on the cheek. “Lovely to see you as always, Lauren. Break any hearts lately? Or noses, for that matter?”

Lauren glared at him darkly. “I should have never told you that story. And I didn’t break the little crybaby’s nose, just made it bleed a little. On accident.” She gave Tessa a sheepish look. “Blind date gone bad. Really bad. Ask Ian to tell you the story sometime, he thought it was hilarious.”

As the call came to sit down for dinner, Tessa gave Ian an inquiring look. “I didn’t realize you’d met Lauren before.”

He nodded as he ushered her to their assigned table. “Once, last fall. It was at a dinner party Julia and Nathan were giving. I was lonely, and rather miserable since I was still pining away for a woman I couldn’t have – namely you. I thought meeting Julia’s sister might prove something of a distraction.” He shook his head. “I’m not certain there’s a man alive capable of taming that girl. She was definitely too much for me to even consider handling. And as beautiful as she is, she still wasn’t you.”

Tessa clutched his arm a little tighter. “Sometimes I wish I’d known sooner how you felt about me. I don’t know how that might have changed things but - ”

He shook his head. “It wouldn’t have. I know you too well, Tessa, and the fact that I was attracted to you would not have compelled you to leave your husband. The way we finally got together – it had to happen that way, love. You had to end things with Peter first, and for the right reasons. As much as I wanted you, I would never have broken up your marriage.”

“I know. And you’re right, of course. Still - ”

“Shh. We’re together now and that’s all that matters. Ah, here’s our table.”

They had been seated with several of Julia’s and Nathan’s co-workers – the co-owner of the firm, Travis Headley, and his partner Anton Nguyen; Nathan’s PA Robyn Reynolds and her husband Dan; and Jake Harriman, the associate architect working on the new Gregson resort in Napa, accompanied by his date Abby.

During the multi-course wedding meal, Tessa learned that Travis had been the interior designer responsible for decorating Ian’s home; that Anton also worked as a personal shopper at Neiman Marcus – albeit in the men’s department – and that Marlene Brennan was a mentor of his; and that Robyn had originally worked with Nathan and Travis at a different architectural design firm before – as she fondly recalled – “the boys decided to spin off on their own and practically shanghaied me into going with them.”

It was, all in all, a beautiful wedding with wonderful food and wine, pleasant company, and a magnificent setting. Tessa took a sip of her wine and gazed admiringly around the trellised patio.

“This is so beautiful,” she told Ian. “I think this might be my favorite of all the hotels I’ve seen so far. Not that I’ve been to all that many, of course.”

He nodded in agreement. “It’s one of my favorites, too, and one of our most popular. Especially for weddings. But,” he added mysteriously, “I have an even grander venue in mind for the day I finally make you my wife. And before you ask, darling, that bit of information is going to remain a closely guarded secret. Let’s just say it will be another first.”

Once the lavish meal had been cleared away, the dancing began. Tessa and Ian watched along with all the other guests as the bride and groom shared a tender first dance before changing partners multiple times to dance with parents, siblings, and the members of the wedding party. As soon as the rest of the guests were invited to join in, Ian tugged Tessa to her feet, and smoothly drew her onto the dance floor.

She went into his arms with a little sigh, resting her cheek on his shoulder, and smiled when she recognized the song.

“This is what was playing when we danced for the first time in Lake Tahoe,” she told him as he guided her around the dance floor to If I Ain’t Got You.

“I remember. Very, very well,” he replied with a warm glow in his hazel eyes. “And it’s true, you know, what the lyrics say – if I can’t have you, Tessa, then nothing else in this whole world means a thing.”

She touched his cheek, which was already starting to show signs of a five o’clock shadow. “Same here. I told your mother that sometimes I wish you didn’t have all this money, that you were a truck driver or something like that, and that we lived on a little houseboat somewhere. Just so that you’d know you were the only thing that mattered to me.”

He pressed a kiss to her palm and smiled. “I do know, darling. You show me that every day in more ways than you realize. As for driving a truck – I much prefer the Jaguar, thank you very much. And the houseboat – I have to confess to an occasional bout of seasickness so I’m afraid we’ll have to stay on land.”

She laughed along with him as the song finished, and then Ian went to claim a dance with Julia while Tessa and Nathan paired up.

Tessa couldn’t recall a time when she’d enjoyed herself more – laughing with all the other guests when Nathan “accidentally” smeared cake frosting all over Julia’s mouth, and then egging him on as he slowly licked it all off; watching Lauren start up a raucous conga line that was quickly joined by most of Nathan’s drunk friends; and then listening dreamily to Julia’s father Robert serenade his daughter with a touching rendition of Sunrise Sunset.

Then it was time for Julia to toss her bouquet, and at Ian’s prodding Tessa joined the other single women on the floor, giggling the whole time. Save for Angela, Tessa was taller than most of the other women present and thus had a better than even shot at catching it. She actually had a hand on the gorgeous bouquet of pink and cream roses, was convinced she could snatch it up, when it tumbled instead into the hands of Lauren McKinnon.

Julia’s sister stared at the bouquet with a horrified expression, as though she were clutching an angry badger instead of some beautiful flowers. Julia was squealing in delight as she realized her twin was the lucky girl, while Lauren could only murmur in stunned disbelief, “How in the hell did that happen?”



Chapter Twenty Three

July

“Okay, maybe this is my new favorite hotel. It’s at least in the top five. No, make that top three. And I do understand why they call this place paradise.”

Tessa stretched luxuriously as she reclined in the padded chaise lounge. The warm Hawaiian sun beat down on her bikini-clad body, and she closed her eyes in bliss.

Ian chuckled. “It will be interesting to see how your pecking order changes as you see more of our properties. But you will be hard pressed to find too many places in the world as beautiful as these islands.”

They had flown to Hawaii a week ago, traveling first to the resorts on Oahu, Kona and Kauai. Ian had performed his usual inspection of the properties, held meetings and reviews with the managers and staffs, and tended to all the other matters that required his attention during visits like these. They had arrived here in Maui two days ago, and tomorrow nearly every hotel manager in the Americas Region would be arriving for a four day meeting.

The managers meeting was an annual event, and held at a different property each year. While this was obviously the first one Tessa would be in attendance at, she’d been involved the past two years with all the preparations – compiling reports, printing up name badges, coordinating with the hotel staff to ensure all the necessary A/V equipment was ready, etc. The entire management support team had been heavily involved with the preparation for what was arguably one of the most important events of the year. Andrew always attended the meeting, needing to be on hand to ensure everything ran smoothly, and he had in the past taken one of the support team along to help out. Tessa recalled listening to both Gina and Alicia in the past rave about the trip, how luxurious everything had been, what a fabulous time they’d had. Tessa hadn’t been able to help being more than a little envious, and had wondered wistfully at the time if she would ever get a turn.

She thought idly how much could change in a year’s time. Twelve months ago she’d still been married to Peter, clinging desperately to save a marriage that had really been over with for a long time. She’d been working for a boss who she admired and secretly crushed on from afar, but had never dreamed he’d even noticed her. Now, a year later, she was divorced, Peter was living halfway around the world, and her boss was now her lover, the man she idolized and longed to be with every minute of every day.

Ian’s phone rang and he scowled at it before reluctantly checking the screen. His phone seemed to have been ringing off the hook these past few days, and she knew he must be growing weary of all the calls.

“Damn it, I’ve got to take this unfortunately, “he told her. “It shouldn’t be long.”

She waved her fingers at him. “It’s okay. I’m not planning on moving from this spot for a good long while.”

He squeezed her shoulder as he answered the call, walking to the edge of their private patio as he did so. From behind the lenses of her oversized sunglasses, Tessa smiled in satisfaction at the truly awe inspiring sight of him clad in just a pair of swim trunks. His heavily muscled upper body was bared to her admiring gaze, and she noted with interest at how deeply tanned his skin had become in just a few days. She loved the raw, primitive beauty of his ripped biceps, broad chest and huge shoulders. She liked that he wasn’t overly hairy, just a wide strip of hair down the middle of his chest that tapered down past his waist and disappeared beneath his dark blue swim trunks. Tessa continued her unabashed inspection of his body, lusting at the sight of his long, muscular legs and taut buttocks. He was unshaven today, giving him that dark and dangerous look she loved, and his hazel eyes were covered by a pair of aviator sunglasses.

Beneath her red bandeau bikini top, her nipples peaked and her breasts felt achy as she continued to watch him. It had been over a week since they’d had sex, due to another of her heavy, painful periods. That hadn’t prevented them from enjoying each other in alternate ways, though the pleasure had been largely on Ian’s side. Despite his half-hearted protests that he could wait until she was over her cycle, in the end he hadn’t resisted when she’d taken him into her mouth, or stroked him with her hands, or guided his fully erect cock between her breasts. She had done the latter just last night, and could still picture the look on his face as he’d come all over her breasts, the thick streams of semen marking her in a different way as she’d rubbed his essence into her skin. He had groaned as he’d watched her, taking her mouth in a soul-stealing kiss, and then whispered to her urgently that he’d been keeping very careful tally all week of how many orgasms he owed her.

Tessa smiled as she recalled those heated words, and squirmed a bit as she realized how aroused she was. Her period had finally ended this morning, to her great relief, and she’d been this close to waking him up to give him the good news. But he’d been in a deep slumber, worn out from the demands of the last few days, and she’d let him continue sleeping while she took an early yoga class at the resort’s health club. But as stimulated as she was becoming now, she was beginning to regret her earlier decision.

As Ian’s phone conversation continued, she flipped onto her stomach, hoping that her arousal might ebb if she stopped watching him for a while. It didn’t take long at all for her to become pleasantly drowsy, loving the feel of the warm sun heating her skin while at the same time one of Hawaii’s famous tradewinds kept the temperature from feeling too unbearably hot.

Like almost all of the other owner’s suites she’d stayed in with Ian, this one was opulent and spacious, though decorated in a slightly more casual island motif. The real attraction of this particular suite, though, was its expansive outdoor space – the huge, partially covered patio, sunken hot tub and large private pool. The beach was mere steps away, and each night the sound of the surf had lulled her to sleep.

She felt a little guilty lazing the afternoon away, but consoled herself with the fact that she had certainly earned her keep these past few days and would be working even harder once the managers meeting began. Andrew had flown in late yesterday afternoon, and had eaten dinner with her and Ian last night. But even during dinner, Andrew had been all business, discussing all the things that still had to get done for the meeting, and Tessa had longed to tell him to chill out and just relax for once. Truthfully, though, she was still more than a little intimidated by him, even if she no longer officially worked for the company, and had kept her mouth shut.

Employee or not, Andrew hadn’t hesitated in bossing her around this morning, assigning her tasks just as he’d done for over two years. But Tessa hadn’t minded, for she liked to keep busy and feel useful, and was relieved that Andrew hadn’t gone soft on her just because she was the boss’ girlfriend. He had looked a little taken aback when she’d somewhat teasingly told him just that during dinner last night.

“You’re a bright girl, Tessa,” he’d told her. “I would never dream of insulting your intelligence by treating you like some brainless bimbo. No offense, Mr. Gregson. I know better than anyone that you’d never be interested in a – uh - ”

“Brainless bimbo?” finished Ian with an arched brow. “Yes, I appreciate your unwavering faith in me, Andrew. And you’re right – Tessa is exceptionally bright and you should continue to make use of her skills in whatever way you see fit.”

Andrew had grimaced. “Well, I certainly miss her at the office, especially since both hers and Alicia’s replacements have proven something of a disappointment so far. I think I might be losing my touch after all this time.”

Tessa hadn’t been able to suppress a grin at his last statement. “Keep that up and pretty soon Shelby will be one of your top team members.”

Andrew had looked a little sheepish. “Actually, she’s flying over tomorrow to help out this year.”

Tessa had very nearly spewed out the mouthful of water she’d just sipped, and Ian had had to pat her vigorously on the back. With watery eyes, she’d gaped at Andrew in disbelief. “Shelby? The same Shelby you used to grouse about not having more than three functioning brain cells?”

Andrew had nodded reluctantly. “Believe it or not, she’s stepped up her game these past few months. When Alicia, ahem, left, Shelby volunteered to take over doing the travel arrangements. It turns out her aunt owns a travel agency and Shelby worked there part time during high school and college – who knew? And she’s actually done a decent job. I think – well, it seems that Alicia wasn’t very nice to Shelby over the years – would make fun of her and outright insult her on a regular basis. Since she’s left, Shelby seems happier and has more confidence.”

Tessa had grinned at her former supervisor. “So she doesn’t quake in her boots whenever you walk by?”

“I didn’t say that,” Andrew had replied dryly. “After all, I still have my reputation as a stick-up-his-ass bastard to maintain.” At Tessa’s expression of disbelief, he’d given her a scathing look. “You think I didn’t know? I know everything that goes on in that office, eyes in the back of my head and all that.”

Ian had nodded in agreement. “Can’t argue with that assessment. He knows far more than I do about what goes on.”

Andrew, who’d consumed a pre-dinner Mai Tai and several glasses of wine during the meal, had evidently been feeling bold as he’d smirked at his boss. “Well, I did learn from the very best, sir. Watching how you observed people without them being aware of it taught me a great deal. In fact, I was even able to turn the tables on you and use those exact same tactics.”

Ian had regarded his PA warily. “And what precisely does that mean?”

Andrew, who never smiled, had – wonder of wonders – actually given Ian a cheeky grin. “I knew the moment Tessa walked into your office that first day that you fell for her like a ton of bricks. No offense, sir, but you were a real open book that day.”

It had been Tessa’s turn to frown. “Well, I never noticed a thing. Of course, that’s probably because you’d already made me a nervous wreck about meeting him – all of your rules and instructions about what I could and couldn’t say. How did you know? I mean, Ian seemed as in control and professional that day as he always does.”

Andrew had shaken his head. “Oh, he didn’t give anything away when he met you. It was right after – when he called me back into his office to rip me a new one that he gave himself away. I’d worked for you three years already, sir, and had never once seen you actually pacing or using any form of sarcasm and there you were doing both at the same time. But the real giveaway was when I told you Tessa was married. You looked like the floor had given way beneath you.”

Ian had nodded at his PA’s observations. “You’re spot on, as usual. Especially about the latter issue. I’d never in my life felt helpless before, never been in a situation where I couldn’t make something happen if I tried hard enough.” He’d turned to Tessa at that point, taking her hand in his. “When I learned you already belonged to another man – that I’d have to keep what I felt for you under strict wraps – I swear that was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my life.”

When he and Tessa had continued to hold hands and stare dreamily into each other’s eyes, Andrew had cleared his throat until they had somewhat guiltily broken apart.

Andrew had seemed more than a bit hesitant to broach the next subject, a fact that had surprised Tessa since he never seemed uncertain about anything. But once he’d uttered that name, a sudden chill had traveled up her spine, despite the tropical climate, and Ian had scowled in annoyance.

“I hate to bring up such an unpleasant topic, Mr. Gregson, but both you and Tessa need to be aware that Jason Baldwin will be attending the meeting. Along with his wife – your cousin – of course.”

Tessa had glanced at Ian anxiously. “He wouldn’t do – or say – anything with your cousin along, would he?”

“He’d better not, if he knows what’s good for him,” Ian had muttered darkly. “I haven’t spoken to the bastard since I kicked him out of my office last fall. But gossip travels quickly, and between co-workers and our family I’m certain Jason has heard that Tessa and I are together.”

Tessa had shuddered. “All I know is that he gives me the creeps more than anyone I’ve ever met. How does your cousin put up with his – er, antics?”

Ian had shrugged. “Charlotte is a sweet, lovely woman but not especially bright. My aunt and uncle also coddled her well into adulthood, and she’s used to getting whatever she wants. And when she met Jason, she decided he was exactly what she wanted. I’m afraid she deliberately turns a blind eye to his antics so that she doesn’t have to admit to her parents – or to herself – that they were right about him.”

“So your aunt and uncle don’t like Jason?”

“That’s putting it mildly. Unlike Charlotte, Uncle Richard is a very wise man and he saw through Jason from the very first. But, as I mentioned, once Charlotte made up her mind she wanted something, her parents had a very difficult time ever saying no.”

“What I never quite understood, sir,” Andrew had interjected, “was why Jason wound up working for you. I would have assumed he and your cousin met and married in England.”

A look of disgust had crossed Ian’s features. “They did. But after three complaints about the bastard from female employees, Richard though a change of scenery would do him good. So he sent him my way.”

“You know there have been a couple of close calls with him down in Scotts Valley, don’t you?” Andrew had asked soberly. “One was a hotel guest who called our head of HR to complain that Jason made some very suggestive comments to her. And one of the office staff confided to the night manager that Jason has been getting a bit too touchy feely for her liking.”

Ian had shook his head. “Well, apparently this leopard hasn’t changed his spots, has he? Looks like I’ll have to pay him a visit when we return home. In the meanwhile,” he added sternly, “that little shit is not to get anywhere near Tessa over the next few days. I don’t want her left alone where he might be able to harass her.”

She’d patted his hand and tried to smile reassuringly. “Hey, I can take care of myself. You’ve been showing me some moves, after all.”

Ian had been working with her at the gym to learn a few basic boxing techniques, and she also continued to take some kickboxing classes. He’d also arranged for her to work out with a personal trainer – a female one, of course – and she knew she was in the best physical shape of her life right now.

Ian had smiled at her rather indulgently. “And you’ve been a very apt pupil. But I still don’t want you having to confront Jason. The safest solution is just to keep you as far away from him as possible.”

Tessa couldn’t help the tiny shudder that rippled through her body as she thought of having to see Jason again. And there was no doubt she would have to at least acknowledge him. Tomorrow evening a lavish cocktail reception and buffet dinner had been planned for all the managers and their guests, and it went without saying that Ian’s cousin Charlotte would seek him out to say hello. There would be no polite way to avoid her for the entire duration of the meeting.

She must have dozed off a little, drowsy from the sun, and gave a little start when she felt Ian’s lips on the back of her neck.

“Mmm. Hi,’ she murmured, scooting over a bit as he sat down on the chaise next to her.

He ran his hand down her back, and she shivered as he slipped his palm beneath the band of her bikini bottoms to cup her buttocks. “Hi yourself, gorgeous girl,” he whispered, his warm breath tickling her ear. “You should have been a swimsuit model as good as you look in this bikini. I can just see you splashed on the cover of Sports Illustrated with these beautiful long legs” – he traced his fingertips down the backs of her thighs – “and this sexy ass” – he squeezed her behind – “and of course these fabulous tits.” He slipped a hand beneath her and squeezed her breast.

Tessa groaned and clasped his hand, holding it in place against her breast. “Don’t stop. It feels so good.”

His fingers found her nipple and tweaked it. “Your wish is my command, love. Are you still on your cycle?”

She shook her head. “No, thank goodness. It’s, ah, been a long time.”

He chuckled, his hand slipping inside her low-cut bikini top to cup her bare, warm flesh. “Are you horny, darling?”

“God, yes,” she panted, trying to roll over onto her back. But his hand on her back held her in place, unable to move freely.

“Shh. I’m going to take very good care of you very soon, love. But first, you’re starting to get a little pink back here. You need some more sunscreen. Ah, there it is.”

Tessa gave a little squeal as he squirted the cool lotion on her sun-warmed skin, but then quickly began to purr in contentment as he rubbed it into her back and shoulder blades. As his hand dipped beneath the waistband of her bikini briefs, she gave a little wiggle, which earned her both a deep chuckle from Ian and a playful swat on the butt.

He squirted another blob of lotion on her back before deftly unhooking the bandeau top, letting the sides fall unheeded onto the chaise. He rubbed the lotion into her skin before sliding his hands beneath her to cup her breasts.

Tessa whimpered with need. “Please.”

He knew what she was pleading for as he pulled her to an upright position, her knees hanging over the side of the chaise. He knelt between her thighs, his dark head at eye level with her chest.

“I take it back,” he murmured hoarsely, his hands fondling her breasts. “There’s no way in hell I’d want a photo of this sexy body of yours being splayed all over a national magazine, letting every horny bastard in the country ogle you. “ He bent his head and licked at her nipple. “For my eyes only, darling.”

“Ohh, yes,” she breathed, clutching his head to her breast as he sucked her nipple into his mouth.

He lifted his head, then moved to the other breast while his thumb and forefinger pinched the other nipple. “Is this what you wanted, love? What you needed? God, your tits are so full right now, Tessa, so swollen. Let me, darling.”

She was groaning as he lavished attention on her breasts, arousing her to the point where she knew it would take very little to make her come. She grabbed one of his hands and dragged it down to the low-cut waistband of her bikini briefs. “Ian. Now, please.”

He took her mouth in a blistering kiss as his fingers slipped inside her briefs to find her clit. She came instantly, her body already primed for his touch and starving for release.

Tessa hadn’t even come back down to earth yet when Ian laid her back on the chaise and stripped off her briefs. His lips touched her navel as he slowly thrust two fingers deep inside of her body.

“You’re so ready for me,” he murmured in awe. “You are needy, aren’t you, darling?”

“God.” Her hips bucked up off the chaise as he continued sliding his fingers in and out of her drenched slit. “I – oh – wanted you. You looked so – ah, yes, just like that – so hot standing there. So gorgeous. I need - ”

He bent his head, his tongue fluttering over her clit. “What do you need, love?”

She cried out as his tongue licked at the moist folds of her labia. “I need to be fucked. Hard. Over and over until I can’t take anymore. And even then I’ll keep wanting more.”

“Jesus, Tessa.” His hands held her hips pinned to the chaise as he continued to eat her out with exquisite care. “Soon, darling. Soon I’ll slide my cock inside this hot, delicious cunt and fuck you until neither of us can think straight. But first.” He sucked hard on her clit, wringing another orgasm from her highly stimulated body.

When she could speak again, she clutched his shoulders, trying in vain to budge him, to pull his body to hers. “Do it now. Please.”

“Not yet.” His hand slid into the damp curls between her thighs, and he gave her a smile that was deeply carnal. “By my estimates, I owe you at least five more orgasms. I think I counted a total of seven that you very unselfishly gave me when you were – ah, indisposed.”

She laughed huskily, placing her hand over his and stilling its motion. “Hmm, I think your count is off. I distinctly remember it was a grand total of eight.”

“Eight it is then, love. After all, you’re very good with numbers, aren’t you?”

Tessa gave a sigh of utter bliss as he slipped three long fingers inside of her. “And you’re really, really good at this. An expert, actually. But as awesome as this feels, it’s you I want. I’ve missed you. Missed this.”

He cursed softly as her hand traced the outline of his erection where it tented his swim trunks. “Don’t, Tessa. Not now. Let me take care of you first.”

“No.” Her reply was insistent, her hand deliberate in its movements as she continued to stroke him. “No keeping score, that’s just silly. I want you, Ian. I want this.”

He hissed as she gave his cock a firm squeeze. Then, in one smooth motion, he scooped her up into his arms and carried her back inside the suite until they reached the master bedroom. Always a man of purpose, he didn’t disappoint as in quick succession he tore back the bedcovers, deposited her on the mattress, tossed off his swim trunks, and vaulted onto the bed. In the very next instant he was surging as deeply and fully inside of her as he could get, and her head fell back against the pillows in ecstasy.

“So good,” she breathed as he began to stroke the long, thick length of his cock in and out of her body. Her legs lifted to wrap around his hips, her arms about his neck as she pulled his head down to hers for a kiss.

Ian groaned. “It’s fucking heaven to be inside of you again, love. The absolute best feeling in the world.”

“Yes, yes,” she cried, as he began to move faster, more forcefully. He unhooked her legs from around his waist and spread them wide, bending her knees up towards her shoulders. He rose to his knees, the position allowing him to thrust even more deeply inside of her. With each hard thrust, it felt like the head of his penis was butting up against her womb, and she whimpered with that particular sensation of half pain, half pleasure that he was such a master at calling forth from her body.

Her body already primed from the two orgasms he’d given her, Tessa came long and hard this time with his cock constantly rubbing against that super sensitive spot deep inside her. She was dimly aware of the tears that dampened her cheeks, the depth of emotion he was able to wring out of her almost too much to take at times like this. And when she stopped seeing stars after a time, she realize that he hadn’t come yet, that he was still moving inside of her pliant body with slow, deliberate thrusts.

“Why are you holding back?” she whispered.

He groaned, his head falling back as she trailed her fingers up his chest where his skin was drenched with sweat. “Feels so good, love. I don’t want this to end. I missed this, too.”

Tessa gasped as he deftly switched their positions, pulling her on top of him while he reclined against the pillows, their sweat-slicked bodies remaining co-joined the entire time. Ian’s hands gripped her hips as she found the rhythm he wanted.

His thumb brushed over the swollen nub of her clit. “Want to make you come again,” he rasped. “Over and over, until we both lose count.”

“No.” She shook her head, the last remaining strands of her hair still contained in a messy bun tumbling down her back. “Don’t hold back. Please. I need you wild, want to see you lose control. Like this.”

She ignored his attempts to slow her down as she began to buck frantically back and forth, riding him hard. She leaned forward until her breasts brushed his chest, her nipples raking over his hot skin. He gasped as she ran her tongue over his mouth, her teeth tugging on his lower lip.

And then, before he could stop her, she slipped a hand to where their bodies were joined and began to gently stimulate his prostate gland, in the exact way she knew would drive him over the edge.

He came instantly, cursing loudly as his back bowed off the mattress again and again, and she could feel the hot, sticky bursts of his cum flooding her pussy. Almost violently, Ian pulled her head down to his, kissing her savagely as he continued to empty himself into her warm, tight body.

Tessa collapsed on his chest when he was finally replete, his arms and legs splayed out limply. She could feel the rapid thud of his heartbeat beneath her cheek and caressed his arms soothingly.

When he was able to speak, his voice was hoarse and his words came out slowly. “The next time you use that little trick, give me some warning, eh? One of these times I might not survive the experience.”

She laughed softly, sliding off his body to curl up trustingly against his side. “Maybe instead of that oxygen tank you mentioned we ought to keep a defibrillator handy. Or,” she added teasingly, dropping a series of quick, sweet kisses on his mouth, “I could just learn mouth to mouth resuscitation.”

His chest rumbled with laughter. “I think all three are excellent precautions.” One big hand slid down her spine to cup her ass. “But I hope you realize that this only adds to the total number of orgasms I still owe you.”

“What?” She gave him a puzzled little frown.

Ian grinned wickedly. “Well, considering this last one was really like five regular orgasms combined, by my totals I now owe you at least ten.”

She shook her head. “Impossible. Because according to my much more accurate calculations, it’s an even dozen.”

“Well, then,” he murmured in amusement as his lips began to trail down between her breasts to her belly. “I’d better get busy, don’t you agree?”

Tessa’s laughs soon turned to moans as his head disappeared between her thighs. “I, ah, think that’s an excellent idea.”

***

Jason Baldwin was not a happy man these days, and hadn’t been for quite some time now. He hated – positively hated – his current job as the manager of the hotel in Silicon Valley. In addition to the nerve-wracking, time consuming commute he had to endure in both directions of the drive, he considered the position far beneath what should have been his far more elevated status in the company. Plus, he had little patience when it came to dealing with hotel guests – smoothing over complaints or problems someone had if they didn’t care for their particular room; schmoozing with high-profile guests and clients and pandering to their already oversized egos; handling the various personnel problems that cropped up far too often for his liking; and having to answer on a regular basis to the regional office on one matter or another – and to a manager who had up until recently been a subordinate of his.

And his miserable situation at work wasn’t helped even one bit by Charlotte’s almost constant whining as of late. She seemed to be checking up on him far more than she ever had in the past – frequent phone calls and texts, wanting to know exactly what time he’d be home from the office; packing their weekends full of events and activities so that he rarely had a free moment to himself.

Their three children were all of school age now, and more than a handful, especially their youngest, Aidan, who was always getting into one scrape or another. He reminded Jason of himself at that age, and he had no more patience with his son than his parents had had with him.

All of the many and varied demands on his schedule meant he had very few hours in the day to indulge in what he referred to as “recreational time”. Jason had always been a man of rather insatiable sexual appetites, dating back as far as his early teens, and he was also known to like more than his fair share of kink. He’d known from the day she’d happily agreed to marry him that Charlotte couldn’t even begin to satisfy either need. In fact, she was a bit of a prude when it came to the bedroom, and more often than not these days she’d claim fatigue or stress from dealing with the children all day as a way to cop out of sex. And Charlotte would have been shocked to the tips of her very proper Ferragmo pumps to fully realize many of the more – er, unconventional things he enjoyed in the bedroom.

He’d had a very satisfactory arrangement set up with the shapely Swedish law student he’d met at one of the kink bars he liked to frequent. Greta had been a dynamo in bed, even enjoyed taking charge when he’d been in the mood to allow it, and she’d been game for almost anything – especially after he’d set her up in a charming flat in the Marina District where he could pop in for a convenient visit during his lunch break or right after work.

But that particular relationship was now a thing of the past, ever since his schedule – and his entire life – had been fucked over good with the transfer to Scotts Valley. Tired of his neglect, the hot-blooded Greta hadn’t wasted any time in finding herself a new boyfriend – a filthy rich Middle Eastern real estate magnate who had neither a wife, children, nor a fucking long commute to make demands on his time.

It hadn’t taken Jason long to find some new action, but he couldn’t afford to start up another long term arrangement right now. Not only was his free time severely limited but so were his finances. His salary had fortunately remained the same after the transfer, but there were newly added expenses with commuting, plus the private school where all three children were enrolled had raised their already exorbitant tuition even higher. Charlotte had never had much concept about money – one of the many reasons she’d never been considered for a position with her family’s own company – and spent it on frivolous items that they really couldn’t afford.

And everything – every single one of his woes – could be blamed entirely on that arrogant, ruthless bastard Ian. All of this was his fault, no question about it. It was solely because of him – and that treacherous, scheming bitch he was currently banging – that Jason’s life was such a miserable, fucked-up mess.

Out of Charlotte’s three male cousins, Jason had always disliked Ian the most – not that he’d been overly fond of Hugh or Colin, either. But at least Hugh was personable enough to shake his hand and make him feel welcome, while Colin had been a real hell raiser in his day until he’d finally settled down in recent years. Ian, though, had always been a stuck-up, cold-hearted prick, looking at Jason as though he wasn’t fit to be breathing the same air as the rest of the family.

And actually working for the bastard had been ten times worse. Ian had acted like a fucking king in the office, imposing rules and regulations that Jason had found unreasonable and often intolerable. Still, with Ian on the road almost half of each month, Jason had been able to shirk his duties with relatively little difficulty, largely by heaping work on his PA and the management support team, and by passing on assignments to lower level managers. He’d had a nice, comfortable arrangement going there, one that allowed him plenty of free time to indulge in his “recreational” pursuits.

But then everything had gone to hell overnight when that sanctimonious hard-ass Ian had caught him red-handed with the blonde bitch – literally speaking, given that he’d been very pleasurably groping the girl’s big tit at the time. To say that Ian had completely overreacted was putting it mildly, and Jason had remained convinced that the real reason he’d been banished to Scotts Valley was because his arrogant boss had lusted after the tart himself.

Not that he blamed Ian, of course. From the first time he’d laid eyes on the luscious Tessa, Jason had been determined to have her. She wasn’t his usual type – too young and innocent and shy – but with a body like hers – well, she was every man’s type. He’d lusted after her ripe, sexy body, her full, pillowy lips, and all that long, blonde hair, and had turned on every bit of charm he possessed to entice her into his bed. The thought of spanking her shapely ass until it was bright red, or cuffing her to a St. Andrew’s cross while he fucked her brutally had made him salivate at the thought of possessing her.

But she hadn’t wanted to play his little game of flirting and seduction, had scurried away from him like a frightened mouse each time he’d approached her. Given some of the really filthy, obscene things he’d murmured in her ear, even he had been surprised when she hadn’t turned him in to HR. But he’d also quite deliberately made sure to subtly remind her that he was her superior and, more importantly, a member of the Gregson family. The girl had evidently feared for her job security for she’d kept her mouth shut about his continued harassment.

And of course Ian’s little shadow – that pain-in-the-arse, by-the-book Andrew – had always seemed to be in the vicinity whenever Jason had tried to approach Tessa. Jason now knew without a doubt that Andrew had been intentionally tasked to do just that – a task handed down by the fucking king himself.

He’d heard about Ian’s new amour from Charlotte, and it hadn’t taken him very long at all to put two and two together. Jason’s reaction upon discovering that the beautiful blonde Ian was apparently quite taken with was Tessa had been a combination of amusement, anger, and an overwhelming need for vengeance. He blamed both of them equally for the unsatisfactory situation he found himself in, and grew more determined with each passing day to make them pay dearly.

Last evening had been the first time he’d seen either of them since Ian had effectively banished him from the regional office. His fists had clenched in fury to see the way Ian kept the gorgeous blonde tucked firmly against his side, refusing to release her even for a moment. He was too old for her, of course, and Jason had told Charlotte rather scathingly that Ian must need a boost to his ego after turning forty earlier in the year.

Charlotte had frowned at him disapprovingly. “Why would you say that? Ian looks marvelous for his age, a lot fitter than men ten years younger. He could have most any woman he wanted. No, according to Aunt Joanna he really loves this girl. And she’s crazy about him, too.”

“Probably crazy about his money,” Jason had muttered darkly.

That was yet another gripe he had against Ian – how much money the bloke had. It just wasn’t fair that he and Charlotte weren’t even a fraction as rich as Ian or his brothers were. While there was no possible way that scatterbrained Charlotte could have ever held a position of any significance in the family business, there was no reason at all why Jason shouldn’t be at an equal level with her three cousins.

Charlotte, of course, had insisted on saying hello to her cousin and had dragged a reluctant Jason over to greet Ian and his well-kept bitch. Tessa admittedly looked every inch the pampered and spoiled girlfriend of a very wealthy man, even in the more casual island style dress she’d been wearing. It had seemed that being Ian’s bedmate agreed with her.

And there was very little doubt that she was earning her keep on a regular basis. She’d had that just-fucked look about her, gazing up at Ian with almost sickening sweetness, and the looks that passed between the pair of them were nothing less than smoldering. Oh, no, Ian was enjoying her thoroughly and often, definitely getting his money’s worth from that hot, ripe body. The satisfied look on the prick’s face as he held Tessa tightly against him made Jason long to shove a fist into his jaw.

Charlotte had been predictably oblivious to the thick tension in the air when both Ian and Tessa had barely acknowledged him. It had been left to Charlotte to do most of the talking, and Jason had almost cringed when she’d happily babbled on about the four of them getting together for dinner soon, or inquiring if Tessa would be joining the family later in the year in England for the holidays. Ian had smoothly changed the subject each time Charlotte hit on something awkward, and the ninny had naively never even sensed there was anything wrong.

Jason had drank steadily during the evening, his fury building each time he happened to glance over in the direction of Ian’s table. It made him sick to his stomach to see the way that blonde whore fawned over Ian, touching his arm and gazing at him in adoration, like he was the fucking king and everyone else here in the room his doting subjects.

‘Fuck the pair of them,’ Jason had thought darkly. ‘He was probably screwing her the whole time she worked there. That’s why he shipped you off to bloody Scotts Valley – because you dared to poach on his territory.’

He’d thought often of filing a complaint against Ian, or at least blowing the whistle on his amorous activities with one of his staff. But every time he’d considered the idea, Jason knew it was virtually useless. Tessa had very conveniently resigned recently, removing any obstacle to having a relationship with Ian. And since Ian reported directly to his father and uncle – both of whom had been fully apprised of the situation – there wasn’t a chance in hell he’d be disciplined for any of his past activities.

‘No,’ Jason had told himself firmly. ‘You’ll have to figure out a different way to get back at them. And they will pay for what they’ve done to you.’

***

Tessa had just pulled on a sheer green cotton cover-up over her emerald green bikini when a knock sounded on the door of the suite. She frowned, for the butler was usually off duty at this time of the afternoon, and Ian would have used his card key. As the knocking persisted, however, she heaved a little sigh and walked over to the front door.

It had been an especially hectic morning today, the last full day of the managers meeting, and Ian had insisted she take the afternoon off and go relax on the beach. Even Andrew had shooed her off, confirming that he and Shelby could easily handle the rest of the afternoon’s scheduled events. Still feeling more than a little guilty, Tessa had nonetheless returned to the suite and changed into her beachwear.

“Who is it, please?” she asked, unable to see anyone through the peep hole.

The voice on the other side of the door was the familiar Australian accent of the private butler assigned to the owner’s suite. “It’s Geoffrey, Miss Lockwood. I have a delivery for you and Mr. Gregson.”

Tessa still thought it a bit odd that Geoffrey was on duty at this time of the day, but supposed the rest of the staff was busier than usual because of the managers meeting. She unlocked the door and opened it slowly.

And then gasped as Jason rushed past her into the room before she could stop him, grabbing her by the wrist and yanking her along with him as he kicked the door shut.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded. “What’s happened to Geoffrey?”

Jason snickered. “Most likely enjoying his afternoon break, I assume. I happened to notice him leaving this suite the other day, chatted him up a bit. Did you know I lived in Australia for a time, picked up the accent in no time?”

Tessa tugged on her wrist but his grip was like steel. “Let go of me, Jason. You don’t scare me anymore. And Ian will kick your ass if he finds you here.”

“Oh, but he won’t, sweet thing. When I snuck out of that god-awful boring meeting, he was about to start droning on about some budget bullshit. He’ll be there for hours yet. More than enough time for you and I to have a little chat.”

Tessa forced down the sense of panic that threatened to overtake her. “We have nothing to say to each other.”

“Then fucking listen, you little bitch.” His voice was filled with venom, and he twisted her wrist hard enough to make her yelp in pain. “You and your lover screwed up my life big time. He banished me to that stinking hotel, demoted me, all because I dared to put my hands on you. And all the time the fucking hypocrite was banging you himself.”

Tessa shook her head vehemently. “No, no. You’re wrong. We weren’t together then. Ian didn’t know I was separated from my husband at the time and he wouldn’t have - ”

“Fucked a married woman? Oh, yes, noble, honorable Ian, never doing the wrong thing, always the perfect gentleman,” spat Jason. “Well, maybe he wasn’t tapping you then, sweet thing, but he sure as hell wanted to. So he sent me away like I was a naughty child who’d tried to play with his favorite toy.”

Tessa wished fervently that she wasn’t barefoot, wasn’t quite so scantily dressed. She gave another experimental tug on her wrist, which only made him tighten his grip and she knew her skin was already starting to bruise.

“What do you want, Jason?” she asked with a calm she certainly didn’t feel. “Your insults aren’t going to change anything. And your being here is only going to make things worse once Ian learns about it.”

“He can’t fire me, if that’s what you’re thinking, sweet thing,” replied Jason arrogantly. “My father-in-law won’t leave the father of his grandchildren without a steady income. Besides, you and your lover owe me big time. And now it’s time for me to start collecting on that debt.”

Jason shoved her up against the wall, pushing his leanly muscled – and very obviously aroused – body against hers. Tessa turned her head to the side in revulsion as he ground himself against her.

“Come on, you hot bitch. Don’t pretend you don’t want to get fucked. Look at you,” purred Jason. “Mmm, I’ll bet Ian likes to take you for a good, long ride every night. But it’s time for that greedy bastard to start sharing a little. I mean, he’s got it all, doesn’t he? Money, power, prestige, and the hottest, sweetest piece of ass I’ve ever seen. I might not get my fair share of all the rest, but I’m damned sure going to take my share of you.”

Tessa tried in vain to shove him off of her, wishing that she was wearing a pair of her stilettos so that she could drive a spiked heel through his foot. “Guess what, asshole? Ian doesn’t share. And there is no way in hell you’re putting your disgusting hands on me.”

Jason laughed, an ugly, menacing sound. “And exactly how are you going to prevent me from doing that, sweet thing?”

***

“Sir, we have a problem.”

Ian glanced up in irritation as Andrew approached him, an anxious look on his face. “Can it wait? The break is up in less than ten minutes and I’m really not looking forward to hearing all the grumbling from the troops when they listen to my budget talk.”

“Jason is unaccounted for. Shelby was supposed to be keeping track of him but, well – she does tend to get distracted easily.”

Ian swore beneath his breath. “How long?”

Andrew hesitated. “At least fifteen minutes, Mr. Gregson. We think he slipped out before the break started. Shall I go look for him?”

Ian shook his head and handed Andrew his stack of notes and reports. “No. I’ll go take care of the matter. For good this time.”

“Very good, sir. Should I delay the start of the meeting then?”

Ian clapped Andrew on the shoulder. “No. I want you to start the meeting. You know every damned fact and figure in those reports better than I do, not to mention exactly what I’m prepared to say about them. Now all you have to do is get up there and deliver.”

Andrew looked shell shocked. “Mr. Gregson – I don’t think - ”

“I do. Don’t let me down, Andrew. I’ll be back as soon as I kick that bastard’s arse. Which shouldn’t take very long at all.”

Before Andrew could protest further, Ian was striding out of the meeting room, nearly breaking into a jog as he headed towards his suite. He had no doubt whatsoever that Jason had gone in that direction. He only hoped Tessa hadn’t encountered the bastard, or that Jason hadn’t gone a little crazy and attempted to harass her in any way. Ian’s hands clenched and unclenched as he continued on his way, almost hoping for an opportunity to put his fist solidly in Jason’s mouth, to shatter his jaw as he’d vowed to do all those months ago.

But the very last thing he’d expected to find when he burst inside the suite was a trembling Tessa rubbing her right hand and grimacing in pain, while an astonished Jason was gingerly feeling his nose, blood pouring down between his fingers.

Ian slammed the door to the suite shut decisively, and held out an arm for his girl. She rushed to his side and he held her close against him. He grimaced as he noticed the dark bruise around her left wrist, but then couldn’t help grinning when he saw the reddened knuckles of her other hand.

“Got him good, did you, love?” he asked in amusement. “What was it – a right hook?”

Tessa shook her head, wrapping her arms around his waist and burrowing her face against his shoulder. “Upper cut,” she mumbled.

He stroked her hair tenderly. “Well, that is your best punch, after all.”

“Fucking bitch broke my nose,” muttered Jason. “I need to go have this looked at.”

Ian’s voice was like a whip crack. “You’ll stay where the hell you are. I don’t give a damn if you bleed to death. I’ll deal with you in a minute.” Turning to Tessa, his voice became warm and gentle. “Now, I’d like you to go wait for me down at the beach, all right? I’ll be along in just a moment. Jason and I need to have a little talk.”

She shook her head, touching his cheek in concern. “Don’t. He’s not worth it. Please.”

“Shh.” He pressed a kiss to her brow. “Let me deal with this, darling. I promise everything will be fine. Now go, please. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Slowly, reluctantly, Tessa grabbed her beach tote and exited the suite onto the patio. Once she was safely out of sight, Ian grabbed a dish towel from the wet bar and flung it at Jason.

“Here. Try not to bleed all over the furniture, will you? And quit sniveling. If she’d actually broken your nose, believe me, you’d know it.”

Jason glared at him. “So are you going to finish the job for her then?”

Ian smiled, a cold, calculating smile. “Are you challenging me, Jason? Think I won’t do it? I believe I made it very, very clear what I’d do to you if you ever touched Tessa again.”

Jason flinched as Ian grasped his jaw between powerful, capable fingers. With his other fist, Ian tapped Jason on the jaw almost playfully.

“Such a weak, almost fragile jaw you have. Never realized it before now. Hmm.” Ian pretended to study him more closely. “Really wouldn’t take much more than a tap or two to shatter this. Ouch. Now that would hurt.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” hissed Jason. “I’d sue your ass off, have you arrested for assault.”

Ian gave a hoot of laughter. “Is that right? It’s almost tempting to try. Don’t forget, this is my hotel, my employees. There’s not one person here who wouldn’t back up my story if I were to state that you were assaulting Tessa and I was simply trying to protect her. You wouldn’t have a leg to stand on, Jason.”

He released his grip on Jason’s jaw, satisfied to see the imprint of his fingers on the other man’s skin. “But not to worry. I realize you’re flying home to your children tomorrow, and it wouldn’t do for them to see their father beaten to a bloody pulp. Besides, I’ve decided that breaking a few of your bones isn’t a fitting punishment for you. After all, bones do heal after a time, don’t they? And I intend for your pain to continue for a long, long time.”

Jason eyed him warily. “I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about. I suppose you’ve gone soft, hmm? Your hot piece of ass has you good and pussy whipped, does she?”

Ian growled, shoving Jason up against the wall and holding him firmly in place with an elbow to the gut. “Shut your filthy fucking mouth. You don’t get to talk about Tessa – ever. How dare you speak about her like she’s one of your dirty whores? Just remember, Jason. I don’t actually have to break any bones to cause you pain – a great deal of it.”

Jason threw up his hands in surrender. “My apologies. So tell me, mate. Where are you shipping me off to this time? Wherever it is you won’t hear me complain because anything has to be better than where you’ve got me now.”

Ian released his grip on Jason, circling him in a calm, calculating manner, as though he were his prey. “You may want to reserve judgment on that, mate, until you’ve heard all the details. You’re quite right that your days at the Silicon Valley hotel are over. Apparently you’ve been up to your old ways again. Clearly, you don’t follow orders well and require much stricter supervision.”

Jason regarded him scornfully. “Orders? I should be the one giving orders, not having to take them. As Charlotte’s husband I ought to have equal authority as you and your brothers.”

Ian shook his head in disbelief. “My God, your stupidity is only exceeded by your arrogance. And your ego. You’re not family, despite your legal ties to my poor clueless cousin. But Uncle Richard tolerates you because Charlotte is still determined to have you. And speaking of my uncle, Charlotte will be overjoyed to learn she’ll be seeing a great deal more of him in the very near future. As will you.”

“What do you mean?” Jason’s tone was guarded.

Ian shrugged. “That’s where you’re being transferred, back to corporate headquarters in London. Oh, I know what you’re thinking – back to the big city, the head office, finally getting what you deserve. And you’re quite right on all three parts, especially the latter. You see, you’ll be working alongside your father-in-law. Very closely, I might add.”

Jason frowned. “How exactly do you mean?”

“I mean, you’ll be Richard’s fucking shadow,” replied Ian harshly. “Your office will be right across from his, where he or his staff can see exactly what you’re doing all day, every day. You’ll be accompanying him to every meeting, every appointment, every luncheon. You won’t have any free time of your own, every minute of your day accounted for. If you need to go take a piss in the loo you’ll have to clear it with him first.”

As realization began to dawn on Jason, his features took on a panicked expression. “You can’t do that. Come on, Ian, be a sport. You know the old bastard can barely tolerate me. He’s going to make my life a living hell.”

Ian smiled with great satisfaction. “Exactly, Jason. That’s why this solution is so much more satisfying than simply shattering your jaw. Your pain will go on for a long time. And don’t be hoping Uncle Richard will be retiring any time soon. He may be sixty-five but he’s fit and sharp and will probably go on working for at least another decade.”

Jason visibly paled, his eyes narrowing. “He can’t control me round the clock.”

“Ah, but then you haven’t heard all the good news, have you?” Ian leaned against the wall, crossing his arms leisurely, as though he were discussing the latest soccer scores. “Well, you know how expensive housing is in London, even more so than in San Francisco. And since Uncle Richard and Aunt Helen want only the best for Charlotte and your children, they’re insisting that all of you move in with them. After all, they’ve got that huge old place out in Surrey and it’s been a bit lonesome with just the two of them. So Aunt Helen is at present having the entire west wing readied for your arrival, and she’s probably the happiest woman in all of England right now.”

Jason looked as though someone had punched him in the gut – hard – and stared at Ian in horror. “You wouldn’t. I won’t stand for it, do you hear me?”

Ian chuckled. “Well, considering that even as we speak Richard is calling Charlotte to tell her all the good news, I’d say you have no choice in the matter at all. Done deal and all that. Oh, and Uncle Richard also said to tell you that you’ll be commuting with him to and from the office every day. Plenty of room in the Bentley for one more.”

Jason was seething. “This is an insult. I don’t need a fucking keeper. And you know what Richard is like.”

“I do, yes. Especially when it comes to making Charlotte happy. There’s really nothing he won’t do for his daughter or grandchildren. And that includes keeping you on a very short leash.” Ian grasped Jason’s face between his fingers, squeezing tight enough to cause pain. “You sure as hell will have a great deal of trouble whoring around as you’ve been used to doing all these years. Maybe you’ll finally learn to appreciate the very posh life you’ve been lucky enough to have.”

Jason snorted. “I think I’d prefer the broken bones to everything you’ve just described.”

“Tough. The choice isn’t yours to make. Uncle Richard has finally realized what a liability you are to this company, to this family, and he’s prepared to do whatever is necessary to keep you in line.” Ian released his grip on Jason’s cheeks, shoving him away. “Now, I’ve got a meeting to get back to. Don’t bother returning yourself. In fact, perhaps you and Charlotte ought to catch an earlier flight home, given that you’ll have a great deal of packing to do. Now get the hell out of my sight before I change my mind about breaking your jaw.”

Jason had his hand on the door handle but couldn’t resist taking one final parting shot. “Aren’t you going to go check on your slut? After all, she looked awfully delicious in that bikini. I never knew you favored blondes, Ian, especially ones with nice big - ”

But before the rest of his obscene words could leave his mouth, Jason was gasping for breath, bent over at the waist and unable to make a sound after Ian had given him a hard, vicious kick to the groin.

Ian opened the door and shoved him out into the hallway, a look of pure loathing on his face. “See if you can make it back to your room without vomiting, hmm? I understand they just had the carpets cleaned recently.”

Ian slammed the door shut, forcing himself to take several deep breaths. He glanced quickly at his watch, realizing he’d need to make this next part quick so he could return to the meeting. At the wet bar he grabbed one of the plastic ice bucket liners and filled it with ice.

He found Tessa pacing anxiously to and fro on the stretch of sand not far from their patio. She was still wearing the sheer swimsuit cover up over her bikini, her beach tote all but forgotten on the sand. When she saw him approach, she ran towards him a bit clumsily, her bare feet sinking into the loose sand.

“What happened?” she asked worriedly. “Are you all right? He didn’t try - ”

Ian chuckled, pulling her close against him. “Darling, I’ll try very hard not to be insulted that you thought for one moment that little shit could possibly hurt me. The real question is – are you all right?”

Tessa shrugged. “Just a little shook up. I can’t believe I actually opened the door for him, that I didn’t realize he wasn’t Geoffrey. He just sounded so much like him. I’m sorry.”

“Shush. It’s all right. And Jason won’t be bothering you ever again.”

He quickly told her about the arrangement he’d made a couple of days ago with his uncle after discovering that Jason was up to his old tricks down at the Silicon Valley hotel. Richard had somewhat reluctantly agreed to have Jason return to London, albeit under extremely tight controls.

Tessa sighed in relief. “Well, I’m glad to hear it. And especially for your cousin. She seems like such a sweet woman, not at all deserving of how that jerk treats her.”

“I agree. Now, let me see your knuckles, hmm? If you don’t get some ice on them, they’re going to bruise. Just how hard did you wallop him, love?”

She grinned. “He has a weak nose. It didn’t take much effort actually.”

Ian guffawed in delight as Tessa applied the ice pack. “You’re a natural. When we get home it will be time to up your training. But not,” he added sternly, “with that randy bastard Jesse. You’ll train with me, got it?”

She reached up and gave him a kiss. “Got it.” She looked down at her bare feet and shuffled uncertainly. “You do realize what day this is, don’t you?”

Ian sighed. “Are we on this again? Yes, I know it’s a Wednesday, Tessa, but once again it’s just a coincidence. You really need to stop this silly superstition you have about this particular day of the week.”

She shook her head. “Bad things always happen on Wednesdays, it never fails. But at least this time it’s ending well.”

“Well, forget about it, all right? Now, I’d better get back to the meeting, especially since I left Andrew in charge of delivering my budget talk. I don’t know whether he’ll have completely bungled the whole thing, or if the entire room full of managers will be pissed off.”

Tessa grinned. “I’d be willing to bet on the latter. Go, finish your meeting. I’ll be waiting on the beach for you when you’re done.”

“Good.” He gave her a quick kiss, squeezing her ass cheeks through the cover up. “I’ll be counting the minutes until I can take this off of you.”

“Me, too.” She sighed against his kiss. “Ian, you didn’t actually – with Jason – did you- ”

He winked at her mysteriously. “No blood or broken bones, I assure you. But he’ll definitely have trouble walking for a few days.”



Chapter Twenty Four

August

“I want to go with you to the airport. Just let me throw some clothes on and I’ll be ready to leave.”

Ian gave Tessa a stern look as he sat down next to her on the bed, his shirt still half-unbuttoned and his tie draped over a bedside chair. “Tessa, no offense darling, but you look like hell right now. I’d feel much better if you stayed at home and rested. Please?”

She shook her head stubbornly. “It’s just my stupid period, Ian, not the plague. Let me – oh.” Tessa doubled over in pain as another killer cramp wrenched her lower body.

He grimaced, drawing her close and gently rubbing his hand over her belly. “You’re not leaving this house today, my love, maybe not this bed. And I still can’t believe the absolutely rotten timing of this trip to Vegas. You know I wouldn’t be going if it wasn’t so critical?”

She nodded in understanding, sliding her hand over his as he continued to rub her cramping belly soothingly. “Of course I know. And I’d say it’s pretty important for you to be there.”

Over the last few days had come the discovery that the casino manager at the Las Vegas resort had been involved in a complex money laundering operation. Ian was flying out this morning along with several of his highest level managers to meet with the FBI, the Nevada Gaming Commission, and the local authorities. He hoped to resolve the matter within two to three days, and was also keeping his fingers crossed that the problem had been uncovered early enough so that the damage was minimal.

He shook his head. “This is why I dislike having casinos in any of our properties – too damned many potential complications like this one. But fortunately it sounds like we discovered this one fairly early in the game so we should be able to straighten things out quickly.”

Tessa cuddled up against him, seeking out his body heat. She’d been freezing most of the night, despite the warm August weather, and was wearing a pair of sweatpants and a thermal knit top. Her hands and feet still felt cold as ice.

“I’ll miss you a whole lot,” she murmured, looping her arms around his neck. “You realize we haven’t spent a night away from each other since April?”

Ian stroked her sleep-mussed hair. “I’m very well aware of that, love,” he told her. “But even if you didn’t have that orientation at school tomorrow, there’s no way I’d have taken you on this trip anyway. Not in this condition.”

Her period had begun on Saturday – two days ago – and the timing couldn’t have been worse, given Ian’s impending trip to Las Vegas. There had been no question of Tessa accompanying him this time, since she had to attend a half-day orientation at the university tomorrow. Her online classes didn’t officially begin for another ten days or so, but her attendance at tomorrow’s event was mandatory. She was also planning to buy whatever books and other materials she needed for her classes at the campus bookstore tomorrow.

She’d had a restless night, plagued with cramps and a terrible headache, plus some of the heaviest bleeding she’d ever experienced. She was clearly exhausted this morning, and had shuddered to see her reflection in the mirror – skin so pale it looked as though it had been bleached white; dark circles under her eyes; her hair sticking up in a dozen different places. Ian had insisted on bringing her some tea but she’d refused any food, her cramps so severe she was almost nauseous from the pain.

Ian frowned as a chill went through her body, and he took her hands in his to warm them. “Tessa, this can’t continue, you know that. It tears me up to see you suffer like this every month. I’m going to call Jordan during the flight and make an appointment for us to see him a week from today.”

Tessa shrugged. They had had this discussion more than once, and she’d brushed Ian’s concerns aside each time. Jordan Reeves was a good friend of Ian’s, a fellow patron of the arts, and one of the top OB/GYN doctors in San Francisco. Ian had been pushing Tessa to consult with him for months now.

“I’m not sure what he’s going to be able to tell us,” she argued. “I tried three different brands of the pill – they all made me sick in one way or the other. The nurse at the clinic said it’s rare to have allergic reactions but that’s definitely what happened in my case.”

“Darling, that was several years ago, don’t forget. I’m sure new products have come on the market since then. Besides, there’s a great deal of difference between an overworked public health nurse at a free clinic with limited resources, and the top man in his field at the best hospital here in the city. Jordan will have far more resources at his disposal so that he can work with us at finding a better solution. Because this,” he gestured to her shivering, cramping form, “is not something that can go on any longer.”

She sighed and began to button up his dress shirt. “I’m just not sure what other alternatives will work for me. Most everything I’ve researched has hormones of some sort, and that’s apparently what I have a bad reaction to.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Let’s see what Jordan has to say, hmm? I’ll tell you now, Tessa – as much as I hate the thought – I’d resort to using condoms before I see you suffer through one more cycle like this.”

“No!” She shook her head vehemently, having feared he’d bring that subject up. “I’d hate that, Ian, absolutely hate that.”

He scooped her onto his lap and tucked her head beneath his chin as he held her. “So would I, but it would still be better than watching you this way.” He splayed his head over her belly. “And since I don’t plan on getting you pregnant just yet, we’ll have to do something.”

Tessa gave a little gasp and lifted her head to stare at him. “We’ve never actually discussed that particular subject, have we?”

“No, we haven’t.” Ian looked pensive all of a sudden. “What are your feelings on the matter?”

She smiled and placed her hand over his. “I’ve always wanted children. And I especially want to have your children.” She bit her lip uncertainly. “But – that’s only if you do too, of course.”

Ian kissed her, a sweet, soft gesture. “My darling girl, don’t you know that one of my fondest dreams is to see your belly grow big with my baby one day?” His hand cupped her breast, drawing a hiss from her as his thumb rasped over the nipple. “Or to watch my child nursing at your breast? Yes, of course, I want children, Tessa, so long as you’re their mother.”

“I love you, Ian,” she told him quietly, resting her head on his shoulder. “And I would love nothing better than to give you as many babies as you wish.”

He chuckled. “Let’s start with one and take it from there, all right? But,” he added, in a more serious tone, “not just yet. I’m a selfish enough man to want you all to myself for a time. Which is why we are going to see Jordan as soon as possible and get this birth control situation taken care of.”

“Okay.” She gave an exhausted sigh, too worn out to argue any further.

Ian frowned in concern as he gently laid her back against the pillows and covered her with the duvet. “Tessa, I’m not convinced you shouldn’t see Jordan before next week. Not to discuss birth control – I want to be present for that – but to check you out right now. You’re so pale, darling, and your skin feels clammy. Why don’t you let me set something up for today? If he can’t fit you in I’m sure one of his associates can. Simon can drive you.”

“No.” she clasped his hand. “This isn’t anything I haven’t been through many times before. It will pass, it always does. By tomorrow it will have eased up, and by the time you return on Thursday it will hopefully be all done. So,” she added teasingly, “you’d better get lots of sleep while you’re away because you’ll be expected to perform as soon as you get back.”

Ian laughed as he bent and kissed her cheek. “Very well, my lusty maiden. I know what you’re like after you’ve had to abstain for several days, so I will definitely try to get as much rest as possible. You’re certain about Jordan?”

“Yes. I’ll be fine. Just make the appointment for next week, all right?”

Tessa knew Ian had a lot on his plate right now, that this unexpected situation in Las Vegas couldn’t have come at a worse time. They had been traveling almost constantly these past few weeks, trying to get as many hotel reviews done as possible in anticipation of their vacation next month. Ian was taking her to Tuscany in mid-September, and then to London, and they would be away for a total of two weeks. So the last thing she wanted to do was worry him, or give him cause for concern. She very intentionally didn’t tell him, therefore, that this was the worst she’d ever felt during one of her periods. The cramps were unbearable, the regular doses of Tylenol doing nothing to ease her suffering. She’d been bleeding heavily for almost two full days now, and felt weak from the blood loss, almost dizzy at times. She had no energy, could barely even think of getting out of bed, and was grateful she didn’t have a regular job she had to report to. She only hoped she could summon enough strength to attend tomorrow’s orientation.

She hadn’t realized she’d begun to doze off until Ian sat back down on the bed next to her. She gazed up at him drowsily, her thoughts more than a little unfocused.

“Hmm, what is it?” she murmured sleepily.

His brows knit together worriedly. “I’m afraid I need to leave now, darling. Simon will be arriving within the next five minutes. Are you certain you’re all right? I don’t have a very good feeling about leaving you this way.”

“I’ll be fine,” she whispered, too tired to even lift her head from the pillow. “And don’t forget. I’m the one who always gets those bad feelings, not you. Besides, today’s a Monday. Bad things only happen on Wednesdays.”

He shook his head in exasperation. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to clear your mind of that ridiculous superstition. Now, give me a kiss good-bye, love.”

Tessa clung to him as he gave her a long, searching kiss, unwilling to let him go. In the end, he gently disengaged her arms and stood, smoothing her hair off her face as he did so.

“I’ll expect frequent calls and texts from you, understand?” he told her in mock severity. “I may be tied up in meetings but I’ll check my phone on a regular basis. Now, rest up and recover.” He winked at her. “We have a big date on Thursday night. Maybe I’ll bring you a surprise back from Las Vegas. From the La Perla store, to be exact.”

She squeezed his hand and forced herself to smile. “A gift for both of us, in other words.”

Ian laughed, giving her one final, quick kiss before he walked out of their bedroom. Tessa was fast asleep before he reached the foyer.

***

After lazing away the better part of Monday, Tessa was relieved to wake on Tuesday and feel considerably better. Her period was still going on but seemed to have eased a little, and the cramps were still present but bearable. She was able to eat a decent breakfast, and felt a little stronger with some food in her system. Somewhat guiltily, she realized that she’d only had tea and saltine crackers the day before.

‘God, if I wasn’t having the period from hell I’d almost think I was pregnant from how I’ve been feeling the last few days,’ she thought to herself wryly. ‘Thank goodness I’m going to get this rotten IUD removed soon. I will not miss these horrid cycles!’

Still, even though she was feeling much better, she was glad Ian had arranged for Simon to drive her to and from the campus, since she continued to feel a little light-headed and wouldn’t have felt comfortable behind the wheel of a car right now. The orientation for her online classes lasted several hours, after which she ventured into the campus bookstore to buy the materials she’d need for the four classes she’d be taking this fall.

She hadn’t been thrilled to learn that one of the required courses towards her business degree was algebra, a subject she’d struggled with in high school. But Ian had teasingly offered to be her “after-school tutor”, telling her with a snicker that his services came cheap.

“And I accept all forms of payment,” he’d joked. “Missionary, cowgirl, oral. I’m quite flexible, in fact.”

She’d gasped in mock outrage. “I’m not sure I should be listening to this sort of talk. I’m just a naïve little college girl, you know.”

“No so naïve any longer, love,” he’d whispered in her ear. “And speaking of lessons, I have a few new ones I’d be very interested in teaching you sometime soon.”

Tessa couldn’t help smiling to herself as she recalled how that particular conversation had ended, and was still grinning as her phone rang. Hoping that it would be Ian, she dug the phone out of her purse while juggling an armload of heavy textbooks. When she saw it was Julia calling instead, she couldn’t help but feel a bit disappointed.

“Hi, there, newlywed,” she greeted, forcing herself to sound cheerful.

Julia’s bright laughter on the other end immediately made Tessa feel better. “Well, happy to report that the honeymoon isn’t over yet. In fact – mmm, never mind. I get annoyed with Nathan when he talks to his friends about – uh, stuff we do so I guess I shouldn’t over-share, either.”

“Probably not,” teased Tessa. “Though I do appreciate some of the tips you’ve given me. Ian does, too.”

Julia snickered. “And I always appreciate getting flowers, so maybe I’ll think of some more naughty advice to pass along. But I really called to see if you wanted to meet for lunch tomorrow. I walked by our favorite place yesterday and get this – they now have salted caramel cheesecake on the menu. I mean, how can anyone say no to that – right?”

Tessa agreed it sounded out of this world and arranged to meet Julia there at one o’clock the next day. They chatted until it was Tessa’s turn in line to pay for her books.

As she walked to the spot where Simon would be waiting to pick her up, she checked her phone yet again and couldn’t help the disappointment she felt when there were no new texts or voice mails from Ian. She’d spoken to him only sparingly since he’d left yesterday morning, the situation in Las Vegas evidently much more complicated than he’d first hoped. They had talked very briefly this morning and as yet he hadn’t replied to the three different texts she’d sent him. Tessa consoled herself with the fact that he was super busy, and wasn’t intentionally neglecting her. And since the very last thing she wanted to do was act like a demanding girlfriend, she put her phone away and resolved to wait patiently for his call.

But the call didn’t come until much later that evening, and Ian sounded so worn out and stressed that she didn’t have the heart to keep him on the line for too long.

“And I’m so sorry, love, but I’m afraid this is going to take a bit longer than I’d hoped,” he told her regretfully. “It’s likely going to be Friday before I can make it home.”

Tessa struggled to hide her disappointment and tried to sound as supportive as possible. “I understand. I just wish I could be there to help.”

“I wish you were here, too, though in all honesty there wouldn’t be much for you to do in this particular case. It’s certainly not a situation I’ve ever had to deal with before. Now, tell me about the orientation today.”

They talked for a bit longer, until he started to yawn and she teasingly told him to get some sleep since she was evidently boring him.

Tessa had a hard time falling asleep that night, tossing and turning, even getting out of bed a little before midnight to brew some chamomile tea. It was the first time in months that she’d been alone in this big house, and she automatically found herself being troubled by her old fears and depression. She drifted into the library with her mug of tea, and reached for one of her mother’s books.

Ever since Ian had surprised her with the books for her birthday, Tessa had read all three volumes at least twice. Ian had just recently heard from one of his rare book dealers that they had a solid lead on the fourth book, and Tessa was eagerly awaiting its acquisition.

The tea and the book seemed to do the trick, and this time when her head hit the pillow she fell asleep within a few minutes.

***

She knew almost immediately upon waking on Wednesday morning that something was very wrong. She was groggy and disoriented, despite the fact that she’d slept like the dead for hours. Groaning, she reached for her phone and saw she had three voice mails and two texts from Ian, each one sounding more anxious than the last. Without lifting her head from the pillow, she sent him a quick text, apologizing for having overslept and promising to call him in a little while.

It was when she tried to sit up that she realized several things at once – she was dizzy, oh, so dizzy, and had to brace her hand on the headboard to stay upright; the awful cramps were back except they were worse than she could ever remember, like a knife blade stabbing her in the gut; and she was burning up, her skin hot to the touch, and she realized she had a fever. Her mouth was so dry she could barely swallow, and her head was pounding unbearably.

In dire need of some Tylenol and a glass of water, she stumbled on shaky legs to the bathroom. It was then she noticed the blood trickling down the inside of her thighs, and she tried valiantly not to panic. There was way too much blood, even for the heavy periods she suffered from, and the way it was seeping out in a steady flow made her realize she needed to get to a doctor right away.

Struggling not to pass out, she managed to clean herself up as best she could, forcing back alarm when she saturated a sanitary pad within minutes. She called Ian first, even though he was in Las Vegas, because she desperately needed to hear his calm, steady voice telling her what to do next. She shouldn’t have been surprised when the call went to voice mail, and chose not to leave a message. Simon had the day off today, though she knew he would have come for her anyway, but in the end she called Julia.

“Hey,” trilled Julia happily. “Working up an appetite for that cheesecake?”

“Julia.” Tessa’s voice was whisper soft. “I – no, I can’t make lunch. I’m – sick, something’s wrong.”

Julia was instantly on alert. “What is it, honey? The flu? God, you sound awful.”

“Not the flu. Thought it was my period but – oh, God, the cramps – so painful. And too much blood.” Tessa was fighting off the urge to retch with every breath she took.

“I’m coming over. Right now. Can you get downstairs to open the door for me?”

Tessa was desperately grateful to learn her friend was on the way. “Think so. I’ll find a way. I’m sorry.”

“Stop it. Nothing to be sorry for. Damn it, Nathan’s already on his way to Napa. I know, I’ll get Travis to drive me, he’s a crazy man behind the wheel so we’ll get there in record time. Tessa – if this gets any worse before we arrive, call 911 immediately, okay? I’m walking out of my office now to get Travis, and I’ll have my phone in hand if you have to call. Just hang on, okay?”

“Okay. See you soon.” Tessa slumped to the bathroom floor, just the effort of talking sapping the little energy she had left.

She half stumbled, half crawled into the walk-in closet to find a pair of slip-on shoes and then grabbed her purse from the bedroom. Somehow she managed to get herself downstairs, largely by sitting and sliding down on her butt one stair at a time. Try as she might, she couldn’t summon the energy to get up off the bottom step, her head swimming nauseatingly and the pain in her abdomen so severe she was sobbing.

While she waited for Julia and Travis to arrive, her fevered brain vaguely recalled that she still needed to call Ian. Once again the call went to voice mail, but this time she left him a short, succinct message.

“Hey, it’s me. Sorry to bother you and please don’t worry because it’s probably nothing. Julia is going to drive me to the doctor’s office just to get checked out. I’ll call you when I know more, okay? Love you.”

Another vicious, stabbing pain ripped through her belly as she ended the call, and she cried out in agony, wrapping her arms around her midsection. She gasped as she felt a fresh gush of blood seep down her thighs, and this time she did panic when she saw the spreading stain on her sweatpants. Tessa had no idea what was happening to her, but she knew this was far more serious than just a heavy period.

The effort it took to crawl to the front door and open it when the doorbell rang depleted what was left of her strength. Tessa wasn’t even aware when she slumped to the ground in a dead faint, and most certainly didn’t hear the alarmed voices of Julia and her boss.

***

Doctors, nurses, and whoever else might have been walking through the hallways at University Medical Center were quick to move out of the way of the tall, dark haired man in the gray pinstriped suit. The look on his face was deadly serious, and passers-by glanced away hastily when they glimpsed the fire in his eyes and the tight set to his mouth. No one would have dared to think of approaching him as he strode purposefully down the hall.

Ian was fighting to suppress the rising panic he felt with each step that brought him ever closer to the visitor waiting room where Julia would be meeting him. The last few hours had been nothing less than nightmarish, and his brain was a jumble of thoughts and emotions, none of which made the least bit of sense right now. He was terrified at not knowing what was going on with Tessa, trying to remain positive and not assume the worst, but also about two breaths shy of a full blown anxiety attack. He was furious at himself for having waited so long to check his bloody voice mail, a full three hours after Tessa had left that last message, her voice barely audible. And he was cursing the casino manager for his treachery that had required Ian’s presence in Las Vegas these past three days. If he hadn’t had to fly out there to clean up the mess, he would have been here with Tessa, able to look after her properly.

Ian had alternately scolded and teased Tessa about the so-called premonitions she felt at times, particularly on Wednesdays, which she still insisted were cursed somehow. But he himself had woken very early on this particular Wednesday, before dawn in fact, and the unsettled feeling he’d had then continued to nag at him all morning. He’d done a full hour of swimming laps in the hotel pool, hoping it would both ease his stress and dispel these odd feelings he kept having. Not wanting to wake Tessa too early, he’d sent her a text before heading off to resume the grueling round of meetings about the increasingly complex money laundering operation. He’d excused himself at various intervals to call her, growing more and more concerned when she didn’t answer her phone or reply to his messages. Then, finally, there had been that brief text apologizing for having overslept, and assuring him she’d call soon.

He’d felt instant relief at that point, assured that all was well, and had returned to the meeting. Things had begun to develop at a rapid pace at that point, and before it knew it the morning had all but disappeared and it was already noon.

In between bites of a hastily consumed lunch, Ian had fielded three rather urgent phone calls from the San Francisco office before he’d finally pulled out his personal phone to check for messages.

The voice mail from Tessa had put him on instant alert, for he could immediately sense the fear in her voice that she had so unsuccessfully tried to mask. But it was the next three messages – all placed from Tessa’s phone but left by Julia – that sent him into a full blown panic.

The first message had been delivered around 9:30am, and Ian could hear the sounds of traffic in the background.

“Ian, it’s Julia. Call me on Tessa’s phone the moment you get this. She’s being taken to the ER in an ambulance, Travis and I are following behind. Not sure exactly what’s wrong but when she called me this morning to cancel our lunch, she was in awful pain and said she was bleeding a lot. When Travis and I got to your place – God, Ian, she just fainted dead away and all the blood – it was awful. We called 911 immediately and I’d guess right now we’re less than ten minutes away from the hospital. I’ll call you after we arrive.”

Julia’s next message had come about forty five minutes later, and this time the background noise was minimal at best. She’d been struggling to keep her voice calm.

“Ian, it’s Julia again. I really hope you check your voice mail soon. Look, we’re at the ER now at University Med Center and Tessa’s being looked over by a team. At first they thought it could be a miscarriage but one of the interns just popped out and said the ultrasound is indicating her IUD has most likely perforated her uterus. They’ve managed to stop the bleeding but she’s going to need surgery. As soon as I know more I’ll contact you. Call me, please.”

The third and final message had been left just after eleven a.m., and there was no mistaking the annoyance in Julia’s tone this time.

“Damn it, Ian, why the hell aren’t you answering this phone? I’ve tried calling the hotel there in Vegas but no one will put me through to you. Please call me the second you get this. They’re taking Tessa into surgery now to remove the IUD and repair the damage to her uterus. That’s really all I know, they won’t tell me anymore, and it’s like an insane asylum in this place today. Travis has been here with me but he needs to get back to the office, and Nathan is up at the hotel site in Napa today. I’ll stay here and keep you updated but you need to get back to San Francisco right away. And CALL ME!”

What had happened next – in very quick succession – still had his head spinning. He’d called Julia immediately, apologizing profusely for not returning her earlier calls, and demanded an update on Tessa. When he’d learned she was still in surgery, he’d put the next steps in motion with dizzying speed – giving his management team no opportunity to argue with him when he’d announced he had to leave at once; calling to have the corporate jet made ready for a speedy departure; contacting Simon as he gathered his belongings from the suite and arranging to be picked up at the airport in San Francisco; commandeering one of the local hotel staff to drive him to the private airstrip where his plane had been waiting. During the hour long flight, he’d called Julia three times for updates, as well as badgering Jordan Reeves’ receptionist until she’d finally agreed to page the doctor. The affable OB/GYN had called Ian back promptly, and agreed to check on Tessa just as soon as the baby he was scheduled to deliver within the next half hour was born. Jordan had assured Ian that Tessa was going to be fine, that these sorts of things, while rare, were usually relatively easy to repair, and it was highly unlikely that there would be any complications.

But any reassurances Ian had been given were instantly forgotten the moment he entered the hospital. Like most people, he disliked such places, and fortunately had had to spend very little time visiting them. His anxiety only continued to increase with each step that brought him ever closer to the visitor waiting room.

Julia was busily tapping away on her iPad when he all but burst inside the room, and she sighed in relief when she saw him approach. She set her tablet aside and stood. “Ian. Thank God.”

“Where is she?” he demanded. “I need to see her right away. She’s been out of surgery how long now?”

Julia laid a hand on his arm, trying to calm him down. “About forty five minutes or so. But she’s still in recovery, so no one can see her yet. One of the nurses said the surgeon will be out to talk to us any minute now.”

Ian shook his head. “Not good enough. I want to talk to someone now. Where’s this nurse you spoke to?”

“Ian, you’ve got to calm down, okay? I realize all of this has been a shock to you, but you’re not going to help Tessa a bit by freaking out and going into boss mode. Sorry to break the news, but you aren’t the boss here,” she told him sternly.

He heaved a sigh of frustration, raking a hand through his hair. “You’re right, of course. It’s just frustrating as hell. I should have been here, Julia. I should have been the one taking care of her, bringing her to the hospital. And then to ignore all of your messages – Christ, I’ll never, ever forgive myself if she doesn’t come out of this all right.”

“Hush.” Julia took both of his much larger hands in hers. “And don’t blame yourself. Tessa seemed fine when I spoke to her yesterday. I think this happened very suddenly, so there’s no possible way you could have anticipated it.”

Ian squeezed her hand gratefully. “It’s more than that. This damned IUD of hers – I’ve been after her for months to get it removed, to consult with a doctor about alternatives. But we’ve been so busy with one thing or another, she just kept putting it off. When I left her on Monday morning, I could tell she was in a bad way but she kept insisting it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. God damn it!”

Julia gave a little start as he slammed a fist against what was fortunately a very sturdy wall. “Why don’t we sit down, hmm?” she suggested calmly. “Look, let me go try and find that nurse, see if she has an update for us. And you look like you could use a cup of tea. Maybe a nice, calming blend like chamomile?”

Ian made a face. “Hate the stuff, have ever since our old nanny tried to pour it down our throats to make us sleepy.”

Julia eased him into a chair and patted his shoulder. “OK, Darjeeling it is then. And I need a really large cup of coffee, plus the biggest piece of pie I can find. I’ll be back in a bit, all right? And,” she added with a smile, “try not to punch any holes in the wall while I’m gone, okay?”

He couldn’t help but smile a little in return. “I’ll try my best. And Julia – thank you. Thank God you and Travis were able to get to her so quickly. I owe both of you a long weekend at one of our hotels. Your choice. Unless,” he added with a wink, “you’d rather have a new pair of shoes.”

Julia’s green eyes sparkled merrily. “Wow, what a decision. I did love that weekend Nathan and I spent in Santa Barbara last year. But I’ve also been eyeing a new pair of Jimmy Choos, too. I’ll get back to you, okay?” Then she sobered before telling him, “It was no trouble at all. I’m just glad we could help. And when we found her.” She shuddered. “God, it will take me a long time to forget that sight.”

She disappeared down the hallway before Ian could quiz her further, and the frightening images her words called to mind only served to increase his anxiety.

But then in the next minute the tall, broad-shouldered form of Dr. Jordan Reeves sauntered into the room and Ian instantly sprang to his feet.

“Well, it’s about damned time that baby was born,” groused Ian. “Boy or girl?”

Jordan grinned, his black hair mostly hidden beneath the dark blue surgical cap that was the same color as his scrubs. “A girl. Seven pounds nine ounces and she’s pissed as hell. A real screamer if I’ve ever heard one.”

Ian managed a wry smile as he shook his friend’s hand. “Just your type from what I’m told. And I’m going to be the one who starts screaming soon if that good for nothing surgeon doesn’t arrive soon to tell me about Tessa.”

“Relax.” Jordan squeezed Ian’s shoulder. “First of all, Danny Shapiro is just about the best surgeon on staff here. And second, I just had a long chat with him about your lady and offered to give you all the details. Which is fortunate, considering he’s got another emergency surgery to rush into.” Jordan glanced around the nearly empty waiting room. “You here alone?”

Ian shook his head. “Tessa’s friend – correction, our friend – just left to get us some tea. Julia was the one who called 911 earlier today. She’s been here the whole time.”

Jordan’s gray eyes sparkled with interest. “Please tell me Julia was the really, really hot babe that I just passed in the hallway. Long hair, tight skirt, high heels, stacked like a brick shithouse?”

Ian shook his head. “Forget it, mate. That is definitely Julia but afraid she’s already spoken for. Tessa and I were at her wedding back in June.”

Jordan sighed. “Damn it. She’s just my type, too.”

Ian rolled his eyes. “I didn’t realize you had a type. Other than young, female and beautiful. Now, enough about your love life. I need to know every single detail about my woman, including how soon I can see her.”

Jordan explained in a quick, concise manner about the laparoscopy that had been performed on Tessa to repair the damage to her uterus. It had been a minimally invasive procedure, requiring only a very small incision in her abdomen.

“And of course they removed the offensive little device that caused all this trouble. Saved me the effort in extracting it, I suppose. How long did you say she’s had the IUD?” inquired Jordan.

“Going on eight years, I believe.”

Jordan nodded. “They’re usually good for about ten years before they have to be replaced. This – what happened to Tessa – is actually quite rare. Fortunately there won’t be any lasting damage. The perforation was fairly easy to repair.”

Ian sighed in relief. “Thank God. That’s the next question I was going to ask. This won’t affect her ability to have children, will it?”

“Nope. Not in the least.” Jordan cocked his head to the side, regarding Ian curiously. “Why? Planning on knocking her up soon?”

“Jesus, you’ve got a helluva bedside manner,” complained Ian. “I hope you don’t talk to your patients that way. And no – I don’t plan on knocking her up as you so charmingly put it for at least a couple more years. That’s why we need an alternative form of birth control as soon as possible.”

A deep laugh rumbled from Jordan’s chest. “A bit touchy there, Ian? Hey, I can’t blame you. Enjoy her for a while before you start procreating. But you’ll have to hold off on the fun and games for a bit, I’m afraid. She’ll need some time to recover from this.”

“Obviously. Well, I abstained for two and a half years while I was waiting for her. I suppose a few weeks will seem like nothing in comparison.”

Jordan stared at him in disbelief. “Two and a half years? Seriously? I don’t think I’ve gone two and a half days without some action since I was about sixteen.”

Ian shook his head. “Knowing you as I do, that doesn’t surprise me in the least. Now, when can I see Tessa and how soon can I bring her home?”

“I’d say another half hour to the first question and maybe a couple of days to the second. We’ll have to keep a very close eye on her for any sign of infection. That’s a fairly common complication for this sort of thing, and I see from the reports that she already had a fever when they brought her in.”

Ian’s spine stiffened at this news. “What does that mean? And I assume if an infection does occur that it’s easily treatable?”

Jordan nodded. “Almost always, yes. And the fact that she was running a fever on arrival isn’t anything to get alarmed over. I noticed they’ve already started her on a pretty high dose of antibiotics, most likely as a precaution.”

Ian was interrupted from asking any further questions by the return of Julia, who was balancing two large coffee cups, a paper bag, and her oversized leather satchel. Jordan, always a sucker for a pretty woman, rushed to offer assistance.

“Let me take those for you,” he offered with a killer smile as he took the two cups. “We don’t want to have to treat you for a third degree burn, do we?”

Julia gave him a polite smile in return, and it was very clear that she recognized Jordan for the notorious player that he was. “Thank you, the one with the tea bag is Ian’s.”

Jordan introduced himself, sparing Ian the trouble, and couldn’t resist turning on the charm even though he knew Julia was already spoken for. “I understand from Ian that you’re recently married. My very, very bad luck. I don’t suppose,” added Jordan teasingly, “that you’ve got a twin sister tucked away somewhere?”

Julia’s eyes widened as she and Ian exchanged a look of mutual horror. Jordan glanced between the two of them with a puzzled expression.

“I was actually making a joke,” he explained. “Why the panic stricken looks?”

“Because I actually do have an identical twin,” replied Julia. “And I’ll do you a huge favor and not set you up with her. As I understand it, the last time someone was crazy enough to do that, her date wound up with a very bloody nose.”

***

Ian refused to leave Tessa’s side once she was moved to a private room. He might not have been the boss here at the hospital – as Julia had sternly reminded him – but that didn’t mean he wasn’t fully capable of getting things done. With Jordan’s help, he arranged to have a sleeping cot set up in the room; sent Simon to the house to pick up whatever clothing and toiletries he might need; and set up a mini-office space, with his laptop, cell phone and tablet within easy reach. He’d been relieved to hear that the situation in Las Vegas was nearly wrapped up, and that his absence hadn’t had much impact on the proceedings. Andrew had been fully apprised of the situation with Tessa and was under strict orders about what calls to forward along.

Unfortunately, the only thing that Ian – or anyone else, for that matter – had not been able to control was the fast-moving infection that was taking over Tessa’s fever-wracked body with each passing hour. And each time the doctors and nurses upped her dose of antibiotics, they seemed a little less sure of themselves when they insisted this was normal, that she’d be fine, that she was a young, healthy woman who could fight this off in no time.

But, as the hours ticked by and Tessa showed no signs of improvement, Ian began to unravel a little at a time. He paced anxiously, ran his hand through his hair until it was standing on end, refused to eat or sleep, and snapped irritably when anyone urged him to calm down. Tessa was in obvious discomfort from the fever, tossing and turning, sleeping fitfully. She whimpered in her sleep, plucked at the bedcovers, turned her head from side to side. The nurses checked her temperature every half hour and tried to keep their facial expressions passive when her fever wouldn’t break, and especially when it started to surge higher. Ian made frequent trips to and from the bathroom, filling a small plastic basin with water so he could sponge her hot skin. Her cheeks were bright crimson from the fever, but her hands were ice cold despite his continued attempts to warm them.

Towards dawn he finally laid down on the cot, and fell asleep almost instantly, completely exhausted from the last eighteen hours of stress. It was only Jordan’s arrival to check on his patient around nine a.m. that woke him, and he grumbled to realize he’d slept so long.

“How is she? Any changes?” he asked anxiously as he stumbled sleepily to Tessa’s side.

Jordan shook his head. “Her temperature is still hovering around 104°. We’ll keep pumping the antibiotics, sometimes these infections are stubborn bastards and it takes a bit longer than we’d like for them to start working.”

“But they will start working, correct?” asked Ian in a fierce tone.

Jordan paused. “Yes, they should. We’ll keep a very close watch on her as we’ve been doing all along. So far it doesn’t appear that the infection has spread and we need to make damned sure it stays that way.”

Ian didn’t like his friend’s tone of voice. “What the hell does that mean? And what happens if it does spread?”

The dark-haired doctor, clad in a charcoal gray suit this morning, hesitated. “Let’s not go there right now, hmm? She’s not even twenty four hours post op so it’s very premature to start worrying about things like sepsis. I promise you, Ian, that we’ll take every precaution to make sure it doesn’t get that far. Now, if you don’t mind my saying so, you look worse than Tessa. And you’ve had those clothes on since yesterday. Get yourself together, man, and be quick about it.”

Jordan practically shoved him into the en suite bathroom to shave, shower, and put on clean clothes. Ian was just emerging from the bathroom when Julia and Nathan entered the hospital room carrying coffee cups and white paper bakery bags.

“Scones,” announced Julia. “Tessa told me the name of your favorite bakery once so we stopped on the way. You,” she told Ian, “are eating at least two of them. Plus the fruit cup. Don’t argue. Nathan will tell you it’s futile.”

Nathan nodded in agreement. “I think Julia was a Jewish mother in a former life from the way she insists on feeding people. So give in gracefully, my friend.”

Ian ate without actually tasting the food, knowing he needed the calories to get through the day. While Julia sipped her coffee and munched on a chocolate croissant, she tenderly brushed aside damp strands of Tessa’s sweat soaked blonde hair.

“Her skin is so hot,” she murmured in concern. “The fever hasn’t broken yet?”

“No.” Ian spoke in between sips of tea. “Jordan was in a little while ago, said it’s too soon to start worrying about sepsis, but I’m half afraid he’s bullshitting me.”

“I don’t think he’d do that,” consoled Julia. “He doesn’t seem the sort who’d keep the truth from you.”

Nathan frowned. “And how would you know that, baby? Is that the guy who hit on you yesterday?”

Julia looked flustered. “Jesus, Nathan, he did not hit on me. Though he did ask if I had a twin – jokingly, of course.”

“Baby, I hate to break the news, but he was definitely hitting on you if he asked a question like that.” Nathan glared at Ian. “This guy’s a friend of yours?”

Ian smiled. “Best OB/GYN in the city.”

“I don’t care if he’s the best in the whole country. I’ll tell you now, Julia,” Nathan vowed to his wife. “Whenever you get pregnant, he is so not going to be your doctor.”

The Atwoods stayed for close to an hour, until they regretfully had to get back to the office. Ian assured them he’d call as soon as there was any change in Tessa’s condition and thanked them again for everything they had already done.

The day dragged on with no real change in Tessa’s condition. The infection continued to rage through her body but thankfully didn’t appear to be spreading further. Still, it was taking a definite toll on her and Ian was grateful she remained largely out of it. Once in a while her eyelids would flutter open, but he was never really certain if her feverish brain actually recognized him or knew where she was.

He tried to get some work done, desperate for any sort of distraction to ease his worry over Tessa. He took phone calls from his parents, his brother Hugh, from Matthew Bennett, all of whom had heard the news about Tessa from Andrew, and all expressing their concern. Simon stopped by midday, bringing along lunch for the two of them, but Ian barely touched his.

As Simon stood up to leave, there was an unmistakable sheen of tears in his eyes as he squeezed Tessa’s limp hand. “She’ll pull through this, Mr. Gregson, I just know she will. Such a sweet, kind girl – she certainly doesn’t deserve this after everything else she’s been through.”

Ian had to fight back his own tears. “I know, mate. Keep her in your prayers, will you?”

“Constantly, sir. Please call me if I can do anything else. Anything.”

It was early evening, and Ian was half-dozing in the bedside chair when Andrew and his girlfriend Isobel poked their heads inside the room.

“We brought dinner,” announced Andrew, holding up a large paper takeout bag. “Bento boxes, I hope that’s all right.”

Ian grimaced. “Why is everyone who stops by today trying to feed me?”

But he managed to eat almost half of the salmon teriyaki, rice, and miso soup before pushing the takeout container away. Isobel got a phone call that she excitedly exclaimed was from a gallery owner, and dashed out into the hall to answer it.

Ian raised a weary brow to Andrew. “Pleasant enough girl but frankly doesn’t seem your type.”

Andrew returned his gaze steadily. “Are you referring to the tattoos, the piercings, the purple hair or the funky clothes?”

Ian smiled. “Ah, I suppose all of those. You’re much more conservative than she is.”

“You think so?” inquired Andrew. “Guess you’ve never noticed these, hmm?”

He pointed to the holes in his right earlobe and above his left eyebrow where some sort of hoop or stud would normally be inserted.

“Obviously I don’t wear any jewelry to the office. And there’s one more piercing in – um, let’s call it a more private spot.”

Ian couldn’t suppress the shudder that went through him at the thought of a piercing – there. “Any tattoos?”

“Six of them at last count,” confirmed Andrew. “All of them well hidden under my suits at the office. No purple hair, but during college I did have a ponytail. Down to here.” He pointed to the middle of his back. “And the funky clothes come out on the weekends, though it’s mostly just jeans and T-shirts, nothing too out of the ordinary.”

Ian’s grin grew a bit wider with each revelation. “Will wonders never cease. I do believe you’ve bested me at my own game, Andrew. I would never in a million years have guessed at any of these hidden secrets of yours. So your image as a stick in the mud was all just one big hoax, hmm?”

Andrew dared to glare at him. “With all due respect, sir, it’s vital to the continued operation of the office that this stays strictly between us. If anyone else knew, I’d lose all respect and then it would be complete and total anarchy in that place.”

Ian laughed, the first time in over twenty four hours he’d come close to doing so. “I agree. So for the sake of maintaining control over the troops, your secrets are safe with me.”

Isobel returned then, beaming with the news that a local gallery owner was very interested in displaying some of her sculptures. She seemed anxious to get back to her latest project, so Ian shook both their hands and thanked them for dinner.

“My treat next time,” he surprised himself by saying. “When Tessa’s fully recovered, we’ll make it a double date – you two pick the place.”

Andrew glanced uncertainly at Isobel. “Sir, I’m not really certain that’s a good idea. We probably shouldn’t be socializing outside of the office.”

“Oh, quit being such a stuffed shirt, Andrew,” scolded Ian. “You’re getting to be ten times worse than I ever was. Besides, I’m a little curious to see some of these tattoos of yours. But not,” he added hastily, “the other piercing you mentioned.”

It was quiet after they left, and still no significant change in Tessa’s condition. The doctor making evening rounds assured Ian that she was holding her own, and that they should expect to see some change one way or the other within the next twelve hours or so.

Ian frowned. “What exactly does that mean?”

The youngish doctor seemed to hesitate a bit before replying. “She’s more than twenty four hours post op now, so either her fever will break and the infection will start to clear up. Or, well, the fever will continue to spike and the infection could spread. But we’ll continue to keep a very close eye on her as we’ve been doing and look for any changes. You should really try and get some sleep yourself, sir.”

But Ian knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep, not so long as his beloved Tessa was still so sick and unresponsive. He tried reading, doing a bit of work, but all he could think about was her. After a while, he simply sat down in the chair next to her bedside, holding her hand, and pressing occasional kisses to her forehead or cheek, still alarmed by how hot her skin felt.

“You know, darling, if you don’t wake up soon, we’ll have to delay our trip to Italy next month,” he told her. He knew she couldn’t hear him but he was desperate for any sort of distraction. “And that would be a great pity, because you’d completely ruin some very carefully laid plans I’ve made.”

Ian brought her hand to his lips. “I’ve never brought a woman to the villa before, so this will be another first for me. And it will be an excellent opportunity for you to practice your Italian, so you really need to wake up now so you can start recovering in time.”

He brushed a damp strand of hair off her forehead. He’d tried to comb the tangled locks earlier in the day but had given up when she’d kept turning her head to and fro in distress.

“I know you’re a sleepyhead, Tessa, but this is getting ridiculous,” he joked. “Besides, this mattress is a poor substitute for ours. You know how much you love the Hypnos, so please open your eyes now so I can bring you home.”

He touched his forehead to hers. “God, Tessa, you have to wake up, have to get better. I’m lost without you, darling. Didn’t you know I was lost for my entire life until I met you? I used to joke that I was married to my job, that work was the only thing I really needed in my life. My poor mother had given up hope that I would ever meet someone, or give her a grandchild. Speaking of which, I’ve been giving it a lot of thought. I think I’d like a daughter first, one with your blonde hair and blue eyes, and if you like we could name her Gillian, after your mother.”

Carefully, he eased himself onto the bed beside her, being mindful of the IV tube and monitors as he took her in his arms. “You’ve brought so much light, so much happiness into my life, Tessa. I was alone and lonely and didn’t even know it until that day you walked into my office. You were so damned young and innocent – too young, I told myself – and then I discovered too damned married as well. My heart broke into a thousand pieces that day. I knew I should have sent you away – I almost did – just so I didn’t have to face the pain of seeing you every day and knowing I couldn’t have you.”

Tears began to trickle unheeded down his cheeks and he buried his face against her neck. “But in the end I couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing you again. So I kept you nearby, where I could still see your beautiful face every time I walked past your desk. Even though I couldn’t have you for myself, I still thought it preferable to not seeing you at all. So you have to wake up now, darling. Because I didn’t waste two and a half years waiting for you only to have you taken away from me now.”

Ian, a man who never cried, at least not since he’d been a boy of three who’d fallen down and skinned his knee, now wept as though he were that same small child. His tears fell unchecked onto Tessa’s hospital gown, the cotton fabric already dampened by her feverish body, and his body shook from the force of his sobs.

The touch was so light, so imperceptible, that at first he wasn’t even aware of it. He thought perhaps he was dreaming, that his exhausted body had finally succumbed to sleep, or that his weary brain was playing tricks on him.

But then, in addition to the whisper soft touch of a hand stroking his hair, he began to hear the barely discernable murmuring as well. He forced his eyes open to find Tessa gazing at him drowsily.

“Ian.”

Her voice was weak, her hand against his cheek limp, but there was clarity in the half-lidded blue eyes that gazed steadily at him.

“Tessa.” His hands cupped her cheeks, his lips finding hers in a soft, careful kiss. Anxiously, he felt her brow, and his tears fell anew as he realized her fever was finally beginning to break. She still felt a little warm and definitely clammy, but not burning up as she’d been for far too many hours.

“What – what happened?” she whispered wearily.”

“Hush.” He brushed his lips against her cheek. “Plenty of time for all that.”

“No.” She clutched his hand a little tighter. “Vegas. You’re supposed to be in Las Vegas. Your meeting - ”

“Went on very well without me there,” he assured her. “The whole damned world can get on without me for as long as it takes to get you out of this place and have you well again.”

She shook her head. “But your meeting was important.”

“No. No, Tessa. You are important. You’re the only important thing in my entire life,” he told her urgently. “Without you, nothing else exists for me. So forget about the meeting, or work, or anything besides the two of us. You are the only thing in my life that matters.”

Tessa touched her fingers to his cheek. “You’ve been crying. Am I – was it that bad?”

He shook his head. “I was worried, that’s all. And you’re going to be fine now. After all, I’ve got all these plans for our trip to Tuscany next month, and there is no possible way I’m going to allow you to spoil any of them.”

She linked her fingers with his and nodded. “Well, we can’t have that, can we? And speaking of surprises, weren’t you supposed to be bringing me one back from Las Vegas? But I guess you didn’t have time to go shopping.”

He grinned at her. “Actually, I did. And I’ve got your surprise here in the room. Want to see it?”

“Hmm. Black lace, I suppose?”

“Of course. You know how much I love you in black lace.” Ian didn’t bother to add that he’d also bought her a number of other things from La Perla, in a wide variety of colors.

Tessa thought about it for a moment before giving a little shake of her head. “Maybe later. I’m so tired. Besides, I don’t think black lace would go very well with this hospital gown.”

He laughed and hugged her close. “Darling, don’t you know? Black lace goes with anything. So long as you’re the one wearing it, that is.”


Epilogue

September

Tessa gazed out at the acres and acres of vineyards spread out in the valley below, as the sun slowly began to set. It was cooler now, something of a relief after the heat of the day, and she thought about going back inside the house for a wrap. But it felt too good to lay back on the chaise and admire the gold and purple colors of the Tuscan sky. Ever since she and Ian had arrived here at his family’s villa two days ago, they’d done very little besides what he’d jokingly referred to as their “S” activities – swimming, sleeping, sipping wine and sex.

This was their last night alone here, since Ian’s parents were due to arrive tomorrow, and his brother Colin and his family the day after that. They were to remain here another week at the grand estate, located about an hour’s drive south of Pisa, before flying to London for a few days. There Tessa would meet the rest of Ian’s family, including his brother Hugh and Uncle Richard. What was definitely not on their schedule was a visit with his cousin Charlotte and her husband Jason, for rather obvious reasons.

It had taken her some time to fully recover from the uterine perforation and resulting infection. Though she’d been able to leave the hospital two days after her fever had broken, she’d been on strict instructions to rest and take it easy for at least two more weeks. Ian of course had taken those directions to the extreme and hired a nurse to look after her while he was busy at the office. It hadn’t been until a follow-up visit with Jordan, where the handsome OB/GYN had proclaimed her fully recovered, that Ian had reluctantly agreed the nurse’s services were no longer required.

Jordan had also prescribed a new brand of birth control pills for her, these with a very low dose of hormones, and so far she hadn’t experienced any type of side effects. The issuance of her new prescription had coincided nicely with the timing of her recovery, along with Jordan’s blessings – given with a huge grin – to resume sexual activity.

Ian had been gentle, tentative even, afraid of hurting her, until she’d rather impatiently taken control of things and straddled him. Since then they had scarcely been able to keep their hands off each other, not only making up for lost time but being conscious of the fact that they wouldn’t be alone after today for well over a week.

“And unfortunately centuries-old Italian villas are not nearly as well insulated or soundproofed as our home back in San Francisco,” he’d told her. “Plus there’s no walk-in closet to hide inside, either. So while my family is here I’m afraid we’ll be restricted to using the shower for any amorous activities.”

“Or you can just gag me again,” she’d offered teasingly. “That seemed to work out just fine the last time.”

He had laughingly told her he’d give the matter some thought, but he did buy her a beautiful silk scarf during their shopping excursion earlier today to the nearby medieval town of Volterra. When she’d protested that she had more scarves that she could possibly use, Ian had whispered that this one wasn’t meant to be tied around her neck.

The live-in groundskeeper and his wife, who resided in a separate cottage on the property, not only tidied up the villa each day but also cooked beautiful, elaborate meals for them. Tessa, who’d lost almost ten pounds during her hospitalization and recovery, was certain she’d gained at least half that amount back just by eating two days of Luciana’s cooking.

Fortunately, she’d recovered enough to have started her online classes on time. It was proving to be a bit more work that she’d imagined, but Ian was as good as his word and helped her when she had questions or didn’t understand a particular theory or problem. He was exceedingly proud when she got perfect scores on the two algebra quizzes she’d completed thus far.

This morning over breakfast he’d discussed with her an idea he’d been floating around for some time – that of delegating more responsibility to both his managerial staff and also to Andrew. Evidently the PA had done an admirable job in delivering part of Ian’s budget talk during July’s managers meeting, enough so that Ian was seriously considering the idea of having Andrew take over some of the hotel reviews he did.

“Frankly, I’m getting awfully tired of being on the road so much,” he’d admitted. “And while having you along certainly makes it more bearable, I’d still prefer to be at home with you a lot more often. So, we’ll see. With the right training and some experience, Andrew might be able to take some of that load off of my shoulders in the near future.”

Tessa had thought to herself that she honestly didn’t mind whatever Ian decided to do. Whether they were on the road or staying at home, so long as they were together it didn’t matter. But she knew Ian must be weary after spending so many years of his career traveling, and she decided to fully support any decision he made about cutting back.

She was wearing a plum and white patterned cotton maxi dress with spaghetti straps, something she’d picked up from a street vendor during their trip to Hawaii, and she thought it was one of the most comfortable things she’d ever owned. Her feet were bare, as were her shoulders, and this time she did shiver a bit as the sun set a little further behind the horizon.

“I thought you might need this. At this time of the year the temperatures can drop quickly once the sun goes down.”

Tessa turned her head slightly and smiled at the sight of her handsome lover walking towards her. Like her, he was barefoot and very casually dressed in a pair of lightweight beige trousers, and a cream colored shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He hadn’t shaved since they’d arrived, though he had joked earlier today about how his mother would be sure to nag him about it when she arrived tomorrow.

Tessa had pouted playfully, caressing the dark stubble that made him look so incredibly sexy. “Well, I don’t want your mother to scold you – or be annoyed with me for encouraging you – so I guess you’d better shave tomorrow morning.”

She saw now that he was carrying two wine glasses, an opened bottle of red wine, and had her new silk crochet shawl draped over his arm. He had bought it for her this morning during their shopping trip.

Tessa accepted the shawl gratefully, draping it over her shoulders as he poured them each a glass of wine. It was a rich ruby colored Chianti that he’d bought at the winery in the adjoining town where they’d lunched earlier today. And even though the wine cellar here at the villa was already bursting at the seams with its stellar collection, Ian had wanted to buy a bottle to commemorate Tessa’s first visit to Italy.

“Salute,” they told each other simultaneously as they clinked glasses and sipped their wine.

“Would you like some cheese and fruit?” he inquired. “Luciana left a plate for us.”

“Maybe in a bit,” agreed Tessa. “After all, I saw what she has prepared for our dinner and I don’t want to fill up on formaggio.”

He grinned. “Molto bene’, cara. You see, your Italian is coming along quite nicely. You were actually able to speak to the shopkeepers and the winery owner a bit today.”

She shrugged. “I’ve still got a long way to go until I’m as fluent as you are.” She’d been enthralled to hear him converse so easily with the owner of the winery in the language she had barely begun to learn.

“I’ve had a lot more practice than you have, don’t forget. You’ll get there, darling. Plus, you have an awful lot on your schedule these days between school, work, your cooking classes, and of course,” he added with a lascivious look, “your most important duty of all – taking care of your very demanding lover.”

She reached out for his hand and drew it to her lips. “That’s not a duty, my love. I think of it as a privilege.”

Ian’s eyes darkened. “Tessa – God, I’m not sure it’s possible to love you more than I already do, but when you say things like that I begin to wonder.”

“I love you, too. And I love being here in Tuscany with you, at this beautiful villa. As wonderful as all of the company’s hotels are – well, this is actually a home, isn’t it?”

He nodded, and traced a finger over her lips. “Let me guess. This is now your new favorite place in the entire world.”

Tessa laughed. “You’re very perceptive, aren’t you? But actually, I’ve come to the realization lately about what my absolute favorite place in the entire world really is.”

“And where is that, darling?”

She turned her cheek into his palm, pressing a soft kiss there, before gazing at him adoringly. “It’s wherever you are. Whether that’s San Francisco or Italy or London or anywhere else in the world. Wherever you are at that particular moment is always going to be the best place in the entire world to me.”

Ian stared at her with so much heartfelt emotion stamped on his handsome features that it made her heart ache. “There you go again,” he murmured. “Saying such beautiful things to me that I can’t possibly tell you how much it means to me. So I suppose I’ll have to try a different approach.”

Tessa tilted her head towards him in bewilderment. “I don’t understand.”

He smiled mysteriously, brushing his thumb over her knuckles. “Do you know what day it is today, love?”

“Hmm.” She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “September twenty-something. I’m afraid I’ve lost track of time very quickly over here.”

“Well, I know exactly what day it is. It’s the twenty-third of September. And, to be more specific, it was three years ago today that you walked into my office and into my heart.”

Tessa stared at him in surprise. “Really? I mean, I knew it was this week sometime but I didn’t remember the exact date. But of course you’d remember. I’ve never seen anyone as amazing with details as you are.”

Ian shook his head. “Not with employee dates of hire. For example, I couldn’t even tell you what month of the year it was when Andrew started working for me, much less the exact date. But with you – it was still fairly early in the morning, I think just after nine a.m. I even remember what you were wearing – a little red dress with a black belt. You were easily the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen and I fell head over heels the first time I heard your voice.”

She gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “And I never guessed, never ever imagined that you even noticed me from day to day. I felt like a teenage girl with this huge crush on her favorite movie start. I never imagined we would someday be together like this.”

“Sometimes fate can be cruel to us, Tessa. You’ve certainly had more than your fair share of that, after all. But then at other times fate chooses to smile fondly on us, like it’s doing right now. And I hope it will continue to do so for many, many years to come.”

They each sipped at their wine and gazed out at the landscape, now bathed in the soft glow of twilight. Ian drew Tessa to her feet, wrapping an arm around her waist as they stood against the balcony of the terrace.

“There’s another occasion to commemorate today,” he said quietly. “At least, I’m hoping there will be.”

“What’s that?” she inquired teasingly. “I already know it’s not the anniversary of our first kiss. That date I do remember very well.”

Ian smiled. “As do I, my love. No, this is something new to commemorate. Hopefully to celebrate.”

As she watched wide-eyed, he dropped down to one knee, keeping her hand clasped in his. Tears were pooling in her eyes before he could even open his mouth to speak.

“Tessa. My darling girl. Will you take pity on this very old man you see before you and grant him the greatest honor he could possibly imagine – that of becoming his wife?”

The tears fell freely as she nodded, too choked up with emotion to do more than whisper, “Oh, yes.” And then, as he slipped a beautiful ring with a fabulous blue stone onto her engagement finger, she burst out, “And you are not old!”

He laughed and stood up, wrapping his arms around her waist and lifting her feet off the ground. “I think you’re my very own personal fountain of youth, darling. And you have just made me the happiest man of any age in the entire world. Now, tell me, do you like your ring? I had it designed especially for you.”

Tessa gazed down at the round blue stone surrounded by dozens of smaller round diamonds. The slender platinum band was also encrusted with pave diamonds. “It’s gorgeous, Ian. I love it. And I’m glad you chose a sapphire since they’re my favorite.”

“Ah, but it’s not a sapphire, love – it’s a blue diamond,” he corrected. “Very rare and very precious. Just like yourself.” He gave her a sweet, soft kiss. “It reminded me of your eyes. And also of that dress you wore the night of the Christmas party. The night when I finally had real hope that a moment very much like this one might actually happen.”

She pulled his head down to hers for a much longer, much deeper kiss. “I love you,” she breathed. “And I am so honored, so proud, that you’re going to be my husband. You’re the most wonderful man in the whole world, and I will do everything in my power to make you happy every single day of our lives together.”

Ian hugged her tightly. “And I love you, my darling bride-to-be. Speaking of which, do you recall when I told you during Julia and Nathan’s wedding that I had a very special place picked out for our own special day?”

She nodded, smiling. “It’s here, isn’t it? That’s why you were so mysterious. You wanted me to see the villa first. And yes, I love it here. I would love having our wedding here in Tuscany.”

He chuckled. “We might have a bit of a problem hosting so many guests here, though. And as beautiful as this place is, how much I’ve always enjoyed coming here, this isn’t exactly what I had in mind. Though it is very similar. Remember when we first drove up through the gates two days ago and you told me this place reminded you of somewhere?”

Tessa nodded. “Of course.”

“Well, I gave a great many photographs of this villa to Nathan and told him this was the feeling I wanted to capture when he came up with the designs for our new hotel in Napa. And while there are a number of differences, the entire resort is being built to resemble a Tuscan villa. And that, my love, is where I hope to make you my bride.”

She gasped in delight. “Oh, what a wonderful idea! I love it, absolutely love it! I know exactly what you mean now – why this villa looked so familiar. I was remembering all the drawings I’d seen of the new hotel. So we would hold our wedding there on the grounds?”

“Yes, that’s what I was hoping. Right now we’re scheduled to hold the grand opening the second week of June. My plan,” he added with a wide smile, “was to marry about a week before that time, so that ours would be the first wedding ever held in the place. And so that we would also be the very first guests to stay there as well.”

“That’s what you meant by another first. And I couldn’t think of a more perfect time or place to get married. Yes, absolutely. As usual, you think of everything.”

Tenderly, he brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “One more thing I just thought of. Do you realize what other day this is, darling?”

Tessa arched a bow. “No, I can’t honestly say that I do. What day is it today?”

Ian’s eyes twinkled merrily. “It’s a Wednesday.”

THE END
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She gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “And I never guessed, never ever imagined that you even noticed me from day to day. I felt like a teenage girl with this huge crush on her favorite movie start. I never imagined we would someday be together like this.”

“Sometimes fate can be cruel to us, Tessa. You’ve certainly had more than your fair share of that, after all. But then at other times fate chooses to smile fondly on us, like it’s doing right now. And I hope it will continue to do so for many, many years to come.”

They each sipped at their wine and gazed out at the landscape, now bathed in the soft glow of twilight. Ian drew Tessa to her feet, wrapping an arm around her waist as they stood against the balcony of the terrace.

“There’s another occasion to commemorate today,” he said quietly. “At least, I’m hoping there will be.”

“What’s that?” she inquired teasingly. “I already know it’s not the anniversary of our first kiss. That date I do remember very well.”

Ian smiled. “As do I, my love. No, this is something new to commemorate. Hopefully to celebrate.”

As she watched wide-eyed, he dropped down to one knee, keeping her hand clasped in his. Tears were pooling in her eyes before he could even open his mouth to speak.

“Tessa. My darling girl. Will you take pity on this very old man you see before you and grant him the greatest honor he could possibly imagine – that of becoming his wife?”

The tears fell freely as she nodded, too choked up with emotion to do more than whisper, “Oh, yes.” And then, as he slipped a beautiful ring with a fabulous blue stone onto her engagement finger, she burst out, “And you are not old!”

He laughed and stood up, wrapping his arms around her waist and lifting her feet off the ground. “I think you’re my very own personal fountain of youth, darling. And you have just made me the happiest man of any age in the entire world. Now, tell me, do you like your ring? I had it designed especially for you.”

Tessa gazed down at the round blue stone surrounded by dozens of smaller round diamonds. The slender platinum band was also encrusted with pave diamonds. “It’s gorgeous, Ian. I love it. And I’m glad you chose a sapphire since they’re my favorite.”

“Ah, but it’s not a sapphire, love – it’s a blue diamond,” he corrected. “Very rare and very precious. Just like yourself.” He gave her a sweet, soft kiss. “It reminded me of your eyes. And also of that dress you wore the night of the Christmas party. The night when I finally had real hope that a moment very much like this one might actually happen.”

She pulled his head down to hers for a much longer, much deeper kiss. “I love you,” she breathed. “And I am so honored, so proud, that you’re going to be my husband. You’re the most wonderful man in the whole world, and I will do everything in my power to make you happy every single day of our lives together.”

Ian hugged her tightly. “And I love you, my darling bride-to-be. Speaking of which, do you recall when I told you during Julia and Nathan’s wedding that I had a very special place picked out for our own special day?”

She nodded, smiling. “It’s here, isn’t it? That’s why you were so mysterious. You wanted me to see the villa first. And yes, I love it here. I would love having our wedding here in Tuscany.”

He chuckled. “We might have a bit of a problem hosting so many guests here, though. And as beautiful as this place is, how much I’ve always enjoyed coming here, this isn’t exactly what I had in mind. Though it is very similar. Remember when we first drove up through the gates two days ago and you told me this place reminded you of somewhere?”

Tessa nodded. “Of course.”

“Well, I gave a great many photographs of this villa to Nathan and told him this was the feeling I wanted to capture when he came up with the designs for our new hotel in Napa. And while there are a number of differences, the entire resort is being built to resemble a Tuscan villa. And that, my love, is where I hope to make you my bride.”

She gasped in delight. “Oh, what a wonderful idea! I love it, absolutely love it! I know exactly what you mean now – why this villa looked so familiar. I was remembering all the drawings I’d seen of the new hotel. So we would hold our wedding there on the grounds?”

“Yes, that’s what I was hoping. Right now we’re scheduled to hold the grand opening the second week of June. My plan,” he added with a wide smile, “was to marry about a week before that time, so that ours would be the first wedding ever held in the place. And so that we would also be the very first guests to stay there as well.”

“That’s what you meant by another first. And I couldn’t think of a more perfect time or place to get married. Yes, absolutely. As usual, you think of everything.”

Tenderly, he brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “One more thing I just thought of. Do you realize what other day this is, darling?”

Tessa arched a bow. “No, I can’t honestly say that I do. What day is it today?”

Ian’s eyes twinkled merrily. “It’s a Wednesday.”

THE END
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PART ONE

The Ghost


Chapter One

Late February

Angela Del Carlo had just crested a hill – the one she’d nicknamed Coronary Peak – and heaved a sigh of satisfaction. From this point on, the terrain was mostly flat to gradual downhill, making the final four miles of her twenty mile route a little easier. She hadn’t been pushing too hard today since she had a tough 50-kilometer trail race scheduled for next weekend, and didn’t want to toe the starting line on tired legs.

She took a swig from her handheld water bottle, always careful about maintaining her hydration levels during these long runs, even when the weather was cold and blustery like today. Winters in San Francisco were relatively mild when compared to most of the country, but out here on the bluffs of the Marin Headlands the winds could be fiercely biting. She’d dressed accordingly in Lycra leggings, a long-sleeved windshirt, gloves and a knit cap, but the cold still permeated her ultra-thin frame. Angela was almost always chilled, regardless of the weather, a condition that wasn’t surprising considering how skinny she’d become and with almost nonexistent body fat. But food had lost its appeal a long time ago, right around the same time her entire world had been shattered and she’d been cruelly left to try and pick up the pieces alone.

More recently, however, she’d finally begun to start picking up those bits of her life, albeit at a very slow pace and never more than one jagged section at a time. But for the first time for as long as she could recall, Angela was feeling – something. She wasn’t quite sure what that something was – hope, optimism, or God help her, maybe even happiness – but all she knew was that she didn’t feel quite as dead inside as she had for almost four years. She also didn’t know if this newfound sense of hope was because of the new man in her life, or whether it was simply her own sense of survival that had finally kicked in. Whatever the reason, she was gradually getting to a point in her day to day life where she didn’t have to drink herself to sleep every night, and where she didn’t wake up each morning dreading the hollow emptiness that her life had become.

She gave a brief nod to the two mountain bikers who were headed up the trail in the opposite direction, ignoring the admiring glances they sent her way. It figured, she thought ironically, that most of the runners and cyclists she had met on her runs or at races didn’t seem to think she was too skinny, unlike nearly every other person in her life did. Her mother and sisters, of course, never failed to make some sort of deprecating comment about her shrinking form every time they saw her – which was intentionally not very often at all these days. Her best friends – the McKinnon twins– also nagged her about the drastic weight loss, though Julia was kinder and more subtle about it than ballsy, in-your-face Lauren. And Cara – Angela’s loyal, hardworking PA – seemed to be constantly trying to entice her to eat something – a candy bar, a piece of birthday cake, an egg roll.

Her fellow athletes, though, were nearly all as thin – or even thinner, in a few cases – than she was and didn’t seem to think there was anything in the least bit unusual about her tall, emaciated body. It was one of the reasons she’d embraced the sport of ultrarunning in recent years, not having been content to merely run marathons or shorter distances. One of the reasons, but certainly not the only one. No, that would be the peace she seemed to find, the solace, from running these long, lonely distances. She would spend hours out on the roads and trails, running ten or twenty or more miles at a crack, and letting her sorrow, her despair, disappear for a time. The only other method she’d successfully employed to block out her brokenness involved drinking copious amounts of vodka, and usually waking up with a nasty hangover as a result.

Lately, though, she’d been laying off the booze. Whether that was due to Dwayne’s influence, or just herself growing weary of waking up with a pounding headache and roiling tummy, it didn’t really matter. Angela knew that drinking in excess like she’d done for so long wasn’t healthy – mentally, physically or emotionally – and that its numbing effects were only short term at best. In the long run, nothing really seemed to work for any length of time.

She still had a couple of miles to go when it started raining. As it was, she’d been lucky to run this far without getting wet, given that the weather had been inclement for the past week. The trails she’d run on had been riddled with sections of thick, sucking mud, and she was glad she’d worn her sturdiest trail running shoes this morning.

Angela was soaked by the time she reached the parking lot, shivering from a combination of being wet and cold and a lack of calories in her system. Once inside her sporty Toyota 4Runner, she toweled herself off briskly before reaching for a pre-mixed recovery drink. She grimaced at the slightly chalky taste of the vanilla flavored beverage but forced herself to finish it, knowing she needed to replenish all the calories she’d just burned during her nearly four hour workout. Dwayne had given her a case of the drinks, along with a variety of protein bars, nutritional supplements, and other freebies he’d received from several of his sponsors. He’d claimed he had more of the stuff than he could ever use, and insisted she was doing him a favor by taking some of it off his hands. Angela gave a wry little smile, fully aware that this was Dwayne’s own sweet, subtle way of getting her to eat more.

She cranked up the heater as she began the drive across the Golden Gate Bridge back into San Francisco, thankful that the traffic was light this morning. She was beginning to shiver and needed to get into a hot shower quickly. She’d come perilously close more than once now to full-blown hypothermia, and had been careful ever since the last near miss to watch for the signs. Maybe that was another indication that she was slowly returning to the land of the living. It had been a long time since she’d given a damn about her health or safety, not seeming to care very much about the potential consequences of not taking better care of herself.

The rain was coming down a little harder as she pulled inside the garage, and she found herself wishing yet again that there was an inside staircase leading to her flat upstairs. Instead, the only entrance to the flats was via the outside staircase, which meant she was going to get soaked again.

Angela had been thinking for a while now about moving, perhaps even buying a condo of her own. She made a healthy six-figure salary as a stockbroker, and had socked away a lot of money these past few years. Even with the outrageous cost of real estate in San Francisco these days, she could easily afford to buy a place. But she had never really liked making changes, especially the major one that moving would entail, and continued to procrastinate on making a decision. And since Julia had recently announced her intention to stay in the downstairs flat until her lease expired next January, Angela wasn’t in a big hurry to move out. She would never admit it out loud, but it made her feel secure to know that one of her best friends lived close by. Or at least most of the time. Julia spent part of the week sleeping over at her fiancée’s condo, but she and Nathan were almost always here at the Lower Pacific Heights flat at least three or four nights a week. They were currently building a custom dream home across the Golden Gate Bridge in Tiburon, and were keeping their fingers crossed it would be completed by the New Year.

As if on cue, Julia’s brand-new silver BMW – an extremely generous Christmas gift from Nathan – pulled inside the two-car garage. Angela gave a wry smile as her almost perpetually perky friend alighted from the car, her face glowing. From her attire, it was obvious that Julia had just come from one of her daily yoga classes, and Angela thought it all a bit unfair that while she was a sodden, sweaty and mud-splattered mess, Julia looked as chic and put together as she always did.

“Hey, Angie. Looks like the heavens opened up on you during your run. This is why I prefer indoor exercise,” said Julia as she began to unload several re-usable grocery bags from the trunk.

Angela shrugged. “It wasn’t too bad, at least not until the last couple of miles. And it still beats running on a treadmill at some noisy, crowded gym. And, sorry, I know you’ve got this big love affair going on with yoga, but it’s never really been my thing.”

“I know. You and Lauren have always been these jock-girls,” teased Julia. “Oh, thanks,” she added, as Angela took two of the bags from her.

“Let’s make a dash for it. Thank God you’ve got sensible shoes on for a change,” commented Angela, glancing down at the vivid pink and orange athletic shoes on Julia’s feet. It was an extremely rare occasion when she wasn’t shod in four-inch heels.

Julia wrinkled her pert little nose. “I’m really not a sensible shoe kind of girl, you know. But I admit it would look weird to wear Jimmy Choo’s to yoga. And at least these are cute.”

Angela rolled her eyes as she closed the garage door and they dashed up the outside staircase to the landing. “Sweetie, I don’t think anyone pays much attention to your footwear when you’re wearing skintight yoga clothes.”

Julia – and her identical twin Lauren – were both on the petite side but with curves in all the right places – boobs, hips, ass. Julia was wearing a cute little pink rain slicker over her yoga attire, but Angela knew that beneath it Julia’s close-fitting pants and top would be clinging to every one of those eye-popping curves. And while Angela’s running gear was equally as clingy – especially since it was soaked from the rain – whatever curves she might have had at one time had disappeared along with the twenty plus pounds she’d lost. Everything about her five foot eleven inch frame was flat now – breasts, stomach, butt. Her arms and legs were stick thin, her narrow hipbones protruding sharply, her cheekbones starkly pronounced.

Most of the time she didn’t give a shit about how she looked any longer, rarely if ever bothering with makeup, going months without trimming her long, straight black hair, and paying little attention to her wardrobe. But every so often she’d get a fleeting urge to glam herself up like she used to – to spend hours fussing over her appearance in order to please –

Angela grimaced, forcing those kinds of thoughts firmly out of her head as she opened the exterior door to the flats. She helped Julia carry in the grocery bags, dumping them on the kitchen counter. Even Julia’s re-usable grocery bags were stylish – in a variety of bright pink and purple prints – while Angela couldn’t remember the last time she’d actually shopped for food, much less what sort of bags she’d used.

Julia smiled gratefully. “Thanks for helping. I’d have had to make two trips otherwise. Why don’t I return the favor by inviting you over for brunch?”

Angela gave her friend a knowing little smirk, well used by now to Julia’s not always subtle attempts to feed her. “Nice try, Jules, but I’ll pass. Thanks all the same.”

But Julia wasn’t so easily deterred. “Come on, Angie, you need to eat something, especially after that long run you did. Have you had anything to eat today?”

Angela sighed, knowing she was incapable of lying to her friend. “A protein bar before the run. And one of these nasty tasting recovery drinks that Dwayne gave me. Maybe the chocolate one will be better than the vanilla was.”

Julia shuddered daintily. “Ugh, neither of those items you just mentioned constitute a real meal. Look, Nathan’s supposed to be here in a few minutes and I promised to make eggs Florentine. That used to be one of your favorites back in high school when Mom would make it.”

“Maybe.” Angela knew the poached egg and spinach dish covered in Hollandaise sauce would be delicious since Julia was every bit as good a cook as her mother Natalie had always been. And while she never seemed to feel actual hunger pains anymore, and food in general just didn’t seem important, she realized that she did need to make more of an effort to eat.

Julia scented blood and went in for the kill. “I’m also serving home fries and fruit. Oh, and tangerine mimosas.”

Angela laughed. “Actually, hard as it might be to believe, I’ve been on the wagon for over two weeks. In fact, the last time I had any booze was during our New York trip. But I love your tangerine mimosas so you’ve talked me into it.”

Julia gave her a quick hug before wrinkling her nose delicately. “Oh, that’s great news, Angie. Why don’t you, uh, go catch a shower and I should have everything ready in about half an hour.”

“I can take a hint, Jules,” Angela replied drolly. “I’ve got wet dog stink and a hot shower that’s calling my name.”

After promising Julia that she would in fact return, Angela jogged upstairs to her own flat, and wasted little time getting into the shower. She almost wept as the blissfully hot water hit her chilled body, and she gradually felt the blood in her extremities begin to warm. Her hands and feet in particular were always cold these days, no matter how many layers she wore or how high she cranked up the heat.

She pulled on clothes without paying the slightest attention to what she grabbed, grimacing as she noticed her size zero jeans were a little looser than the last time she’d worn them. Her breasts were small enough not to need a bra but she pulled one on anyway for the extra layer. Over it she layered a white camisole, a long sleeved navy T-shirt and a gray thermal Henley. The three layers not only helped keep her at least a little warmer, but also added some bulk to her ultra-lean torso.

Angela pulled her almost waist-length hair back into a barrette, not bothering with makeup as was her norm these days. In fact, it was more than likely that any cosmetics she might still have lying about had long since dried up or expired.

As she pulled a pair of low heeled boots on over her thick wool socks, she fought off the temptation to call Julia and dream up some excuse to back out of brunch. Oddly enough it wasn’t the idea of actually eating that was causing her reticence, but instead the thought of having to watch Julia cuddle up to her very affectionate fiancée Nathan.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like Nathan, even if his initial treatment of Julia had been more than a little on the douche-bag side. And so long as Julia was happy – which she evidently was in spades, being knee-deep in wedding plans at the moment – then Angela’s own feelings about Nathan shouldn’t matter. Part of it, she supposed, was that she had an inherent distrust of men in general these days. And the other part, she admitted ruefully, was that it bothered her to witness the frequent and rather blatant displays of affection that the besotted couple seemed to engage in almost constantly.

Angela had known little affection in her twenty six years, her childhood one of loneliness and emotional neglect despite growing up in a seemingly stable household with two parents and two older sisters. The few sexual partners she’d had during college had all been fleeting, casual encounters, all during a time in her life when she’d been angry, rebellious, and totally incapable of managing anything remotely resembling a relationship.

And then had come the time in her life she merely referred to as “the year” – though in actuality it had only been eleven months and five days. It had been the only time in her life when she’d felt truly alive, truly fulfilled, even though there had also been countless days during the same year when she’d felt helpless and out of control. And since then, she’d spent every day trying to claw her way out of the depths of hell that she’d fallen into when the ill-fated affair had ended so horribly.

But now, for the first time in years, she was beginning to find hope. That fleeting sensation of something that she’d felt earlier today during her run had been hovering on the outskirts of her emotions for a little while now, and she wasn’t sure whether to embrace it fully and welcome it in, or shove it brutally aside so she could continue to wallow in her sorrow.

Not wanting to dwell any further on what might be happening to her, Angela headed downstairs. hoping she could find enough of an appetite to do justice to Julia’s admittedly delicious eggs Florentine.


Chapter Two

April

As usual, she was the first one in the office, arriving well before the sun came up and most likely before the majority of her co-workers were even getting out of bed. She liked the quiet, preferred the solitude that she could enjoy before the intrusions of ringing telephones, loud voices, and client meetings demanded her attention. And despite her largely anti-social behavior towards her co-workers, Angela presented a much different persona to her clients. She was certainly businesslike and professional, but also engaging and personable, and her clients were extremely loyal to her. And of course that loyalty was further ensured by her unquestionable success in picking the types of investments that had performed exceptionally well over the past couple of years. She’d received a number of very lucrative referrals from those clients who’d been very pleased at the increase in their portfolio value.

Angela booted up her computer and sipped her coffee while she looked over her schedule for the day. She was meticulous about her daily to-do list, insisting on maintaining strict control over it as she had done for most facets of her life. It was somewhat ironic, considering the fact that no one had ever imposed any rules or controls over her as a child or teen, and that she’d been more or less free to do whatever she wanted for as long as she could remember.

Unfortunately, her unsupervised childhood hadn’t been because her parents had been the sort of free spirits who believed in letting their children be themselves and make their own choices. In Angela’s case, it had simply been because no one had really given a damn about her. So she’d made her own rules, controlled her own life, made her own decisions. Except for one all-too-brief period in her life – a time that had encompassed eleven months and five days. A period where she’d alternated between heaven and hell on a daily basis, but had still felt happier and more alive than at any other time in her life.

As she’d become so adept at doing these past few years, Angela firmly blocked out the memories that hovered so tantalizingly in the back of her mind. Instead, she focused her energies on the portfolio proposal she was finalizing for a prospective client – another referral from one of her largest accounts. Her ability to pick out suitable and well-performing securities gauged to the individual needs of each client was a large part of her success. Even in an office with over a hundred brokers, she was regularly ranked in the top fifteen percent for production credits.

Of course, most of the other brokers in the office would credit Angela’s success solely to the good fortune that had come her way via an otherwise tragic event. She had been a very junior partner to Barbara Lowenstein, one of the top producers in the office and certainly the most successful female among them. And when Barbara had suffered a sudden, fatal heart attack, fifty percent of her very lucrative book of clients had automatically been passed on to Angela.

And while Angela never failed to be grateful for the opportunity she’d been given, the success she enjoyed today was almost entirely of her own doing. She’d taken the accounts she had inherited from Barbara and tripled that number, not to mention adding substantially to each client’s portfolio value. But she continued to be subjected to professional jealousy from both male and female brokers in the office, and had learned some time ago to block out the catty, spiteful comments – much as she’d mastered the art of ignoring everything else in her life that caused her hurt or pain.

She was admittedly anti-social and a loner, but much of that was simply because she didn’t have the patience to deal with people who either disliked or envied her. She hated playing games and pretending to like someone just because it was the polite thing to do. Angela figured she could count on one hand the number of people in this office she actually liked or tolerated. One of those people was her administrative assistant Cara Bregante. Like herself, Cara was of Italian descent, though only on her father’s side, and also like Angela, she was a finance major, still working on her degree at night school. Cara was usually one of the first to arrive in the office as well, nearly always at her desk before seven a.m.

“Good morning,” greeted Cara’s cheerful little voice from just inside the doorway to Angela’s office.

Angela glanced up and couldn’t help the answering smile she gave her very young assistant. She seldom smiled these days but resisting Cara was nearly futile. The twenty one year old was adorable, charming, and so sweet she could melt the hardest of hearts – like Angela’s own. Cara was a tiny little thing, barely over five feet tall, and Angela always felt like a giant standing next to her. But unlike Angela’s super skinny frame, Cara was curvy, with full breasts and hips, and always hovering oh so close to becoming plump. She had a cute heart-shaped face, enormous golden brown eyes, and a mass of thick, glossy dark brown curls that tended to overwhelm her small face.

“Hey, Cara,” greeted Angela in return. “How was your class last night?”

Cara grimaced. “Gut wrenching. Sometimes I don’t think I’m going to survive this semester. It’s definitely the toughest one so far.”

Angela frowned, noticing how tired her assistant looked this morning. She knew Cara had a rough time of it – working full time to support herself and then struggling to finish up her finance degree at night, all without a penny of support from her family. Angela knew that she could have easily found herself in a similar situation if she hadn’t been lucky enough to receive an athletic scholarship to Stanford. Her mother would have never consented to paying for a college education, considering it a waste of good money, and her sweet but utterly spineless father wouldn’t have dared to argue the case further with his domineering wife.

“If you want some help studying, just say the word,” offered Angela. “And take it easy today, okay? Our schedule is pretty light and you look worn out.”

Cara gave a small shrug. “I’m fine but thanks for asking. Do you want some more coffee? I’m headed over to the lunchroom for some.”

“Sure, if you don’t mind. And before you ask, little mother, I do not want a donut or a bagel or any other free food that might be lurking around.”

Cara grinned. “Am I that predictable? Besides, I didn’t see any breakfast meetings on the schedule this morning. Not with the new hire from competition who’s supposed to be starting today.”

Angela barely glanced up from the research report on tech stocks that she’d been studying. “What’s so special about this one? It’s not often that Corcoran doesn’t pack the schedule full of meetings no matter what else is going on.”

Jay Corcoran was the office sales manager, and one of the bigger pains in Angela’s skinny ass. He was one of those overeager company men who did absolutely everything that management asked of him, and followed the corporate philosophy like it was religion. One of his responsibilities was to schedule meetings with the various mutual fund and annuity representatives, and he took that particular task to heart with a vengeance. It seemed to Angela that there was always one meeting or another going on, and the meetings almost always included some type of food service.

Angela despised meetings of any sort, and the ones with the sales reps were the worst. Her sentiments were wholeheartedly shared with most of the other top producers in the office, who shunned the meetings as frequently as she did. And of course this drove kiss-ass Jay crazy, making him fear that it would be a bad reflection on his abilities as sales manager if every meeting wasn’t filled to overflowing with attendees. Thus, the hyperactive, annoying as hell sales manager – whom Angela had once likened to a Doberman Pinscher on crack –could be constantly seen trying to hustle one broker or another into attending one of the meetings. Angela just ignored him now, refusing to even look up when he popped his balding head inside her office, and tried unsuccessfully to entice, bully, threaten or beg her to attend.

Cara shook her head. “I think the new hire is a really big deal. Apparently he’s moving into George Barnhart’s old office.”

That bit of news got Angela’s attention. Barnhart had been the top producer in the office for almost two decades until he’d chosen to retire last year at the ripe old age of fifty-two. Most of the other brokers in the office had thought him crazy to call it quits when he was still at the very top of his game, but Angela had silently applauded his decision. The man had already accumulated tens of millions, and had wisely decided that life was too short not to start enjoying the fruits of his labors. Rumor had it that he, his wife, and their two teenagers were presently doing some sort of round the world trip on a sailboat.

Barnhart’s former office – easily the largest and most ideally located in the place – had remained empty. Angela had heard via Cara that at least half a dozen of the top producers had been campaigning for it, but the rumor had floated around for a while now that management wanted to keep the spacious office vacant in hopes of luring in a big producer from a rival firm. And apparently their waiting game had finally paid off.

“He must be a pretty big fish to land Barnhart’s office,” mused Angela. “Any word on who he is or what firm he’s transferring from?”

“Not yet, but I’ll see what I can find out. Be back in a few and then we can go over today’s schedule.”

Angela gave her assistant a wave as she went off in search of coffee, thinking that if it wasn’t for Cara she’d never know what was going on in the office. She rarely ventured out of her little corner office, the one she’d been given rather grudgingly soon after Barbara’s death. But even though she would have been well within her rights to demand a larger office now, she was perfectly happy remaining in her secluded spot. Few people bothered her back here, and it was much easier to ignore the goings-on around her. Except for client meetings outside of the office or going to the ladies room, it was rare that she left her office at all during the work day.

What she had spoken up about, though, was having to share Cara with other brokers. For the first few months of Cara’s employment, she’d been assigned to work for two other brokers in addition to Angela. But once Angela had achieved the required level of production to warrant a one on one assignment, she’d set her foot down quite firmly on the matter. And so, for the past eight months, Cara had worked solely for Angela, and worked very, very hard. Angela knew without being told that Cara was one of the best assistants in the whole office, and that she was damned lucky to have her.

And even though Angela was more than five years older, Cara was the one with the mothering instincts – the one who fussed over her boss, fretting when she didn’t eat, telling her to take a break or that she worked far too hard. Most of the time Cara’s ministrations either annoyed or amused Angela, but they also touched her at the same time. No one had ever really fussed over Angela very much, and certainly not in recent years. And while there were only so many ways she could politely refuse the muffin or the plate of Chinese food that Cara continually tried to tempt her with, deep down Angela was grateful that her little assistant cared enough to keep trying.

It was several minutes later when Cara returned, a cup of coffee in each hand, and her amber eyes sparkling with excitement.

“Omigod, Angela, I saw him,” she said breathlessly. “McReynolds is showing him around the office as we speak, introducing him to everyone, and – wow! I didn’t get a real good look at him, just from a distance, but – wow! Let’s just say that every female in this place – and some of the men, too – are going to be very happy campers when they get an eyeful of our newest piece of man candy.”

Angela gave her assistant a wry smile as she picked up her steaming hot mug of coffee. “That good looking, hmm? Better than the new Osborne Fund rep you were crushing on last week?”

Cara’s perpetually rosy cheeks grew a bit pinker at her boss’s teasing. “I know,” she admitted with a laugh. “I’ve got a problem with hot guys. But new broker is way, way hotter than mutual fund rep. In fact, he might be off the scales hot. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anyone quite as, ah, jaw dropping.”

Angela had more or less learned to tune out the way Cara regularly gushed about one cute guy or the other, whether it was a broker in the office, the FedEx deliveryman, or someone she’d met at school. The irony of it all was that Cara was also super shy and never dated, though she claimed the latter was because she was way too busy with work and school. And it was probably a good thing she didn’t date, thought Angela quietly, because Cara was so sweetly, adorably naïve that she’d be ripe for the plucking by some jerk who’d be all too happy to take advantage of her gullibility.

“So what does this magnificent specimen of manhood look like?” inquired Angela with feigned politeness. She’d brushed Cara’s cheerful chattiness off a little too brusquely at times, and had recently vowed to try and be a little kinder, a bit more patient.

“Tall. Really tall. Like maybe he used to be a basketball player once. And huge. Oh, not like fat huge, I didn’t mean that. More like bulked up, like he lifts weights eight hours a day or something. He must have to get his suits custom made to fit a body like that.”

Angela’s already cold hands suddenly felt completely bloodless, and a horrible sensation of dread began to slowly permeate her entire body from head to toe. Telling herself fiercely not to panic or jump to any sort of conclusions, she kept her voice deliberately neutral. “Sure doesn’t sound like your typical stockbroker, does he?”

“I’ll say. And I didn’t get a good look at his face, darn it, but he’s very dark. Oh, not his skin, he isn’t African American or Latino. I meant his hair. It’s – well, it’s as dark as yours, I suppose.”

Angela was grateful she was sitting, and that her legs were well hidden beneath her desk because they were starting to shake uncontrollably. “Did you – ah, catch his name? Or what firm he used to work for?”

Cara shook her head. “Not yet, no. Pretty much just saw him being introduced around. I can try to find out more details if you’re interested.”

“No, don’t bother.” Angela would have waved a hand in dismissal if she hadn’t been afraid it would start trembling as badly as her legs were. “I’m sure all the news will be forthcoming soon.”

A wide smile made Cara’s already glowing face light up like a Christmas tree. “And McReynolds will probably bring Mr. Hunky around to meet everyone soon enough. It definitely looked like he was making all the rounds.”

Beneath the cover of her desk, Angela crossed her fingers. “I doubt he’ll come all the way over here. One of the reasons I like this corner office is because so many people forget it exists.”

Cara shook her head in dismay. “I’ll never figure out why you squirrel yourself away all the time. Honestly, Angela, you’re way too young to cut yourself off from the rest of the world. And I’m willing to bet McReynolds does bring him back here to meet you. After all, the new rankings came out yesterday and you cracked the top ten last month.”

This bit of news startled Angela. She’d admittedly had a great production month in March due to the addition of several new clients, but hadn’t even let herself hope it would be enough to catapult her that far up in the office production rankings.

She gave a careless little lift of her shoulders. “Last month wasn’t typical and you know it, so I wouldn’t get used to this state of affairs. By next month I’ll have dropped down to reality.”

“Don’t be so sure. About the rankings or about McReynolds bringing Mr. Hunky over to meet you. My hunches about this kind of stuff are almost always right.”

Angela was struggling mightily for control at this moment, fearful that she’d explode with a full blown panic attack otherwise. As she’d become so adept at doing for the past few years, she firmly shoved her anxiety to a place where she could turn it off, and forced herself to focus on something else.

“Let’s go over our schedule for the day, okay?” she told Cara briskly. “Otherwise, we’ll get interrupted by half a dozen phone calls.”

Throwing herself into her work had been Angela’s salvation these past few years, and when she couldn’t be at the office she was usually running. So long as she stuck firmly to her routine, kept herself too busy and too exhausted to let her mind wander into places that were dark and dangerous for her to visit, she could cope.

And for the next couple of hours that was exactly what she did. She spoke to clients on the phone, made changes to several stock portfolios, read over some research, and emailed Cara with more than a dozen different tasks that needed taking care of. She allowed herself to get so caught up in her work that she temporarily forgot about the new broker in the office. The one she was absolutely terrified wasn’t new at all to her; who had, in fact, been the reason she’d been inhabiting this ghost world of hers for the past few years.

Angela worried her bottom lip as she continued to wage a mental battle with herself. It couldn’t be him, she reasoned. There was no logical reason why it would be. He’d been like a king over at Jessup Prior, with everyone in the place catering to his every need and whim. He’d been the George Barnhart of the office, except that he’d been even more successful and from a much younger age. Angela could think of no good reason why he’d give all that up to change firms at this point in his stellar career, to put himself through all the work involved in transferring his client base and getting used to a new way of doing things. No, none of it made sense and she was being completely irrational to even think that the man Cara had described could be – him. He wasn’t the only tall, powerfully built stockbroker with dark hair and custom made suits in this city.

For that matter, she reasoned, the new broker could even be an out of town transfer – from San Jose or even Los Angeles. Reassured, she returned her focus to her work.

It was typical for her to keep both the door and the blinds to the outer window of her office closed, as they were this morning. Doing so helped her focus and blocked out any distractions, and since Cara was almost fanatically efficient at handling all the incoming calls and emails, they tended to communicate largely via instant messenger during the workday.

There was no way, therefore, when it happened, for her to have ever seen it coming. And for all the times she’d envisioned how she might react should a situation like this ever actually occur, her response was nothing like her previous imaginings had been.

With a cursory knock at best, the office manager – Paul McReynolds – opened the door and strode inside her office briskly, followed by the tall, dark-haired, and thoroughly intimidating man who’d shattered her life and haunted her dreams for too many months to count. But instead of reacting in one of the many and varied ways she’d imagined over the years – scorn, tears, anger, indifference, outrage – or, God help her – joy – she’d never expected to just feel the same sort of blissful numbness she’d enclosed herself in for so long.

Paul McReynolds was speaking, but for all that Angela could care he might as well have been babbling in Klingon. And then he was stepping over the threshold, invading her territory, her corner retreat, and the perpetual iciness of her extremities seemed to spread through her entire body.

“Angela, come and meet the newest member of our team. Though you’ve probably already heard of the legend that’s Nick Manning.”

Looking back at that particular moment later in the day, Angela was never quite sure how she’d prevented herself from recoiling at the mention of that name. Or how she didn’t faint dead away when she looked into those keenly intelligent dark brown eyes for the first time in almost four years. Or how she managed – by some inner, hidden strength she sure as hell wouldn’t have thought she possessed – to hold out her hand as he took a few slow, precise steps towards her desk.

“Hello, Nick. It’s been a long time.”

Angela didn’t know who was more shocked at that moment or why. She couldn’t quite believe that eerily calm, almost disembodied voice had come out of her mouth, or that she could just stand there, cool as a cucumber, and offer to shake hands as though they’d been nothing more than the most casual of business acquaintances.

Nick, on the other hand, paled considerably beneath his normally swarthy complexion, and he didn’t even try to conceal the shocked look that crossed his compelling features. His big hand reached out instinctively to clasp hers, and she could see his very visible reaction when he felt how icy cold her skin was. But instead of hastily breaking contact as most people did, Nick only tightened his grip.

“Angela.”

For one brief, tantalizing second she’d thought he would call her by the name no one else but he had ever used. But that had been another lifetime ago, it seemed, and she was no longer his “Angel”, if in fact she had ever truly been so.

Paul McReynolds looked puzzled as his gaze flicked between the pair of them.

“You’ve met before?” he asked, and then answered his own question with a smile. “Ah, of course you have. I’d forgotten that Angela used to work at Jessup Prior. Though I’m surprised you remember her, Nick. She couldn’t have been long out of college when she was there.”

“I remember her very well,” replied Nick in the deep, husky voice that Angela had once been enthralled by. “She’s not a woman you’d ever forget meeting.”

She should have fallen instantly back under his spell with those words, should have found herself staring back at him with an entranced look on her face, the way she’d done for all those months. After all, he’d always had that effect on her, from the very first time she’d seen him.

But, shockingly, she only felt anger now. Hot, vicious, aggressive anger, and if Paul McReynolds hadn’t been in the room watching them curiously, she might have given in to the overwhelming urge to smack Nick as hard as she could across his devilishly handsome face.

Angela managed – just – to control her rising temper and jerked her hand out of his iron grasp before he could react.

“This is a – surprise,” she told him in an amazingly serene tone. “I wouldn’t have imagined you ever leaving Jessup Prior considering all the success you enjoyed there.”

Nick gave a little shrug, the massive shoulders encased in a custom made charcoal gray suit as wide as ever. He’d played football – both in college and the pros – the great, revered defensive end for the San Francisco 49ers who’d retired well before his prime after suffering two concussions in one season.

“Circumstances have changed,” was all he offered up by way of an explanation, “and even those of us most set in our ways have to adapt when necessary.”

Angela frowned, not allowing herself to even contemplate any possible double meaning to his words. “I see. Well, I’m sure you’ll settle in here just fine. Good luck to you, Nick.”

Paul chuckled. “Nick won’t need the slightest bit of luck. He is good luck, at least according to all of his clients. He’s going to make everyone in this office forget George Barnhart ever existed.”

Another careless shrug was the only acknowledgment Nick gave to Paul’s praise. But then, thought Angela with a growing sense of rage, what more was there to say? Nick Manning’s very name was synonymous with success, wealth, and power, the broker with the reputation of turning everything he touched to gold, and who had the extremely rare luxury of being able to pick and choose his clients, to actually turn business away.

Angela had to force herself to smile in response, enough that she feared her cheekbones might crack with the effort. “Well, if anyone is capable of a feat like that, I’m sure it’s Nick.”

Nick opened his mouth but before he could speak Paul was steering him out of the room. “Well, we won’t take up anymore of your time, Angela. I know how you hate too many interruptions during your workday. Nick, you might be interested to learn that Angela is one of our most promising young brokers. She cracked top ten in production credits last month.”

The smile Nick gave her was enough to make her knees go weak, enough to cause the blood to resume pumping hotly through her long-chilled body. “I am interested to know that, Paul,” he drawled lazily. “But not in the least surprised. I always knew that Angela had great potential. I’m very glad to see that she’s fulfilling my expectations.”

Her jaw dropped open in shock, and she felt her cheeks grow warm. But before she could reply, Paul had shepherded Nick out of the office and she could hear Cara giggling nervously as Nick said something to her in a low voice. Angela rolled her eyes, easily imagining the sort of mildly flirtatious comment Nick had made to her adorably naïve assistant. Women had always been attracted to him, like bees to honey, and the jealousy she’d felt as a result had torn away at her, practically flaying the skin from her body, especially since she’d never dared to betray such feelings to him.

Like a dam that had just burst, all of the feelings she’d gotten so good at repressing – anger, hurt, bitterness, jealousy, desperation, sorrow – all came roaring back at the same time with a vengeance, flooding her mind and her heart until she was shaking again. Only this time it wasn’t with cold or shock but with rage – utterly consuming rage – that burned through her. She wanted to scream and curse, to slap and kick and bite, to throw things and watch them break into tiny pieces. Instead, she paced frantically back and forth across the narrow width of her sparsely furnished office, digging her nails into her palms so hard it was a wonder they didn’t draw blood.

Cara burst excitedly into the office, all ready to gush about the super hunky Nick Manning, when she froze in place. She stared at her boss, the always cool, always composed Angela who now looked about ready to burst a blood vessel. Angry color stained her normally ghostly pale cheeks, and her brown eyes were wide with emotion. A strand of glossy jet black hair had escaped the thick knot at the nape of her neck, and Cara jumped back in alarm when Angela slammed her clenched fist down on the corner of her desk.

“Um, are you – ah, okay?” ventured Cara timidly. “You seem – well, upset seems like too mild of a word. I’ve never seen you this way, Angela.”

Angela’s eyes were almost fever bright as she whipped her gaze towards Cara. “How is he – why is he here?” she murmured distractedly, almost as though she was talking to herself. “I don’t understand how he’s here.”

The concern Cara felt at seeing her boss so unhinged was intensifying with each passing moment. “Do you mean Nick Manning?” she inquired gently. “Do you know him from somewhere?”

Angela nodded, then resumed her frantic pacing. “We – worked together. Years ago, when I first graduated from Stanford. But I never imagined he’d leave Jessup Prior. Never thought I’d see him again.” She slammed her fist down again, this time on top of a bookcase. Her voice broke as she added, “And I especially never thought I’d see him here.”

Angela’s whole body was quivering in reaction now, and she clutched the corner of her desk to hold herself steady. Panic stricken, Cara pulled one of the guest chairs over and gently eased her boss down onto the seat.

“Geez, you look like you’re going to pass out, Angela,” Cara told her in alarm. “Let me get you a glass of water. Or, better yet, some sugar. Hold on. And don’t faint.”

It had been a long time since she’d had a panic attack, but she could definitely feel one beginning to start. Almost desperately, she closed her eyes, wrapping her arms around her trembling body, and forced herself to take long, calming breaths.

For the first few months after things had ended with Nick, these panic attacks had been a daily – if not twice or thrice daily –occurrence. But then she’d discovered how good she was at shutting off her emotions, blocking out the world around her, and the episodes of feeling like she was going to pass out or stop breathing or scream until her voice gave out suddenly faded away. Until a few minutes ago, that is, when the source of her long ago but never forgotten nightmares had strolled oh so casually through her office door.

As though he had every right to be here, she thought with a growing fury. As though she’d be happy to see him after all this time, would welcome the heartless bastard into the sanctuary she’d carefully constructed with open arms. As though the eleven months and five days she’d slavishly devoted to him had never existed or as if they’d only been the most casual of business associates. As though he hadn’t ripped her still-beating heart out of her chest and crushed it in one of his massive hands into a million tiny pieces. As though he hadn’t utterly and completely destroyed her, damaged her, shattered her.

“Here, drink some water. Then you’re going to eat this, all of it, and you’re not going to argue about it.”

Angela almost laughed at the ferocious look on her assistant’s little heart-shaped face, but rather meekly accepted the glass of water Cara shoved in her face. Her hands were still shaking as she drank, so some of the water dribbled onto her black Stella McCartney suit trousers. Cara whisked the glass away after she’d taken several sips only to plunk an already unwrapped candy bar in her hand.

And even though she hadn’t eaten a Milky Way bar for as long as she could remember, Angela found herself consuming the entire thing in an astonishingly brief amount of time. The shock and panic she’d been experiencing was gradually giving way to an unusually calm, almost serene state, and when Cara began to hand her mini Famous Amos cookies she popped each one in her mouth automatically.

When she’d consumed the entire little bag, Cara breathed a sigh of relief. “There. You’re finally getting a little color back in your cheeks and your breathing is returning to normal. God, for a few minutes there I thought I was going to have to call 911.”

Angela shook her head. “I’m okay. It’s just – been a shock is all. And I don’t cope with change very well, as you’ve surmised. It’ll just take some time to get used to the idea that Nick Manning is working in this office.”

Cara perched herself on the corner of the desk. “Based on your reaction just now, I’m going to go out on a limb and guess the two of you weren’t just co-workers.”

Angela sighed. “You’d be correct. But it’s not something I want to talk about, okay? And do not breathe a word to anyone else in this office, either. Nick – he’s a very private man. He, well, he doesn’t care to have his personal business discussed.”

“I won’t say a word,” assured Cara. “But – geez, Angela – the way you’re reacting after seeing him again. I can’t say if you’re pissed off or terrified.”

Angela gave a hollow sounding laugh. “Both, I think. Pissed off that he thinks he can just waltz into my firm, my office, like he owns the place. And terrified because – well, that’s the part I can’t talk about.” She glanced at the empty cookie wrapper in her hand like it was something slimy. “And what the hell did I just eat anyway?”

Cara grinned. “Chocolate chip cookies. And a candy bar before that. Probably more calories than you usually consume in an entire day.”

Disgusted, Angela wadded up the wrapper and tossed it in the wastebasket. “You did that on purpose, didn’t you? Took advantage of me when I was out of it and shoved sugar down my throat.”

“You should eat sugar more often,” Cara told her gently. “And pizza or a sandwich or some pancakes. Something besides black coffee and breath mints.”

Angela shooed her well-meaning assistant off after assuring her three times that she was okay, but it was nearly an hour later before she could actually focus on work again. And even then she found it almost impossible to block out the image of Nick’s devilishly handsome face or his big, powerful body encased in one of his expensive, handmade Italian suits. He’d aged a bit, evidenced by the occasional thread of silver in his raven hair and a few more lines radiating out near his temples. But he still looked damned fine for a man fast approaching forty, and would likely be the sort who would ooze sex appeal and charisma well into his seventies. And even though she’d convinced herself long ago that he no longer meant anything to her, she was beginning to realize all of that had been a pathetic sham. Just five minutes in his commanding presence had been more than enough to draw her back into his web, to fall under the spell he’d cast over her years earlier.

Angela gave her head an angry, determined shake. She couldn’t – wouldn’t – give that heartless bastard another thought. She’d blocked him out for all this time and she could continue to do so, despite his sudden, unwelcomed presence in her workplace. His new office was nowhere near her own, and assuming his work habits hadn’t changed, he’d be likely to lock himself away in his lair for most of the day, delegating tasks right and left to the five-person staff he’d have undoubtedly brought along with him as part of the deal he’d struck with McReynolds. Given her own tendency to bury herself in her work and her rabid anti-social behavior, the chances of them encountering each other would be infrequent at best.

‘I can do this,’ she told herself firmly. ‘Nick Manning is a swine and you need to remember that, girl. Remember it and stay as far away from him as possible.’

But what she hadn’t prepared herself for was Nick coming to seek her out, strolling into her office late in the day when Cara had already gone home and the rest of the office was nearly deserted. She felt his presence before she actually saw him, glancing up from her computer monitor in alarm as he shut her office door firmly behind him.

Angela fixed what she hoped was a ferocious scowl on her face as she glimpsed the somber expression on his own features. “What are you doing here?” she asked ungraciously. “Both at this firm and in my office. You have to know you’re the very last person I want to see.”

Nick ignored her question and asked one of his own. “What the fuck happened to you, Angela? You look like the walking dead.”

She gave a caustic little laugh. “Gee, thanks. You never were one to dole out compliments very often, but I can’t remember hearing direct insults either.”

He shook his head. “I’m not trying to insult you. But for Christ’s sakes, Angie, I barely recognized you earlier. You look – Jesus, exactly how much weight have you lost anyway?”

She shrugged, willing herself to remain calm and detached. “Don’t you know it’s not polite to ask a woman how much she weighs?”

Nick looked at her scornfully. “I think you and I are way past the point where we have to worry about being polite to each other. Christ – when I saw you earlier today – I can’t remember the last time I had a shock like that.”

Angela leaned back in her desk chair, regarding him coolly. “I don’t believe you didn’t know I worked here. For you to have made a move like this – to give up everything you’d built at Jessup Prior – you would have done a hell of a lot of research. You had to have known I worked here.”

“I wasn’t shocked to see you working here,” he clarified. “Just at your appearance. You’re – have you been ill? Is that why you’re skin and bones and look like you’ve got one foot in the grave?”

She rolled her eyes. “And the compliments keep on coming, don’t they? You, on the other hand, look as hale and hearty as ever, Nick. But then I wouldn’t have expected anything less. After all, you always did devote a lot of time to putting yourself first.”

Nick pointed a finger at her. “I’m not the one we need to be discussing right now.”

“Well, we certainly don’t need to discuss me, either. In fact, I can’t really think of anything we have to talk about, Nick. So let’s just agree to keep as much distance from each other as possible, shall we? You ought to be able to manage that just fine – in fact, I’d say you’re the expert at cutting off contact with people.”

He winced visibly at her very pointed barb. “I know I acted like a total bastard towards you. Both during and after our relationship. But you knew exactly what you were getting into, Angela. I was very, very clear about my conditions. As for cutting you off – you know exactly why I had to do that. You were – you got too close, let yourself care too much.”

She clenched her fists tightly, sorely tempted to punch him in the jaw with one, even if it meant breaking every bone in her hand. “Well, rest assured that I don’t feel a damned thing for you anymore, Nick. You made sure of that, didn’t you? So if you’re worried that I’m going to start stalking you or something, forget it. I’d have to actually care about you in order to do that, wouldn’t I?”

Nick smiled slowly, the sort of sexy, seductive smile that had never once failed to gain her capitulation. “You tempt me to put all that newfound bravado of yours to the test. But I’m not here to lure you back into my bed, as intriguing as that sounds. I’m just worried about you. Paul McReynolds told me that not only are you the biggest workaholic he’s ever known but that you shut yourself off from everyone else in the office, never socialize, never smile. And while he may not know any different, may never have seen you act any other way, I have, and I know damned well that this skeletal, pale and emotionless shell you’ve become isn’t the Angel I knew.”

Angela surged to her feet then, the color rising rapidly to her cheeks and her eyes blazing. “Don’t you dare call me that,” she hissed. “I don’t want to ever hear that name on your lips again.”

A satisfied look spread across his sinfully handsome face. “Ah, now you look at least half-alive. Maybe that’s the trick – I should just keep finding ways to piss you off. Maybe that will wake you up from this catatonic state you’ve fallen into.”

She glared at him. “Don’t flatter yourself, Nick. Very little gets a rise out of me these days, and I’ve made damned sure that no one will ever have the sort of power over me that I so foolishly gave to you once upon a time.”

His voice was deep and almost hypnotic. “But as I recall you liked giving me that power, Angel, liked having me control you. And you always, always obeyed me. So eagerly, so sweetly. I confess to missing that sort of blind obedience.”

“I’ll just bet you have, you bastard,” she spit out. “I doubt there are many women in this world who are stupid and gullible enough to agree to your insane conditions the way I did. Too bad I had to screw it up, hmm?”

Nick stroked a thumb over his jaw, darkly shadowed as always by his rather disreputable two-day stubble. “Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing, letting you go like that,” he mused. “If I should have just ignored what you said, acted as though it never happened. But then I realize that it was the right thing to do – for both of us. You were too young, needed to get on with your life.”

Angela was horrified to feel her eyes grow wet, and clutched her desk for support as she felt her legs start shaking again. “Except I never did,” she whispered brokenly. “Does this – do I – look like someone who’s really living? You said before I looked like the walking dead but you weren’t exactly right. A more accurate term to describe me these days would be a ghost. Because that’s just about all that’s left of me, Nick, all that’s managed to survive these past few years.”

He stared at her, a horror-stricken look on his face. “Are you saying that I’m responsible for – for the way you look? That all of this – the weight loss, closing yourself off from the world, that dead look in your eyes – is because of me? Because you couldn’t cope after I -”

“All I’m saying is that I don’t want to have any contact with you ever again,” she interrupted. “By some cruel twist of fate you’ve wound up working in my office but that doesn’t mean we have to see or speak to each other. You’re nothing to me any longer, Nick – friend, lover, and most definitely not my master. So why don’t you go back to your life and forget I exist – just as you’ve obviously done such a good job at for so long now.”

Nick’s dark olive complexion had paled noticeably with each of her sharply uttered words. “Who says I forgot you?” he asked quietly. “I told Paul the truth before – you’re not a woman a man could ever forget meeting. And just because I stayed out of your life – for your own damned good, I might add – doesn’t mean I wasn’t thinking about you.”

Some unnamed little thrill – be it hope or joy or just awareness – shimmered up her spine at his statement. But Angela forced herself not to betray any sort of reaction, refusing to let herself look for any deeper meaning to his words. “Well, that’s sweet, Nick, really it is. But you shouldn’t have bothered, because there’s really no point any longer. You ended things – very firmly, as I recall – and maybe you’re right. Maybe it was for my own good. I’ll admit it took some time but I can honestly say I’m well and truly over you now. And on the rare occasion I’ve thought of you over the years, I just felt – nothing. Just a rather peaceful sense of numbness.”

She’d always forgotten how quickly Nick could move for such a big man. It was one of the reasons so many NFL quarterbacks had landed flat on their backs after getting thoroughly sacked by one of the hardest hitting defensive ends ever to play the game.

He’d been standing there – regarding her rather warily from the other side of her desk – and then the very next second he was beside her, grasping her almost brutally by the upper arms and she was half afraid he was going to shake her.

“I don’t believe you,” he bit out. “And you must know that saying things like that only tempts me to see just how quickly I could crack that protective shell of ice you’ve encased yourself in. To see,” he whispered suggestively, “how fast I could make you come. As I recall, that used to happen with very little effort and practically no time at all on my part.”

Angela bit down on the inside of her mouth so hard that this time she did feel a few drops of blood well up. She thought briefly of trying to push him away but knew it would be futile, like trying to move a steel plate. Instead, she forced herself not to react, willed her traitorous body not to betray her by swaying against him and letting him do whatever he desired. Just like old times, she thought bitterly.

“Go to hell,” she replied in a voice dripping with venom. “And don’t expect me to join you on the trip. I’ve spent quite enough time in that delightful place over the years and have no desire to ever visit again.”

Nick shook his head. “I could change your mind,” he bragged. “Very, very easily. All it would take would be –” he paused, his hands stroking over her arms beneath the severely tailored suit jacket as though belatedly realizing just how skinny her limbs were. “Fuck it all, Angela. You’re so frail I could snap one of your arms like a twig if I chose to. What the hell have you done to yourself? Please don’t tell me this is all a result of what happened between us.”

If her mouth hadn’t suddenly gone dry she would have gladly spit in his face. “Don’t flatter yourself,” she hissed. “I’m thin because I run a lot, that’s all.”

He eyed her toothpick-thin form dubiously. “You’d have to run a hundred miles at a crack to have lost this much weight.”

“Not quite, but that’s my ultimate goal,” she replied. “So far my longest race has been a fifty miler, but I’ve got a hundred kilometer planned for later this year.”

“An ultrarunner, huh?” Nick’s voice held a grudging respect. “Still, to put in those kind of miles you have to eat. I know a couple of guys from my gym who do ultras, and while they might be lean they’re far from skeletal. You -” he grimaced. “You need to pack at least twenty pounds on. For starters.”

Angela somehow found the strength to wrench her arm from his grasp. “Thanks for your very unwanted opinion. But it’s really none of your business, Nick. I’m none of your business.”

He reached out to caress her cheek and she flinched from his touch, causing his full, sexy mouth to tighten in disapproval. “Maybe I want to make you my business again – Angel.”

This time she did slap his hand away, fury giving her the sort of defiant courage she’d never dared displayed to him before. “Don’t call me that,” she growled. “You lost the right to do so when you cut me out of your life.”

Nick’s dark eyes, so much like her own, blazed furiously as he grabbed her left hand and squeezed it hard enough that she winced. “Tell me – does anyone else have the right to call you that – Angel?”

She glared at him, trying to pull her hand free of his iron grip. “None of your goddamned business. But I am seeing someone, yes. Someone who doesn’t impose unreasonable restrictions on when and where I can see or call him, or dictate the sorts of things I’m permitted to talk about when we’re together. In other words, Nick, an actual living, breathing human being who has blood in his veins rather than ice.”

“Speaking of ice,” he drawled in a deceptively casual voice. “Whoever this prince of yours is it doesn’t seem as though he’s been very successful at melting the deep freeze you’ve erected around yourself, does it?”

Very deliberately she gave him the sort of seductive little smile he’d always found irresistible. “Hmm, but then, as the saying goes, who really knows what goes on behind closed doors. Maybe what you see in front of you is just a façade, and I save the real me for my private life.”

Nick chuckled, seeing right through her little pretense. “I can see you still like to play with fire, Angel. But don’t forget that I’m the expert at that game. After all, who better than the devil himself to know his way around fire?”

He stepped back from her then as she only glared mutinously, refusing to further engage in their banter. He paused at the doorway of her office, and she recalled that somehow he always found a way to get the last word in.

“This is far from over, you know. The more I think about it, the more I realize just how much I’ve missed having you in my life. And how intriguing it would be to have you back. Fair warning, Angel. I always get what I want.”

With a knowing wink, Nick left as silently as he’d arrived, leaving her to stare after him in stunned, frozen silence.

The sun was already setting in the mid-April sky by the time she could summon up the presence of mind to move again. Her hand closed briefly around her coffee mug, her fingers itching to hurl it against the nearest wall and watch the cold brown liquid remaining inside to trickle down slowly like streams of blood. Instead, she released her death grip on the mug and marched outside to Cara’s neatly arranged desk. Telling herself that not only wouldn’t Cara mind but would be jumping for joy instead, Angela slid open the top left drawer where she knew her assistant kept the stash.

Five minutes later she’d wolfed down a Hershey bar, a package of peanut M & M’s, and a semi-stale, pre-packaged cinnamon bun without even being aware of her actions. And with each bite, each swallow, each increase in the massive sugar rush torpedoing through her bloodstream, she cursed Nick – for coming back into her life so unexpectedly, for being even more of a bastard than she’d remembered, and – damn it all to hell – for being every bit as sexy and irresistible as he’d been the very first time she’d seen him.


PART TWO

The Devil


Chapter Three

September, Five Years Earlier

She knew who he was the moment she saw him, even standing clear on the other side of the cavernous conference room. After all, there weren’t many men who had his height – six feet six inches – or shoulders that were so wide his suits just had to be custom made to accommodate their breadth.

When she’d learned on her very first day on the job that Nick Manning – the famous football player for both the Stanford Cardinal and the San Francisco 49ers – not only worked in her new office but was among the highest producing brokers, she’d wondered when she might actually get a glimpse of the man.

It had taken almost two full weeks – and this mandatory-attendance meeting with the firm’s CEO who was visiting from New York – to finally afford her the opportunity. But, she reasoned as she allowed her gaze to roam freely and thus far unobserved over the magnificent, manly specimen, the wait had sure as hell been worth it.

The impossibly tall, intimidatingly muscular body clothed in an impeccably cut charcoal gray pinstriped suit looked as though it was still in the kind of shape needed to play pro football tomorrow, if he so desired. And the to-die-for body was just part of the whole package.

From this angle she could only see his face in profile, but that was more than enough to form an impression of strong, ruggedly handsome features, darkly tanned skin covered in an irreverent two-day stubble, and thick, expertly styled hair as black as her own locks. She wondered briefly if he had any Italian or Latin blood in his background, or perhaps even some black Irish.

And then she was no longer capable of even a single logical thought, including her own name, because Nick Manning chose that particular moment to glance across the room, his sharp, dark-eyed gaze locking on her like a laser beam.

She would remember that exact moment for weeks, months, and even years later – the moment when time froze in place; when her heart was beating so fast she thought for sure it would burst right out of her chest cavity; when her palms grew sweaty and her breasts suddenly felt swollen and achy. And when she fell deeply and helplessly under his spell.

That intense, all-encompassing gaze performed a swift but thorough inspection of her face and figure, and Angela offered up a silent prayer of thanks that she’d taken some extra pains with her appearance today. She’d known that the CEO of Jessup Prior would be at the meeting, as well as several other high-level executives from the home office in New York. Not to mention all of the local office management staff, and every one of the brokers, including the very top producers. She’d worn the best of her five suits – the chic black Vivienne Westwood that had been purchased at an end of season sale at Neiman Marcus. Her girlhood friend Julia – who was mad about clothes and a would-be fashion designer – had helped her pick it out, insisting that it made her look both professional and smokin’ hot at the same time. Angela wasn’t totally convinced about the latter, though she had to admit that the slim skirt and short, form-fitting jacket made the most of her slender, five foot eleven inch frame. With the three-inch black pumps she wore, she topped six feet easily, making her not only the tallest woman here but probably taller than at least half the men present as well.

She’d left her long, stick straight raven hair loose today, instead of clipping it back into a ponytail or coiling it into a messy knot at her nape. Her makeup was minimal but still managed to accent her big, dark eyes, sculpted cheekbones, and the full-lipped mouth that was a tad too wide.

And it seemed that Nick Manning approved wholeheartedly of the pains she’d taken with her appearance, judging from the gleam in his eyes and the slow smile he gave her as their gazes remained glued together. She smiled back at him, sending him a silent message that ‘yeah, you’re hot, I’m hot, and we really ought to get together and let spontaneous combustion take its course’.

But then their office manager took the podium and announced that everyone should take their seats so the meeting could begin. And just like that, Nick turned and made his way towards the seat that had likely been reserved for him in one of the front rows of chairs, breaking not just eye contact but any hope Angela might have been harboring that he was actually going to approach her.

She should have known better, she scolded herself as she took her own seat with the other trainees – towards the very back of the room, of course. From all the office gossip she’d overheard the last two weeks, it was a certified fact that Nick Manning did not date co-workers. And from some of the stories Angela had listened to – some with horrified disbelief – an awful lot of women before her had done their damnedest to change his mind. He’d been ruthlessly pursued by brokers, administrative assistants, receptionists, and even by his own clients, and had spurned every one of them. And, if the gossip could truly be believed, a few of the women had become so aggressive in their pathetic attempts to get his attention that they had either been fired on sexual harassment charges, or, in the case of a client, her account had been transferred to a different branch office.

So, she realized with a sigh of resignation, that smoldering hot look of awareness she had just exchanged with him was all for nothing. Oh, she didn’t doubt that maybe he had found her attractive – she wasn’t all that experienced with men but she certainly wasn’t naïve, either, and she knew quite well when a guy thought she was hot. But given Nick’s reputation, Angela realized that looking was as far as he would take it.

Maybe she should quit her job, she thought in mild amusement. It would be worth it for the chance to date the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. Worth it to have wild, screaming sex with him even one time, to experience the barely leashed passion she’d glimpsed all too briefly in that burning gaze of his. But even as she thought of doing something so rash, she knew it would still be pointless and futile, not to mention foolhardy.

From a practical perspective, quitting a job she’d just started two weeks ago would be the height of irresponsibility. The recession that currently had the country in a stranglehold had made finding a decent job extremely difficult, even for someone like herself who’d just graduated summa cum laude from Stanford with a finance degree. Under normal circumstances, she’d have had her pick of high-paying job offers, but times were anything but normal right now, with so many firms laying half their workforce off, or going out of business altogether.

And even if she hadn’t worked at the same firm as Nick, any prospects of a long-term relationship with him were unrealistic, if not impossible. All the gossip she’d been unwillingly subjected to indicated that Nick went through women as often as he changed shirts. He was rarely if ever seen out with the same female more than once, and was extremely closed-mouthed about any of his relationships. He also, according to yet more gossip, favored blondes or occasionally redheads.

‘So you’ve got two strikes against you,’ she told herself in resignation. “Co-worker and brunette. Well, it was a nice little fantasy while it lasted.’

Angela forced herself to put the unattainable Nick Manning out of her mind and focused instead on what their visiting CEO was speaking about. None of the conference rooms back at the office had been large enough to accommodate everyone at once, so the meeting was being held at a hotel around the corner from the office. There was to be a cocktail reception after the meeting, where in theory she’d be able to meet the CEO and other executives. But she knew the chances of that actually happening would be highly unlikely, given the sheer number of people present, and of her lowly ranking in the office hierarchy.

One of her fellow trainees – there were a total of seven in the group, four men and three women – had joked that the office layout was just like the passenger decks on old-time cruise ships, where class distinctions had been very clearly enforced.

“The top floor is where all the big producers are,” Noah Whitmore had related. “So that’s like – I don’t know – the first class cabins, the big suites. The middle floor is where all the manager’s offices are located, plus some of the mid-level producers. I guess we’d call that the promenade deck. And the bottom floor – well, kids, that’s where they’ve stuck us. The trainees, the junior brokers, the mailroom. We’re in what they would have called steerage in the old days.”

And while Noah had certainly been a bit dramatic about the whole thing, he hadn’t been all that far off the mark. It had been made very clear to the new batch of trainees that they had no reason to venture to the uppermost of the three floors occupied by Jessup Prior in this high rise building smack in the middle of San Francisco’s Financial District. But from various comments Angela had heard, it was rather like a different world up there. The offices were rumored to be huge, every one with a jaw-dropping view of the city, and each one more lavishly furnished than the next. The talk was that they had their own private lunch room, several spacious conference rooms, and an espresso cart available at all times of the day.

Angela contrasted those images with the one of her own tiny cubicle two floors below. The top of her desk had several scratches on it, and one of the drawers was constantly sticking. Her desk chair squeaked every time she rolled it back and forth, and whatever cushioning had once existed in the seat had been worn away a long time ago. Like the other trainees and very junior brokers, she pretty much had to beg, borrow or steal basic supplies like pens, paper clips, and notepads.

As trainees, they were also constantly getting stuck with what one of them had termed grunt work, another had labelled slave labor. In the two weeks she’d been employed here, Angela had already been required to man the reception desk, unpack and inventory office supplies, help one of the manager’s PA’s get caught up on a year’s worth of filing, and bring some documents over to a client’s residence for their signature.

In between the many and varied mundane tasks they were assigned, the trainees also had to study like mad for their upcoming brokerage license exams, complete a strictly prescribed series of training modules, and sit in on a never-ending schedule of podcasts, webinars, and conference calls. They were expected in the office by six a.m. – though Angela was typically the only one in quite that early – and required to remain until at least five p.m.

But as grueling as her schedule was, and as demeaning and unpleasant as some of the tasks dumped on her were, Angela knew it was all a necessary evil. She’d be finished with the training program in just over three months’ time, at which point she would take her exams – and hopefully ace them on her first attempt – and obtain her brokerage license. Then she’d be a full-fledged stockbroker, ready to start opening accounts, doing business, and making money – a lot of it.

And, she vowed to herself silently, she wouldn’t remain stuck down in steerage for very long if she had anything to do about it. She had plans, ambitions, goals, and they all involved moving to the top floor within a relatively short amount of time. She had a knack for this business, she just knew it. Her professors at Stanford had told her more than once that she had a great analytical mind, and that she could be extremely successful in this business provided she worked very hard and didn’t let anything stand in her way.

The meeting dragged on for over an hour, with the CEO fielding a dozen or so questions from the audience after a time. Predictably, the majority of the questions he answered were ones posed by the top producers and longest tenured brokers, and he all but ignored the few tentatively raised hands in the back of the room.

Angela tried valiantly to stifle a yawn, bored beyond belief with the predictable, pointless questions being raised. It was rather obvious that no one was going to ask anything that could be deemed the least bit controversial, and that everyone was sticking to topics considered safe.

At least until Nick Manning very leisurely raised his hand, lounging back in his chair as though he was attending a baseball game. The CEO obviously recognized him, and gave the tall, dark-haired broker a wide smile.

“Yes, Nick. What’s your question? Knowing you, I’m sure it’s going to be a good one!”

Like a great jungle beast unfolding itself from the crouching position it had been curled up in, Nick stood slowly, rising to his full, impressive height. Angela knew she wasn’t imagining the collective sigh of feminine voices around her as every pair of eyes in the room fixed themselves firmly on the charismatic, devilishly handsome man.

His voice was deep, lazy, and held a hint of amused arrogance. “Thanks, Steve. And while I think it’s a great question, and very relative to our current situation, I’m not so sure you’ll agree. I wanted to ask about the rumors flying around that Jessup Prior is considering closing a quarter of their branch offices over the next year.”

There was an immediate buzz of reactionary chatter around the room, with Noah, who was seated to Angela’s right, muttering, “Dang, that guy’s got a huge pair of cojones, doesn’t he?”

Angela grinned. “Figuratively or literally?”

Noah laughed. “Probably both. But I meant the former in this case. Hey, nobody else has had the guts thus far to ask anything controversial. He’s just a badass.”

The CEO – Steve Schaeffer – was very visibly taken aback by Nick’s forthright question, and stammered awkwardly as he tried to fob him off with an obviously lame reply. Nick looked anything but satisfied with the reply he received, but didn’t seem inclined to pursue the matter further, merely shrugging casually before sitting back down.

Angela thought it was no coincidence that the Q & A session ended immediately after that, and then the meeting itself was adjourned mere minutes later.

“Thank God,” breathed Noah in relief. “If that wasn’t a totally useless waste of ninety minutes I don’t know what was. At least there’s free booze and food. C’mon, Angie, let’s go grab a drink.”

Angela didn’t need to be asked twice. She admittedly liked to drink – sometimes quite a lot and more than she ought to. Her drinking had started as an act of defiance when she was about fifteen, sneaking alcohol none too subtly from her parents’ liquor cabinet in a futile attempt to trigger a reaction of some sort – any sort – out of them. But she might as well have been drinking lemonade for all her disinterested mother cared, and the thrill of taking a forbidden swig or two from the vodka bottle had quickly lost its appeal.

In college, she’d liked to party as much as the next girl, but she’d had to be careful about not overdoing it. The athletic scholarship she’d been given came with a strict code of conduct that she’d been expected to follow. Not to mention that showing up to volleyball practice or a game with a hangover would have been completely idiotic. So she’d had to carefully pick and choose the occasions when she had overindulged, and there had admittedly not been all that many of those.

Angela maneuvered her way easily up to one of the bartenders, her superior height generally causing people to step out of her way automatically. She strolled away unhurriedly from the bar, cocktail in hand, as she looked around for her fellow trainees. A waiter passed by with a tray of hot hors d’oeuvre’s, but she merely shook her head, not feeling in the least hungry.

“I don’t blame you. Banquet food is notoriously bad. And this hotel’s is exceptionally so.”

She froze in place at the sound of that wickedly amused voice coming from just behind her. She’d only heard it once, just a few minutes ago when he had dared to ask the CEO a blunt, honest question, but she knew the sound of it would be emblazoned forever in her mind.

Forcing herself not to betray the rapid beat of her pulse, and definitely not to simper at him like some silly teenager with a massive crush, she fixed a casual smile on her face and turned around slowly to face him.

Up close, Nick Manning literally stole her breath away. He was one of the very few men she’d ever met that she had to actually glance up at, and when she did the gleam in his coffee dark eyes made her wish wildly for a chair or a wall or anything else she could lean against to keep her balance.

“I, ah, just wasn’t especially hungry,” she somehow found the presence of mind to stammer. “But thanks for the advice in case I’m ever tempted to eat here in the future.”

Nick ran his gaze slowly from the tip of her head down to her black Ferragamo pumps and then back up again, and if he missed a single detail in between it would have shocked her. “Tell me – are you easily tempted?”

Angela’s mouth fell open in silent surprise and all semblance of rational thought instantly left the building. “Um, I don’t -”

He chuckled, taking a sip of what looked like vodka – her own preferred drink. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to render you speechless. And I’m usually not quite that direct. I’m Nick Manning by the way.”

She placed her hand in the intimidatingly large one he extended to her. “Yes, I know. I’m pretty sure everyone in the office knows who you are. Not to mention the entire city.”

He arched a thick jet black eyebrow. “Are you a football fan, then?”

Angela shrugged. “Somewhat. My dad’s a huge 49er fan and I used to watch games with him all the time. Personally, though, I’m more of a basketball fan. No offense.”

He laughed. “None taken, and thanks for being honest. Most people would feel the need to kiss up and blatantly lie about it. And do I get to learn your name at some point?”

She felt her cheeks grow warm. “Oh, sorry. It’s Angela Del Carlo. I’m, um, one of the new trainees.”

“Angela.” The way he said her name felt like an intimate caress, one that she felt ripple through every nerve ending in her body. “I guessed you were Italian with your hair and eyes.” He stroked his thumb over her knuckles, her hand still firmly clasped in his.

Her gaze remained locked with his, his dark, long lashed eyes so much like her own. “Are you? Italian, I mean. You’re – well, your coloring is just like mine.”

Nick grinned down at her. “Irish and English on my father’s side, Greek on my mother’s. In other words, no chance of us being distant relations of any sort. Which,” he added in a hushed drawl, “is very, very fortunate because I draw the line at dating family members. Or married women.”

The word “dating” instantly put all of Angela’s senses on high alert. Surely he wasn’t going to –

“And co-workers as well from what I hear,” she blurted out.

His grin deepened. “Been listening to all the gossip about me, have you? Oh, don’t worry, it doesn’t take much imagination to figure out what’s being said. But I confess to being a little surprised that you’d listen to much gossip – Angela. My initial impression of you was that of a cool, no bullshit kind of woman who doesn’t particularly enjoy that sort of thing.”

While some women might have interpreted his description of her as mildly insulting, she took it as a compliment. “It’s a little tough not to overhear certain things when almost everyone around you is chatting about it. But,” she added with what she hoped looked like a careless little shrug, “I don’t always put a lot of store in gossip, or indulge in it much myself. I, ah, prefer to form my own opinions.”

Nick’s dark eyes gleamed with approval. “Good girl. I knew there was a reason you stood out from every other female in this room. And, no, I’m not talking about your height. So tell me, did you play basketball?”

His rather abrupt change of subject caused her to blink in reaction but otherwise she kept her composure – at least as much as she could reasonably expect to do under the circumstances.

“Not since high school. At college I played volleyball.”

He finished off his drink, and somehow the sight of his strong throat as he swallowed was more intoxicating than the vodka in her own glass. “What college?

“Stanford.”

His grin returned. “Well, how about that? So we have more in common than just having the same coloring and being freakishly tall. When did you graduate?”

“Just this past June.”

Nick’s grin faded rapidly, and she thought she heard him curse softly beneath his breath. “So, you’re like twenty-three, twenty-four, something like that?”

Angela hesitated, sensing his unease, but refusing to outright lie at the same time. “No, I’m only twenty-two.”

“Shit.” He set his glass down on a passing waiter’s empty tray. “I’m thirty-three, closer to thirty-four.”

She shrugged. “So? I happen to like older men.”

He laughed, his good humor quickly restored. “Is that right? You got a daddy complex or something?”

She shook her head slowly. “I would never think of you as my father. Or the least bit old. And you’re definitely not too old for me, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

His expression instantly grew deadly serious, his voice raspy. “Is that a fact, Miss Del Carlo? Well, you are just a whole lot of very pleasant surprises, aren’t you? What’s that you’re drinking?”

Somewhat taken aback by the rather abrupt way he tended to segue from one subject to another so quickly, she glanced down into her nearly empty glass. “Vodka tonic. Though the vodka isn’t my preferred brand.”

“And what would that be?”

“Absolut Citron. On the rocks.”

Nick smiled, taking the glass from her suddenly nerveless fingers and setting it aside. “The coincidences just keep piling up, don’t they? That’s almost always what I drink, too. And then, of course, there’s the coincidence of our first names.”

She gave him a puzzled look. “My name is Italian while yours is Greek. At least, I assume Nick is short for Nicholas.”

“It is. But I wasn’t referring to their ethnic origins,” he corrected. “Has anyone ever called you Angel? As a nickname, of course.”

Her pulse rate seemed to be jacking up another degree with each passing moment. “N-nno. Just Angie.”

Nick shook his head. “Not Angie. That doesn’t suit you in the least. But Angel definitely does. And, well, many people aren’t aware of this but Nick is sometimes used as a nickname for the devil – Old Nick, to be precise. So, here we are then – the Angel and the Devil. Rather poetic, don’t you think?”

She stared at him, too shocked and too enraptured in equal measures to think of anything remotely intelligent to say. Instead, she stammered clumsily, “But you – what about – I work here!”

He gave her a knowing smirk, as though he knew exactly how unsettled he was making her feel. “Are we back to that again? Very well, it’s true. I’ve never dated a co-worker before. Too messy, too complicated, and way too invasive of the privacy I insist on having in my personal life. But this is different. You’re different. Enough so that I’m going to break my ironclad rule and ask you to have dinner with me tonight.”

She gasped and knew that her jaw must have dropped open in shock. “You – you are?”

“I am. I have. So, what’s your answer?”

“Yes.” She replied without the slightest hesitation, afraid that if she stopped to think about it too long that she’d wake up and realize this had all been a dream.

Nick looked pleased, satisfied, and maybe even a bit relieved. “Good. I hate when women play games. Unless, of course, they happen to be a particular kind of game.”

But before she could even begin to think up a witty reply – hell, any reply – to that very deliberate taunt, Nick had pulled a business card and pen from the inside pocket of his superbly tailored suit jacket.

“Here.” He handed her the card, on which he’d written a name and address in a bold script. “Meet me in half an hour. I’ll leave first so that we don’t give the gossip mongers in this place more fuel for their nosy little fires. God, how I hate that shit.”

She took the card, unable to suppress a little shiver at the sound of disgust in his voice. “Are you – I mean, is it okay for you to leave so soon?”

Nick gave a hoot of laughter. “Let’s put it this way. There’s not a single person here who’s got the balls to tell me otherwise. And that includes our spineless excuse of a CEO. In other words, Angel, I can do whatever the hell I please. Don’t be late, hmm?”

And with that he walked out of the room without a backwards glance for anyone, flat-out ignoring those who attempted to approach him, including one of the higher-ups from corporate headquarters.

It was only after he was out of sight that she glanced down at the little card clutched so tightly in her hand. Even though she’d only been living in San Francisco a very short while, she still recognized the name of the restaurant – easily one of the best known and highly rated in the entire city. Talk was that it could take weeks to get a reservation there. And yet it appeared that the Nick Manning effect was wide reaching – to the extent that nabbing a table at the last minute would be the easiest thing in the world for him.

Angela slipped the card into her skirt pocket and wondered when she could make a discreet exit of her own. She was fairly sure it would be a ten minute walk or less to the restaurant, but from the commanding tone of Nick’s voice she wouldn’t dare risk being late.

By rights, she really ought to be bristling right about now at the arrogant, take-no-prisoners sort of way he’d maneuvered her into meeting him. Normally, men wouldn’t even think of trying to intimidate or boss her around, since most of the men she’d met were more than a little daunted by her height. Only a handful of boys in her high school class had actually been taller than her, and even then not until their senior year. As a result, she hadn’t dated at all back then, except for a rather embarrassing arranged date to her senior prom with her older sister’s brother-in-law. It had been ten different kinds of awkward, and Angela wasn’t sure which of them had been more relieved when the very uncomfortable evening had finally drawn to a close.

Fortunately, college had been different, and she’d dated several athletes – basketball and volleyball players, and swimmers and water polo players among them. But they had still very much been boys – immature, awkward, hardly more experienced than she was. Nick was most assuredly the first man she’d ever come close to going on a date with, and she doubted he’d been awkward – or inexperienced – for a very, very long time.

But even as she steeled herself for the approach of her obviously curious co-workers – swarming around her, she thought in mild disgust, like a school of fish around bait – she wondered if this dinner with Nick was even a real date. Maybe he just wanted to talk about their mutual alma mater. Or sports. Or one of a dozen different subjects.

But no, she thought, as a satisfied little smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. It was very obvious what Nick wanted with her. Drinks, yes, and dinner, of a certainty. But there was little doubt in her mind that a man like him would also expect sex at the end of the evening. Probably a lot of sex, and she doubted there’d be much intimacy or romance involved. And judging by how tight and swollen her breasts felt at this moment, not to mention how damp her black silk thong was getting, her body liked the idea of that particular outcome. A lot.

Her fellow trainees all seemed to be talking at once, at least those who weren’t still shocked speechless by the fact that the unapproachable Nick Manning had actually, well, approached her. The others were noisily asking her what he’d talked about, why he’d singled her out of every other woman in the room, was he as hot up close and personal as he was from a distance.

Angela instinctively sensed that Nick would not want her sharing even the smallest detail about their conversation, and thus fobbed off her co-workers with some barely believable tale about how they’d merely discussed Stanford and sports. She knew no one believed her, didn’t particularly give a shit whether they did or not, and was quick to extricate herself from the group with the excuse of having to visit the ladies room. Two minutes later she was exiting the hotel out onto the sidewalk, and walking at a brisk pace towards her rendezvous with the most exciting, stimulating man she’d ever met.

A block away from the restaurant she regretted not having taken an extra few minutes to actually pop into the ladies room to check her hair and makeup. Hastily, she dug a lipstick from her bag and reapplied the dark berry gloss without benefit of a mirror. She was lucky that her stick straight hair was naturally shiny and required little in the way of styling.

She was almost five minutes early, but Nick was already there when she arrived, having commandeered the most private table in the softly lit, intimate bar area at the front of the restaurant. He stood up the moment he spied her in the doorway, a knowing smile on that rakishly handsome face. It didn’t escape Angela’s notice that every female in the bar was staring at him longingly, and she couldn’t help the added little swagger in her step as she walked over to him.

But nothing could have prepared her for the way he took her hand and tugged her in close against his hard, unyielding body just before bending his head to capture her mouth in a searing, domineering kiss. Her free hand fluttered up limply to rest against one of his broad, steely shoulders, bracing herself as her knees grew weak from the continued onslaught of his kiss – the kiss that felt as though he was branding her, claiming her. His tongue was making lazy but bold sweeps through her mouth, letting her know that he was in charge, and that he expected not just her participation but her complete and total enjoyment as well.

And then he lifted his head, gazing down at her in satisfaction. She knew her eyes must be glazing over by now, her cheeks flushed, her freshly applied lipstick all for naught. Her lips felt swollen and bruised, and she’d never even come close to being this highly aroused before. She would have done anything at that point for him to whisk her off to bed, to cup her achy breasts in his big hands, and she had to resist the urge to pull his head back down to hers for another deep, dirty kiss.

“Sit. Your drink’s already here.”

Rather than object or rebel at the commanding tone of his voice, something deep within her responded to it instead, recognized it, even liked it, and she sat down obediently in the chair he pulled out for her.

Nick took his own seat, his long legs brushing against hers very intentionally as he picked up his glass. “Here’s to what will hopefully be a very interesting evening to come,” he toasted in a deep, seductive voice that seemed to reverberate throughout her entire body.

Angela gave him what she hoped was an equally seductive smile. “I’ll drink to that,” she replied, clinking her glass against his before taking a sip of the lemon flavored vodka. “But it’s already been a very, very interesting evening for me.”

He lounged back leisurely in his chair, stretching his extra-long legs out and crossing them at the ankles. “Is that right?” he drawled. “Well, why don’t we see how much more interesting it can get. Are you on birth control?”

She coughed and sputtered as the mouthful of vodka she’d just swallowed went down the wrong way. She raised watery eyes up to him, observing the amused look on his face. “I’d, ah, ask what business that is of yours but I’m having a little trouble speaking at the moment,” she croaked.

“Bullshit.” He took a leisurely drink from his own glass. “To both statements. You’re talking just fine and you know exactly why it’s my business.” Without any warning he captured her hand and brought it to his mouth, his tongue tracing a wicked little circle around her palm. “After dinner I’m going to fuck you, Angel. Probably more than once. So answer my question like a good girl, would you?”

Angela felt her entire body suffuse with heat, felt a fine sheen of perspiration begin to cover her skin. “Yes. I use one of those long lasting implants – Mirena, to be exact.”

“Good. Not that I won’t use a condom, too. That’s non-negotiable. But they aren’t a hundred percent foolproof so I like to know what I’m getting myself into. Ah, no pun intended.”

“O-okay,” she answered slowly, more than a little dazed “Are you always this, um -”

“Forward? Outspoken? Ballsy?” He nodded. “Always. I shoot from the hip, hate bullshit, won’t tolerate lies or dishonesty. And I especially despise playing games. At least outside of the bedroom.”

Some inner, unnamed little demon taunted her to reply teasingly, “Now, that’s the second time tonight you’ve mentioned – ah, bedroom games. You’re not one of those guys who’s into kink, are you? Because even though I’ve got a pretty high pain tolerance, I generally reserve that for playing sports. Outdoor sports.”

Nick laughed heartily, clearly amused. “And what does a twenty-two year old Stanford grad know about kink, honey? You must have lived in a very different sort of residence hall than I did.”

She ran an index finger very deliberately around the rim of her glass before taking a small sip. “Actually, what I know about kink I learned back in high school. But not in the way you might be thinking.”

He pulled his chair in closer, resting his elbows on the table. “Now, this is getting very, very interesting. I knew there was a lot more to you than what I’m guessing you let most people see. So tell me, Angel. Exactly what do you know about kink and how did you acquire this so-called knowledge?”

Angela grinned. “Nothing first hand, if that’s what you’re thinking. God, I never even dated in high school. Except for a very awkward arranged date for my senior prom.”

Nick returned her smile, brushing his knuckles over her cheek. “Now that I have a very difficult time believing. Especially if you had all of this beautiful hair back then -” he picked up a long, silky strand and sifted it through his fingers. “Not to mention these long, gorgeous legs.”

She couldn’t stifle the gasp that escaped her lips as he very unexpectedly slid a hand up beneath the hem of her skirt to caress a silk covered thigh.

“I, ah, had both,” she managed to reply somewhat breathlessly. “I was also five eleven and taller than almost every guy in class. For a long time the only one who was taller was this huge geek who wore oversized glasses and kept walking into walls.”

He chuckled. “I’m assuming that all changed for you once you got to Stanford. But that’s another story. Let’s get back to the original topic, shall we?”

She nodded, finishing her drink. Nick signaled to a cocktail waitress for refills, pointedly ignoring the woman’s very interested, inviting smile.

Angela took a sip of her fresh drink before continuing. “I played soccer in high school, as well as volleyball and basketball. It was – well, let’s just say I looked for excuses to stay away from home as much as possible. Sports were one way I had of escaping – stuff. Anyway, one of my soccer teammates – Erika Lyman – her house became the unofficial after-practice gathering place on Friday nights. Especially since her parents always went out then.”

“Any particular reason why it was always her place?”

“Sure.” She took another swig of her drink. “The Lymans had a huge estate out in Pebble Beach – pool, tennis courts, gym, game room, you name it. Plus the fridge was always overloaded and the bar stocked with nothing but top shelf stuff. And then of course there was the locked room. The one Erika’s parents had no idea she’d copied a key for.”

Nick’s eyes were twinkling with mischief. “Go on. What was behind this locked door?”

Angela glanced around, making sure no one was eavesdropping, before leaning in a little closer and murmuring softly, “I guess you could call it their – ah, adults only game room. Only this one didn’t have an Xbox or a foosball table inside. More like shackles, floggers, paddles, chains, and a whole lot of X-rated DVD’s.”

“Ah.” He nodded in understanding. “That kind of game room. So tell me, Angel, were you shocked when you saw this little playroom for the first time?”

She lifted her shoulders in a casual shrug. “I’m not sure if shocked is the most accurate description. I think when Erika tried to describe what she thought went on in there, it was more of the “eew” factor than anything. It was kind of cold and creepy in there, all red leather and no windows, like something you’d see in a Halloween chamber of horrors. It wasn’t until we watched some of the more, er, explicit DVD’s that it became pretty clear exactly what went on in that room. Though Erika was convinced her parents were way too uptight to actually do most of that stuff, that they just liked to -”

“Watch?”

She nodded as Nick finished the sentence for her. “Pretty much, yeah.”

He was grinning at her. “I assume her parents never found out that their daughter and her very naughty friends discovered their little playroom? Or furthered their sexual education by invading their stash of porn?”

“I’m not sure about that. But they did catch Erika in there one night with her boyfriend, um, trying out some of the equipment. They changed the locks right after that.”

Nick gave a hoot of laughter. “And cut off your Friday movie nights in the process. Though I’m guessing you’d already watched your fill by then.”

Angela wrinkled her nose. “That’s for sure. You can only watch so many of those – God, calling them a movie is something of a stretch, isn’t it? – before they get awfully repetitive. Like my friend Lauren used to say – when you’ve seen one blowjob you’ve seen them all.”

Without warning, he slammed his glass down on the table and cupped the back of her head, his long fingers tangling in her hair. “I suggest we change the subject,” he bit out. “Because when you start talking about blowjobs all I can think about is that sexy mouth of yours wrapped around my dick. Later on you can show me some of the dirty things you learned from watching porn, hmm?”

She was wide-eyed and slack-jawed, unable to think of a reply, and merely nodded.

“Finish your drink, then we’ll have dinner.”

She picked up her glass automatically and took a sip before regarding him warily. “You do like to dole out the orders, don’t you?” she asked caustically.

Nick chucked her almost playfully on the chin, the smile returning easily to his sinfully handsome features. “Absolutely. And I’m not used to anyone refusing me, either. Not for a very long time anyway. Does that bother you, Angel?”

She was about to tell him yes, but was shocked to realize that she actually – God! – liked him ordering her around. Without stopping to consider how completely fucked up that sounded, she answered truthfully. “Surprisingly, no.”

“I didn’t think it would. On the outside, you give off this cool, calm and collected Independent Woman air. But on the inside – ah, it’s just the opposite, isn’t it, Angel? You want someone to boss you around, bend you to their will. You want to submit.”

“Jesus.” She gulped down the rest of her drink, shaken to the very core at what he had just told her in such a matter-of-fact manner. “No. Not like that. I’m not – no. I won’t -”

“Shh. Relax.” Nick was gently massaging the nape of her neck. “I don’t mean like the bondage games your friend’s parents played around with. Or like the BDSM movies I’m guessing you and your horny little friends watched. I’m not into whips or punishments or that kind of shit. That’s a little too much on the kinky weirdo side for me. But there are many different forms of submission, Angel. And if I decide that’s what you really want, we’ll talk about it some more. But not tonight. Tonight’s about getting to know each other a little better. Or maybe even a lot better.”

He stood then, drawing her to her feet, and signaling to the host that they were ready for their table. And just like that a waiter materialized to show them to what was definitely the most private and desirable spot in the place, set back in a semi-secluded alcove.

Nick didn’t bring up the subjects of submission or sex or anything that could even remotely be considered intimate for the duration of the meal. Instead, he kept her entertained with stories from his college and NFL football days, discovered that they had both been finance majors at Stanford and taken classes from several of the same professors, talked briefly about his meteoritic rise to success in the brokerage business, and managed to pry a considerable amount of information out of her as well.

“I confess to knowing very little about volleyball,” he admitted. “Why did you choose that particular sport to play in college?”

“Easy. It’s the one I got offered a scholarship for. There’s no possible way I could have afforded to attend Stanford otherwise. My parents – correction, my mother – would never have even considered the possibility.” She took a drink of the excellent Cabernet he’d ordered to go with their steak dinners – a huge Porterhouse for him, a petite filet mignon for her.

“You must have been a hell of a player to win a scholarship,” he acknowledged. “Stanford has extremely high standards, after all, both academically and athletically.”

Angela nodded. “I was pretty good, yeah. I was a starter even as a freshman. We fell just shy of winning the national title that year, but came back with a vengeance the next three.”

Nick looked suitably impressed. “Three successive NCAA titles, hmm? A pretty impressive feat. You must cherish those trophies.”

“I do. Though not quite as much as my Olympic medal.”

He set his knife and fork down carefully, staring at her with an expression resembling awe. “You were on the Olympic volleyball team?

“Yes.” Her cheeks flushed at his continued regard. “I was chosen for the national team at last summer’s games. We, um, won.”

“The gold?” He was incredulous at her nod. “Jesus, I’m sitting across the dinner table from an Olympic gold medalist? That’s just – wow.”

She laughed a little, pleased beyond belief at his tone of near reverence. “Come on, look who’s talking. I’m sure between college and the pros you’ve racked up a ton of MVP, All-Pro, and Hall of Fame honors. Plus a Super Bowl ring. Nobody gives a rat’s ass about Olympic volleyball or probably even remembers who won the gold medal last year.”

Nick shook his head. “But I never won an Olympic medal, hell, never even had an opportunity to participate in the Olympics. And that’s probably every athlete’s dream, you know? Your family must be incredibly proud of you. Do your parents have some sort of shrine erected to you in their house?”

Her smile faded abruptly as she reached for her wine glass. “No. They – it’s not like that with them. They don’t – let’s just say that I’ve got all my trophies and medals stored at my place. What about you?”

Nick apparently got the message that the subject of her parents was a sore one, and tactfully didn’t press the issue further. “The same. All of my awards and other sports memorabilia are displayed in a room in my house. But that’s largely because both of my parents tend to move around a lot. Separately, of course. They divorced when I was still a kid.”

Before she could quiz him further, he changed the subject, but Angela sensed that he – like herself – hadn’t had the happiest of childhoods. It was one more thing they seemed to have in common.

Nick refilled his wine glass but set the bottle aside without offering any to her. When she looked from him to her empty glass quizzically, he shook his head.

“No more booze for you tonight, Angel. You’ve had more than enough. And the very last thing I’d allow you to do tonight is get drunk.”

She stared at him like he’d just sprouted horns, turning into the devil he’d jokingly compared himself to. “You’re kidding, right? I mean, you’ve had just as much to drink as I’ve had.”

He sipped the fine Cabernet with slow deliberation, his coffee colored eyes narrowing dangerously. “I rarely joke, Angel, and definitely not about something like this. You’ve had enough booze and that’s that. As for me, I’m estimating I’ve got a good seven inches and maybe as much as seventy, eighty pounds on you. My tolerance for alcohol is a lot higher than yours.”

She thought briefly about protesting again, or telling him about the drinking contests she and Lauren had often engaged in, but then thought better of the idea. She could sense he wasn’t prepared to negotiate on the matter, and she absolutely didn’t want to risk pissing him off. At least not until he’d fulfilled every one of the sexual promises she could see glittering in his eyes.

‘Besides,’ she consoled herself, ‘he’s probably right. I’ve had quite a bit to drink already, and I want to make sure I remember every single second of this night.’

Because she had a niggling fear that this was destined to be a one and done kind of affair. Nick might have already broken one of his rules by going out with a co-worker, but it was highly unlikely he’d break a second by seeing her again after tonight. So she really ought to make the best of it – enjoying this fabulous dinner at one of the best restaurants in town, and then have as much wild, raunchy sex with the impossibly gorgeous man seated across from her as she could handle. She wondered dizzily how many times a barbarian of a man like Nick would be capable of getting it up in one night, how long it would take in between, just how huge –

“Eat your dessert. You could stand to put on a little weight, you know. I like it – a lot – that you keep things nice and toned, but five to ten more pounds would look really good on you.”

Once again, Angela opened her mouth to protest, but Nick merely used that opportunity to shove a huge forkful of Meyer lemon tart in her mouth. He was grinning at her wickedly, her mouth now too full to offer up any sort of protest.

“I’ll have to remember that little trick when it looks like you’re getting ready to sass me,” he chuckled. “Just stick some food in your mouth.”

She glared at him while frantically chewing her food, then washed it down with a few sips of coffee. “Maybe not such a big bite next time, okay?” she croaked. “I almost choked.”

“Sorry.” He offered up a falsely apologetic smile before turning his attention to his own plate.

Angela toyed with the rest of her dessert until Nick placed a hand over hers, stilling her motions.

“Don’t pick at your food,” he told her firmly. “Eat it. Please.”

It was that last, rather unexpected word that did the trick, and she somewhat reluctantly managed to eat at least half the tart. She tried to take another bite but shuddered instead, pushing the plate away.

“I can’t,” she confessed. “I don’t usually – what I ate tonight is way more than I normally do at one sitting.”

“Okay,” he assured her. “After all, not only don’t I want you drunk tonight, I sure as hell don’t want you getting sick, either.”

He beckoned their server over, handing over his credit card – an AMEX black card she noted, not surprised that he’d be one of the select group who’d been issued one. Nick didn’t even glance at the total when the bill was presented, merely writing in a tip and signing his name with a bold flourish.

He stood then, and pulled her to her feet. “Let’s go. The night isn’t getting any younger, and I hate wasting even a minute of my day. Especially,” he murmured as he pulled her close against his side, “when I could be putting those minutes to a much more pleasurable use.”

She knew he felt the shiver that trembled through her body because he smiled down at her knowingly, looking very much like the devil he’d likened himself to back at the meeting. She knew that this was it – the point of no return at it was – and that if she was having even the slightest doubt about going with him she’d have to speak up now. Otherwise, he would take everything she had to give him – body, mind, and soul – and she knew that nothing would ever be the same for her again.

Nick seemed to sense her uncertainty as they waited for the valet to bring his car around, and gave the nape of her neck a sensuous little massage.

“Are you sure about this, Angel?” he asked, tipping her head back as his dark eyes bored into hers. “All of a sudden you seem a little nervous.”

She bit her bottom lip, belatedly aware that once again she hadn’t taken a moment to duck into the ladies room to freshen up her lipstick and hair. “Maybe a little,” she admitted. “It’s – I’m not all that experienced, and I guess I’m sort of afraid that -”

“What? That I’ll be disappointed because you haven’t fucked a dozen other guys before me?” Nick shook his head. “Or that in spite of some porn you watched back in high school you don’t know a lot of different naughty little tricks?”

She shrugged. “Maybe. I’m not exactly sure what I’m afraid of. The others – four, if we’re keeping exact count – they were all boys. College guys. I’ve never – you’re so much more – everything than they’ll ever hope to be. And I guess what I’m really afraid of is that I can’t handle you.”

“Ah, so that’s it.” He nodded in understanding. “Come here, Angel.”

She went into his outstretched arms willingly, leaning her head gratefully against his shoulder as he held her gently. She breathed in the scintillating smell that was a blend of his discreet cologne, the crispness of his white dress shirt, and the overpoweringly masculine scent that clung to his skin, the scent that was simply Nick.

Nick stroked her hair with long, soothing motions. “Look, if I’d thought for one minute that you’d screwed your way through college, I doubt I’d have been attracted to you. I like a woman who’s confident and cool but not to the point where she’s overly aggressive or feels she has to impress me with how hot she is in the sack. If you haven’t already figured it out, I like things done my way, according to my rules, and that definitely includes sex. So relax, Angel, and just follow my lead, hmm? Ah, here’s my car.”

His car was a fire engine red Ferrari, an ultra-luxe vehicle that she knew had likely cost several hundred thousand dollars. As he held the door open and she slid inside, she couldn’t help but think of her own tiny, well-used Ford Fiesta – the one she’d bought off her brother-in-law Joe back in high school. She doubted Nick’s six foot six bulk would even be able to squeeze inside the sub-compact.

“What’s your address?”

Nick had slid behind the wheel and was powering up the car’s sophisticated, built-in GPS system. A bit hesitantly, she recited her address – a quiet little residential street on the outskirts of Noe Valley. The tiny studio apartment had been all she could afford on her trainee’s salary, and she’d been lucky that her other brother-in-law –Marco – was closely related to the owner of the building and had been able to snag her a modest discount on the rent. It had surprised Angela that her sister Deanna would have even bothered to help her out to that degree, but then she’d realized how relieved her family probably was that she was finally living on her own way up in San Francisco, and officially out of their hair.

“You don’t have a roommate, do you?”

Nick’s sudden question startled her, as lost in thought as she’d been, but she shook her head in reply. “No, it’s just me. The place is sort of a shoebox, I’m afraid. You might have to duck your head to get through the doorway.”

He frowned. “You do have a bed at least? And I don’t mean a frigging sofa bed or a futon.”

Angela grinned at the hint of irritation she heard in his voice. “Yes. It’s a real, honest to goodness bed. It’s even king sized. Takes up almost half the floor space but it’s worth it.”

“Good.” The gaze he sent her way was positively smoldering, and she was left speechless by what he said next. “Because if the answer had been no, we’d be heading to the closest hotel right about now. The way I intend to fuck you tonight Angel – well, let’s just say that bed of yours had better be up for the task.”


Chapter Four

She’d been prudent to warn him about ducking his head upon entering her tiny studio apartment, for he definitely wouldn’t have cleared the doorway otherwise. Angela intentionally didn’t look at him once he shut the door and began to inspect the small space, likely with the same eagle-eyed attention to detail that he’d looked her over with earlier this evening. She didn’t particularly want to see the expression on his face when he took in just how small the room was, noticed how sparsely furnished it was, and that except for the bed – which she’d insisted on buying new – the other few pieces of furniture were well-used hand-me-downs culled from a variety of family members.

But when her curiosity couldn’t be contained any longer, she glanced over at Nick as he continued his slow, careful inspection of her place. He stopped and gave a very thorough look at the one quality piece of artwork she owned – the seascape somewhat small in size but beautifully framed and exquisitely painted.

“Is this really a Benoit?” he asked incredulously. “I’m not sure I could even begin to estimate how much it’s worth if it’s the real thing.”

“It is the real thing,” she assured him. “And I’ve got a pretty good idea of what it would sell for. But that was given to me as a gift – by the artist herself – and I’d never consider selling it.”

Nick blinked in surprise. “How do you know an artist like Natalie Benoit?”

Angela smiled softly at the mention of the woman who’d treated her like a daughter for so many years. “Natalie is the mother of my two best friends. We all grew up together in Carmel, and I’ve known Lauren and Julia since we were in the fourth grade. I’ve probably spent more time at their house than I have at my own.”

He regarded her quizzically. “That’s the second time this evening you’ve made some reference to not spending much time at home. Were things that bad for you there?”

She shook her head in amazement at his brazen question. “Wow, you really do shoot from the hip, don’t you? And subtlety is definitely not one of your better traits in case you weren’t aware.”

Nick grinned. “Oh, I’m very well aware. I told you back at the restaurant that I’m ballsy. Trust me, Angel, there’s no topic that I won’t dare to ask you about. And you’ll always give me the answers I want, too.”

Angela frowned. “Is that part of this so-called submission you mentioned?”

“Yes.” He answered without the slightest hesitation. “Honesty always.”

She lifted her chin stubbornly. “Does that go both ways? If I ask you a question, will you always answer it honestly?”

Nick’s gaze narrowed dangerously. “Angel, it’s way too soon for us to start talking about – ah, let’s call them conditions for now. When and if I think you’re ready, we’ll have ourselves a nice long chat. Until then, show me that gold medal of yours.”

She thought about pressing the issue further, asking him what these so-called “conditions” might be, but decided not to push her luck. Instead, she merely indicated the rather dilapidated bookcase that she’d pressed into service as her trophy case.

Nick glanced over the various trophies, plaques, medals, ribbons, and framed certificates that she’d earned over the years, in half a dozen different sports, but it was the Olympic medal that he honed in on.

“May I?”

Angela nodded in assent as he picked up the protective plastic case that held the medal. “You can open it if you like.”

He did, running his long fingers over the raised inscription, shaking his head in awe. “I’ve never seen one of these close up, you know. And I’d still rather have one of these than my Super Bowl ring.”

“You don’t wear your ring?”

He shook his head. “I’m not a jewelry kind of guy, except for a watch. I wear the ring occasionally, if I’m attending a Hall of Fame induction or some other NFL event. Otherwise, it just stays with the rest of my collection. Speaking of which.”

He closed the medal case and placed it back on the shelf. “You should take better care of your awards, Angel. Especially this medal. You don’t live in the safest of neighborhoods, after all. And the lock on your door is pathetic. Don’t your parents have any space in their house for you to keep all this stuff?”

“They do. That’s not the issue.” She hesitated, not really wanting to discuss her messed-up relationship with her family at the moment.

“Then what is?”

Angela huffed, trying not to display the agitation he was causing to rise up with his persistence. “It’s a really long, boring story, Nick, and I’d rather not get into all that shit right now. Let’s just say that my mother didn’t want a lot of mementoes of me laying around the house once I left for college.”

“Hmm.” He was leaning negligently against a wall, his arms crossed over his midsection as he studied her carefully. “You’re right. It already sounds way too complicated to get into now. But one day you’ll tell me all of it, Angel, even though I sense it’s the last thing you want to talk about. In the meanwhile, come here.”

He sat down on the edge of the bed and held a hand out to her. She walked over to him slowly, alarmed to notice that her hand was shaking as she placed it in his. But Nick only tugged her closer, until she was standing between his spread legs, his hard, muscular thighs imprisoning her. His hands held her in place by the hips, making sure she couldn’t back away even if she’d wanted to.

It was suddenly very, very hard for her to breathe – small wonder considering how hard her heart was pounding and how rapidly her pulse was racing. But if Nick was aware of her agitation he gave no clue about it. Or, at the very least, wasn’t allowing it to rush him. And he seemed to be in no hurry whatsoever to get to the main event of this evening – namely getting naked and then giving her brand new mattress one hell of a workout.

His voice was deep and deliberate as he wrapped his arms around her hips, his hands splayed over her buttocks. “When I went to that pointless meeting today – and, by the way, I don’t go to many of those things no matter who the special guest might be – all I could think about was how fast I could make a discreet exit. I don’t especially enjoy listening to people spout all that corporate bullshit, nor do I need pep talks from higher-ups who don’t know their ass from third base. But, as it turned out, I wound up being very thankful that I attended. Do you know why that is, Angel?”

She tried desperately to lighten the mood by cracking a weak joke. “Well, it certainly wasn’t for the great food and top shelf booze.”

He smirked. “Very observant, Angel. But you and I both know the real reason.”

She gasped as he unexpectedly shoved a hand up beneath her skirt to squeeze one of her ass cheeks, the skin bared by the skimpy cut of her thong.

“Ahh.” Her eyes fluttered shut as he continued to caress her bare skin. She was already wet and ready for him, quivering with need at each bold, confident stroke of his hand.

“Look at me.”

Her eyes flew open as she gazed down at him obediently. Nick was unsmiling, his dark gaze silently warning her not to look away again.

“That’s better. It was your eyes, you know, that did it for me. Made me realize that for once I didn’t give a damn if you worked at the same firm, that I was willing to take the risk so that I could have all of this for myself – the big eyes, that sexy mouth, all of this gorgeous hair –” he paused to wrap a long, shiny strand around his hand, giving it a sharp tug that made her wince a little. “And especially,” he added in a husky voice, “this very, very fuckable body.”

Before she could respond or protest or even move, Nick had begun to strip her with swift, precise movements. In less than a minute she was left standing in just her lingerie and shoes – all of it black –and trying valiantly to stop herself from quaking all over.

He stroked her hip soothingly. “Relax. I’m not going to rush this so you don’t need to tremble like a frightened bunny. Hold still now, that’s a good girl, and let me look at you.”

She wanted desperately to close her eyes, or cross her arms over her breasts, but she knew instinctively that Nick wouldn’t allow her to do either of those things. His dark gaze inspected her with precise scrutiny, and she could almost feel his eyes boring a path along her skin.

Without warning he deftly unhooked her black lace bra, tossing it carelessly away as his massive hands began to shape her bare breasts. She whimpered as he pinched both of her nipples, plucking the pale mocha peaks until they were hard and throbbing.

“Your breasts are perfect, Angel,” he told her in a husky voice, his hands pushing the twin mounds up until they were closer to his eye level and his tongue could easily flick out to circle each nipple. “Not too big but beautifully shaped and very firm. Firm enough that you don’t really need a bra, provided you’re wearing the right sort of clothing and at the right sort of occasion.” He sucked one already tender peak into his mouth, the sensation of half-pain, half-pleasure rippling all the way down her body, her pelvis starting to tilt forward in reaction.

Nick lifted his head from her breasts, watching her face carefully for a reaction as he skimmed a palm down her torso to her quivering belly.

“Nice toned abs, Angel. I can see you work out a lot, take good care of this sexy body. But you’re a little too thin, just like I guessed. Ten more pounds, I think. That would still keep you nice and trim but with a few more curves in the right places. We’ll work on that.”

Angela was so turned on, so consumed with excitement and heat, that she could neither argue nor protest at his arrogant declaration. Her hands dropped to his shoulders to steady herself as he toyed with the flimsy band of her tiny black lace thong.

“As little as this thing covers, you might as well not have bothered,” he drawled, as he began to work the miniscule garment down past her hips. “In general, I’m not a big fan of the thong, don’t find it especially sexy. More of a panty man, actually. Or nothing at all. Are you making note of all this, Angel?”

“Wh-what?” she stammered, her voice no more than a wisp. His words were hypnotizing her, drawing her deeper and deeper into his web, and she wasn’t sure she could remember one damned thing he’d said at this moment.

Nick smiled knowingly. “Never mind. This probably isn’t a good time to be asking you to pay attention. Time enough for all that.”

He returned his attention to her body, in particular the narrow strip of black hair that was all that remained of her otherwise bare pubic area.

“Now this,” he rasped, his index finger tracing along the neatly shaved little patch, “I like. Your little landing strip here is a lot sexier than a full Brazilian would be. We don’t need to change this at all.”

Angela couldn’t suppress the moan that rose up from her throat as Nick’s clever – and no doubt very experienced – fingers began to slowly trail through the outer folds of her labia. She was wet, God, so wet, and had never come close to feeling this sort of overwhelming physical need, a need that was all she could think about. But still he continued to tease her, to merely flutter his fingers around her clit or glance them across her slit before withdrawing.

“Please.”

She barely recognized her own voice, that raw, hoarse sound. Her hips kept thrusting forward, seeking his touch, her body already so highly stimulated that she felt like screaming if she didn’t find some sort of satisfaction very, very soon.

Nick sounded amused. “Please what, Angel? You’re an impatient one, aren’t you? We’ll have to work on that, too, teach you some control. But in the meanwhile, let’s see what we can do for you.”

He’d barely slid his middle finger halfway inside her soaking wet pussy, had only rubbed two slow circles around her clit, when the orgasm ripped through her. But rather than back off at that point, Nick just kept at her, adding a second finger, both of them pumping in and out of her wildly responsive body with increased aggressiveness.

And when she was already crying out with pleasure, was already mindless with sensation, he bent his dark head and sucked her clit between his lips. A second, even more intense orgasm pulsed through her, until she lost the ability to think or speak or move, and all that remained was pure sensation.

Dimly, she was aware of Nick gently laying her down on the bed, the amusement in his voice now touched with something that sounded an awful lot like awe.

“Well, you’re an easy one to please, aren’t you, Angel?” he asked with a low, purring laugh. “I barely had to touch you and off you went like a skyrocket. Tell me, are you always so easy to get off or do I just have magic fingers?”

“Hmm?” She stared up at him, watching as if in a trance as he began to undress, removing his suit jacket and tie before starting on the buttons of his shirt. “Sorry, I – um – can’t -”

“You heard me. Tell me what I want to know now. Is it typical for you to have an orgasm – no, make that two orgasms – with such little effort?”

Angela felt her cheeks flush hotly, not used to such behavior from a lover, or to such deeply intimate questions. But she knew Nick was waiting for her answer, and none too patiently, either.

“No.” She ducked her chin in embarrassment. “It’s – it’s usually just the opposite. I just figured it was me, you know, that I wasn’t one of those women who could -”

He shook his head, unbuckling his belt and then pulling his shirt free. “Well, you figured wrong, Angel. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen another woman who could come that fast. Or that hard.”

She propped herself up on her elbows, her big eyes wide as he stripped the shirt from his body. “Maybe I just needed the right partner,” she told him huskily.

And then she could only stare in slack-jawed disbelief at the sight of his naked torso, not sure what part of his heavily muscled body was more droolworthy – the massive breadth of his shoulders; the powerful, chiseled circumference of his biceps; the six-pack abs that could only be the result of thousands of hours spent in the gym or great genetics or both. And what made that mouthwatering upper body even more eye-popping was all that smooth, darkly tanned skin and the narrow ribbon of black hair that bisected his chest before tapering down below his waist.

“Like what you see so far?”

Nick’s sinfully full mouth was quirked up at the sides in a confident, knowing grin. He knew, damn him, she thought darkly, just how beautiful he was – how buffed and ripped and strong. And he also had to know exactly the sort of affect he had on women, knew just how much she was enthralled by the sight of him right now.

“Yes.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

The rasp of his zipper seemed to echo around the small, confined space of her apartment, and her eyes felt like they were bulging out of their sockets as he shucked his pants, dealt with his socks and shoes. The form fitting gray briefs that were his only remaining garment seemed barely able to contain the enormous bulk of his erection.

He gave a low, deep laugh as he began to peel his underwear off. “Angel, I hope you never play poker because you’d lose your shirt. That saying about a face being an open book – honey, I can read every single word on yours clear as a bell right now.”

Angela’s brain felt like mush, her vocal cords seemingly paralyzed, and she could only stare – and keep on staring – at the sight of his splendidly nude body. Especially the intimidatingly huge length and girth of his fully aroused cock. The thick, dark red tip seemed to throb with a life of its own, and she swallowed with a great deal of difficulty as she tried valiantly to imagine how she could possibly take all of him inside her body at once.

“We’re going to fit together perfectly, Angel,” he assured her confidently, as though he’d just read her mind. “Even with that tight little cunt of yours, you’ll take all of me, won’t you?”

Her big, dark eyes were transfixed as he removed what looked at first glance to be half a dozen or so foil packets from his suit jacket. “I – I’ll try,” she promised faintly as he rolled one of the condoms over his pulsing cock.

He sat down on the bed, gripping her chin between his long fingers as he tipped her head back. His eyes were gleaming, his mouth unsmiling. “You’ll do it, Angel. I knew the minute I saw you that you were made for this, that your body was made for me. You’re going to take everything I have to give you, and you’re going to fucking love every minute of it.”

He took her mouth in a brutal kiss, his tongue possessing her with a ravenous hunger that made it very, very clear who was in charge. She groaned, her head starting to spin dizzily beneath the harsh demand of his mouth, and her arms drifted up of their own volition to wrap around his neck.

Nick hauled her body further up the bed, until her head butted up against the pillows.

“No headboard, I see,” he muttered, almost as if to himself. “Something else to work on. Until then, this will have to do.”

He removed her arms from around his neck and drew them up and over her head, shackling them in place easily with one of his big hands. He then began to trace a slow, deliberate path down her body with his mouth, alternating between delicate, butterfly-like kisses on her eyelids, cheeks, the tip of her nose, and then becoming more aggressive the lower he went. She let out a yelp as he bit down on one of her earlobes before laving the same spot with his tongue. He tore a gasp from her throat as he sucked the side of her neck in a possessive love bite. His tongue licked a bead of sweat from the hollow at the base of her throat before moving in a straight line down between her heaving breasts.

He lingered over the taut, swollen mounds for a long while – his tongue circling each nipple over and over before sucking it into his mouth. With each long, hard pull of his lips at her breast, she could feel the sensation shimmer all the way down her torso, past her belly, and directly to her womb.

Nick lifted his mouth, his strong fingers still plucking at one of her fully engorged nipples. “Ever come this way, Angel? Just from having your tits sucked on?”

“Ahh.” Her upper body bowed off the bed as he twisted one taut peak hard. “No. I didn’t -”

“Didn’t know that you could have an orgasm that way?” he finished. “It isn’t all that easy, but I think given how damned responsive you are that it will be for you. But we’ll have to try that another time, Angel. Because right now there’s something else I really, really need to do.”

He released his grip on her wrists, sliding down her body and prying her thighs apart as he did so. Then, as his intent became clear to her, she bucked her hips up in protest.

“No.” She tried desperately to pull her legs closed but his grip was like a steel bar holding her in place. “Please, don’t. I – I don’t like that.”

Nick chuckled. “That? You mean oral sex, Angel? Having your cunt eaten out, your clit sucked? Tell me why you don’t like it.”

She shook her head, feeling her face flame with mortification. “I – I can’t. Please, Nick. It’s just not something I like.”

“Tough. Because I do like it. A lot. And I think I’m going to really like eating up your sweet, juicy cunt. Now tell me why you don’t enjoy it.”

She whimpered as his fingers dug deeper into her thighs and she knew there’d be bruises there tomorrow, as well as in a number of other places on her body. “It just doesn’t feel good, that’s all. Only a couple of the guys I’ve been with ever tried it and it just felt – icky.”

“Icky?” He threw back his head and laughed heartily. “Oh, that’s a good one, Angel. And you know what? If some fumbling twenty year old college boy tried to go down on you and didn’t know what the hell he was doing, then that very, uh, vivid description probably isn’t far off the mark. However,” he added in a low, sexy voice, “I know exactly what I’m doing.”

And before she could protest further, he’d buried his face between her widespread thighs and began to run his tongue with deliberate precision all around the moist folds of her labia.

“Oh, God!” she cried out, her hips rearing up off the bed as her hands threaded into his thick black hair, pulling him in even closer.

It took only those few clever, arousing licks for her to realize he’d been quite right. Not only did he know exactly what he was doing, but he seemed to be an expert in the art. The pathetic attempts her previous partners had made at this were laughable now in comparison. Except that laughing was the very last thing she felt like doing at this moment.

Nick lifted his head, only to replace his tongue with two long fingers, and she quivered each time he would thrust them deep inside of her body before sliding back out. He repeated this action far too many times for her to count, until she was writhing against his fingers, her pelvis thrashing around wildly, seeking, needing, begging.

“You’re a greedy little bitch, aren’t you?” he rasped. “You want it real bad, don’t you, Angel? How many orgasms do you think you can handle in one night, hmm? I’m betting an awful lot.”

“Yes,” she cried out frantically. “I – I do need it. Please, oh please, just -”

He pinched her clit between his thumb and forefinger, pulling on it hard, and then bent his head and flicked his tongue across it twice, thrice, until she came apart, her nails digging into his scalp as she clutched his head to her. The orgasm went on and on, causing the bed to shake as her legs seemed to flail around uncontrollably.

Her whole body was still throbbing with sensation, and she badly needed a few minutes to come back down to earth, to remember how to breathe. But Nick was at her again, this time with his tongue thrusting up boldly inside her vagina, mimicking the motion his fingers had been making just minutes ago.

“Ah, no more. I – I can’t,” she pleased weakly. “So – so good, but I need -”

“You need to be prepared for me, Angel,” he told her firmly, his fingers spreading the lips of her inner labia apart. “You feel as tight as a virgin and I’m admittedly a big guy. If I don’t get you wet enough, relaxed enough, I’ll hurt you. Not intentionally, of course, but I am, ah, considered very well hung. So trust me on this, hmm? One more time and then I’ll fuck you.”

That promise was enough to make her heart begin to race in mingled fear and excitement, even as his mouth got busy again. It took very little time and not a whole lot of effort on his part to bring her over yet again, the climax causing her vaginal muscles to convulse around the pumping motion of his fingers, to shudder against the talented mouth that kept sucking on her over-sensitized clit.

When he finally moved away, Angela could only let her arms and legs sprawl limply in a weirdly contorted position. The blood was pounding in her ears and she was half-afraid she was going to pass out from the sensory overload. Dimly she realized that Nick was speaking to her as he ran a hand almost absently up and down her leg, still covered in its sheer black thigh-high stocking.

“I like these,” he murmured in a low voice. “Very sexy, even more than a garter belt. Not that I won’t look forward to seeing you wear one of those as well. Or a corset. But for tonight I think I’d prefer these long, gorgeous legs of yours to be bare.”

Nick removed one of her shoes, inspecting it as though he were an authority on women’s footwear. “Hmm, I suppose you have to wear something conservative like this to the office. But I’d love to see you in stilettos instead, in a really high fuck-me heel.” He began to roll her stocking off. “That kind of shoe would make your legs look as though they went all the way up to your armpits.”

As he removed the other shoe and stocking, Angela gasped as he ran his hands assertively up along her bare legs, caressing their long, pale gold length.

“Your skin is so smooth,” he purred, his caresses growing bolder. “Do you wax your legs, too?”

“Yes.” She was quivering in anticipation as he slowly spread her thighs apart, rising up to kneel between them.

“When I saw you standing across that room – all long hair and big eyes and these gorgeous legs,” he told her, his voice deep and enthralling, “the first thing I imagined was having them wrapped around my neck while I fucked you so deep and hard that both of us passed out from the pleasure.” He took hold of his intimidatingly huge erection and began to slowly feed it inside of her an inch at a time. “But not this first time,” he murmured against her mouth, nipping at her bottom lip sharply with his teeth. “I want both of us to remember every second.”

Angela was dizzy with sensation by now, already overwhelmed by how big he was, how deeply he filled her, and she fought off the panic when she realized he was barely halfway in. “I can’t – you’re – it’s too much,” she whispered helplessly.

“Hush. That’s a good girl.” He took her mouth in a long, leisurely kiss while his fingers plucked at her nipple. “You just need to relax, Angel. Give yourself over to me and let it happen. Don’t think. Just feel.”

“Okay.” Her voice sounded rusty as she took a deep breath, willing herself to relax, to allow her body to open further to him.

Nick continued to murmur in her ear – words of praise and encouragement, soothing her, calming her, seducing her. And as she did as he commanded and let herself go, he took advantage of her compliance and slid all the way inside of her, buried to the root.

Angela couldn’t suppress the little sound of alarm she made as he completed his possession, as she felt every hard, throbbing inch of him tightly sheathed within her. Nick propped himself up on his elbows, gazing down at her intently, and simply remained still.

“I told you,” he whispered, brushing long strands of hair off her face. “I knew you could take me, Angel, knew that you were made for me. Not many women can handle all of me, you know.”

“I’m not so sure I can, either,” she breathed, firmly pushing aside the thought of how many women he must have been with in his lifetime. That was the very last thing she wanted to dwell on right now.

“Yes, you can. I told you – we fit together perfectly. I’m going to move now, Angel, and I’ll try to take it easy this first time. But you feel fucking amazing, like a fist around my dick, so holding back isn’t going to be easy.”

Angela could tell by the way he clenched his jaw, at how tightly bunched the huge muscles of his biceps were, that Nick was struggling mightily to do as he’d promised. But even with the long, slow strokes, the tremendous effort he was making to be gentle, she still feared he might split her in two. And then her inner muscles finally began to relax and she opened to him a bit more with each controlled thrust.

“Okay there, Angel?”

She nodded, placing her hands on his shoulders. “Yes. It’s – it’s good. You can, um, you don’t have to keep -”

His dark eyes were gleaming as a slow smile broke across his face, beads of sweat dampening his forehead. “You sure?”

“Yes.”

Nick made a low, feral sound deep in his throat as he began to pick up the tempo, sliding his hands beneath her ass as he tilted her pelvis to the angle he wanted. As his movements grew faster and faster, his thrusts deeper and deeper, she bit down on her lip to keep from crying out. He was too big, she thought wildly, too much. But the protest she was about to make froze in her throat as she felt the orgasm start to build, felt the broad head of his cock hitting that sweet spot deep inside of her over and over, the angle of his thrusts perfectly positioned to stimulate the G-spot. And, as if that wasn’t more than enough to send her spiraling into oblivion, Nick worked a hand between their tightly joined bodies to find her clit, and the very second he rubbed his thumb over the distended little nub she went soaring – soaring so high that she was scarcely aware when he began to fuck her even harder, faster; when his breathing grew rough and when he came and came and came, his head thrown back as he let out a ferocious yell.

She thought perhaps that she did faint then, at least for a few seconds, because the next thing she was aware of was Nick walking out of her miniscule bathroom, having disposed of the condom. Her limbs – not to mention her brain – felt like jelly, so weak and drained that she could only let him draw her into his surprisingly tender embrace – surprising because she sensed that Nick was not by nature a tender or gentle man.

“You doing all right there, Angel?” he asked, his lips brushing her hair.

“I’ll let you know when I can feel my legs again,” she murmured weakly.

Nick chuckled. “Believe it or not, mine are a little shaky, too. But you’re okay otherwise? I wasn’t too rough on you?”

She wrapped her arms around his rock hard torso, burying her face against his throat. “Not too rough, no. I’m pretty tough after all.”

“Is that right?” He wrapped a hunk of her long hair around his hand and tugged her head back, forcing her to gaze into his eyes. “Well, Angel, that’s the best news I’ve heard for a good long while.” With his free hand he traced a path down between her heaving breasts, over her quivering belly, and then cupping her between her thighs. “Because I’m nowhere even close to being through with you tonight.”


Chapter Five

“You seem to be walking okay today, Angie. That muscle you pulled the other day all healed up now?”

Angela paused by Noah’s cubicle on the way back to her own desk, a bit taken aback by his question. “Uh, yeah. It’s a lot better, thanks.”

Noah patted her on the arm with a reassuring smile. “Well, take it easy with those workouts from now on. I should hit the gym with you one of these days, have you show me some stuff. I’m admittedly a lazy bum but it sure looks like you keep yourself in great shape.”

She forced herself not to give a little eye roll as her co-worker rather openly ogled her. It was a warm Indian summer day so she’d worn her lightweight gray linen suit and a sleeveless white blouse that was a bit on the semi-sheer side.

“I actually don’t spend all that much time at the gym these days,” she acknowledged, taking a careful step or two away from Noah. “As you know, working twelve hour days is sort of draining, and the last thing I feel like at the end of one is going to the gym.”

Noah shrugged. “You take all of that stuff too seriously, Angie. I’ve heard that the exam isn’t all that tough, and as smart as you are I’d be shocked if you didn’t ace it on the first try.”

“There’s a lot more work involved than just studying for the exam, Noah,” admonished Angela. “In fact, I’ve got to finish the next training module so I’d better head back to my desk.”

He grinned. “All work and no play makes Angie a very dull girl. We ought to go out for a drink after work tonight, maybe dinner. You like Thai food?”

“Not especially, no. And thanks for the offer but I can’t. I’m, uh, busy tonight.”

Noah raised a brow. “Hot date, huh? Who’s the lucky guy?”

Angela was suddenly very anxious to end the conversation. “Uh, just someone who went to school at Stanford.”

He brightened. “So, like, an old college friend, something like that? Maybe there’s still hope for me, huh? Why don’t we get together this weekend then?”

She bit her bottom lip to stop herself from laughing or making some sort of sarcastic comment. Noah had more or less been hitting on her since they’d started working here, which was rather laughable considering he was a good five inches shorter than she was – in stocking feet – so with the added three inches from her shoes she towered over him rather noticeably.

“I never plan that far ahead these days,” she told him casually. “Now, I’ve really got to get back to work.”

“Killjoy. But I am glad to see you’re not walking funny anymore. You must have had a hell of a workout the other day.”

‘You have no idea, pal,’ Angela was sorely tempted to add. ‘But it was more a case of getting worked over than working out.’

Even as she sat down somewhat gingerly on her lumpy desk chair, she couldn’t suppress the shiver than ran up and down her spine as she recalled exactly what had caused her sore muscles. And it certainly hadn’t been from running too many miles or a particularly strenuous spin class. More like way too much sex in one night.

Nick had been insatiable, using up nearly all of the condoms he’d deposited on her bedside table. He’d pushed, pulled, bent, contorted, stretched her body into a variety of positions, some of which she hadn’t known existed, and he’d kept at her for hours. It had been close to two a.m. before he’d finally had enough, leaving her bed to get dressed, and she’d been too wrung out, too physically spent to do much more than lift her head limply from the pillow when he’d told her good night.

“Give me your phone number,” he’d instructed, and had tapped it into his cell as she’d weakly recited the numbers. Nick had pulled the duvet up over her naked body, and then pressed a kiss to her forehead before murmuring, “And I will call you again, Angel. If you’ve been listening to the sort of gossip I imagine you’ve heard, then you’re probably figuring that this is it – another notch on Nick Manning’s bedpost, another woman he fucked and forgot. But not you, Angel. I promise. I’ll call you, okay? It might take a few days but I will call.”

He’d let himself out and she had fallen asleep instantly, so wiped out by the multiple bouts of sex – each one more physically demanding than the last – that she couldn’t even think about moving. Her alarm had gone off far too early, and she’d groaned at the very idea of dragging herself into work after such little sleep. And then, as she’d very tentatively gotten out of bed, she’d groaned for a whole different reason – namely the soreness and stiffness of just about every muscle in her body. The bed – and her body – had reeked of sex and sweat and Nick – but she’d been reluctant to take a shower and thus wash his scent off her skin.

The spray of the shower had caused her to wince as the hot water beat down on a dozen different assorted bruises and love bites, not to mention the bumpy red whisker burn that covered a good part of her skin. And she’d barely been able to tolerate washing her private parts, for they’d been incredibly sore and tender, her battered insides feeling like mush.

Walking had been difficult for the past few days, her gait resembling that of an old arthritic woman, and she’d had to fob everyone off with the story about pulling a muscle during an especially strenuous workout. Which, she’d realized with a grimace, wasn’t exactly a lie.

It was Friday afternoon, almost a full three days now since that fateful office meeting where she’d first met Nick and wound up having the sort of wild, screaming sex she’d never really believed existed. It had been much dirtier, more physical, and definitely more stimulating than any of the porn she’d watched back in high school. And as for the orgasms – so many that she’d lost the ability to count them after a time – they had been nothing, nothing like the pathetically simulated moans and groans that the actresses in the X-rated films had so obviously been faking. The way Nick had made her feel – the reactions he’d coaxed so easily from her body – well, there was just no way to fake something like that. Certainly none of her previous partners had possessed even a smidgen of his skills, had never been able to rouse the tiniest fraction of response from her. Nick had seduced her, enthralled her, and now she craved more, needed more, like a brand new junkie who’d had her first taste of smack and was immediately greedy for more.

And despite his whispered promise to call her, Angela wasn’t permitting herself to really believe it would happen. A man like Nick – with his face and body, his wealth and power, his mind-blowing sexual expertise – could easily have any woman he wanted and as many as he could handle. So why would he want to see her again when he’d always enjoyed a wide variety of women in the past, had avoided commitment in any shape or form, and had a reputation as the ultimate love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of guy.

Oh, she knew he’d found her attractive, had enjoyed her body and her fiery response to him. But she’d never considered herself especially beautiful or sexy, and she had realized first hand on Tuesday night just how sadly lacking her sexual experience really was. Was it possible that it was her inexperience that Nick was attracted to? She would admittedly be something of a novelty for him, quite a bit younger and far more impressionable than the women he usually dated. Maybe she was just a change of pace for him, someone different from the undoubtedly sophisticated and sexually adept others who’d shared his bed.

But she had refused to set herself up for disappointment, to hope for what was extremely unlikely to occur, and hadn’t allowed herself to believe he would actually call her again. She’d kept herself busier than ever with work, throwing herself into studying and going through the training modules, and had actually been grateful when she’d been assigned the task of filling in for the sales manager’s PA’s yesterday. Filling her days with work had kept her mind off of Nick and wondering if and when he would call, had stopped her from checking her phone every fifteen minutes for a missed call or text, had helped ease the secret disappointment she’d felt as each hour and then day had passed without hearing from him.

But while she managed to keep herself fully occupied during the day, the nights had been a very different matter. Normally she would have gone out for a run, not much caring that the days were getting shorter now and that a good part of her workout would be in the dark. But she was way too sore for running right now, Christ, could barely walk a straight line after Nick’s nonstop sexual marathon the other night. So that left her with a few hours to kill in the evenings, and it was all but impossible not to remember in bold, living Technicolor everything that had taken place in her apartment three nights ago.

One of the pillowcases had still held a lingering trace of his scent, and she’d wrapped her arms around it each night, imagining it was his body instead. Twice she’d become so aroused while reliving Tuesday night’s torrid romp that she’d been mightily tempted to touch herself, to rub her fingers against her clit, to make herself come. But both times she’d stopped – and not just because her private parts were still way too sore for any sort of intimate contact. Angela knew it was because she’d never come close again, no matter who her partner might be, of climaxing that hard, of feeling so much, or of falling so hard as she’d done with Nick. He’d already ruined her for any other man, had set the bar so impossibly high that no one else would ever be able to even attempt to scale its height.

She’d just completed the training module – an incredibly boring one about treasury investments that she’d struggled mightily to pay attention to – when her phone buzzed. Conscious of the close proximity of her co-workers, she answered it immediately, even though the caller ID was blocked.

“Can you talk or are you surrounded by nosy-ass employees?”

Angela almost dropped the phone as a feeling of shocked elation pulsed through her body, the sound of the amused, lazy drawl not one she’d ever expected to hear again.

“Um, no and yes,” she murmured in hushed tones.

Nick sighed. “That’s what I figured. I’ll need to text you in future when you’re at the office. Are you able to leave your desk for a few minutes?”

She knew she was at least two training modules ahead of everyone else, and hadn’t taken much of a lunch break, so she didn’t feel in the least bit guilty replying readily. “Yes, not a problem.”

“All right. There’s a little conference room on your side of the floor if I recall correctly. I’m guessing on a Friday afternoon it’s not being used so walk over there now and tell me if you can talk.”

“Okay.” She stood and walked the short distance down the hallway to the conference room. It was dark inside and thankfully unoccupied. Once inside she shut the door but left the lights off. “I’m here now. Alone.”

“Good. The last thing I want – or need – is for anyone in this office to overhear our conversation. Or worse – to suspect we’re seeing each other.”

She was both puzzled and thrilled at his statement – puzzled because she wasn’t quite sure why there was such a need for secrecy, and thrilled to hear Nick imply that they would be seeing each other again.

“Um, not that I’ve told anybody about the other night – or plan to, for that matter – but what’s the big deal? I mean, I know there can’t possibly be a rule about employees not being allowed to date each other. From what I hear, people in this place hook up with each other all the time. You almost need an organizational chart to keep track of who’s slept with who.”

Nick’s voice was biting. “There’s no office rule, that’s true, but then I have my own set of rules, Angel. And I’ve already broken at least two of them for you already. My need for privacy is absolute, especially here at work. Nothing pisses me off more than to know people speculate behind my back about who I’m dating or banging. So that’s rule number one with me – not one single word mentioned to anyone in this place that we’ve had any involvement. Clear?”

“Yes.” She took a seat, suddenly aware that her legs were wobbly. The undercurrent of anger in his tone was threatening to send her into panic mode, and she forced herself to take a deep breath.

“Well, now that we’ve got that out of the way, I’ll tell you why I’m calling. I want to see you. Tonight. I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty, we’ll go have some dinner, and then we’ll – talk.”

She waited briefly for him to ask if those plans were okay with her, then sighed when she realized he wasn’t actually asking her but simply telling her the way it was going to be. “I’ll be ready.”

“And there’ll be a package waiting for you when you get home,” he told her briskly. “Wear everything you find in the box to dinner tonight but not another thing more.”

Angela opened her mouth to protest but realized from his tone that it wouldn’t do her any good at all to argue. “O-kay,” she agreed slowly. “How, um, do I know it will fit?”

He chuckled. “I’m a pretty good judge of that sort of thing. But in your case I actually checked all of your sizes before I left, easy enough to do since all your stuff was still just laying around. Size ten shoes, the skirt was a four, your bra size is a 34B. I couldn’t find a tag on that piece of dental floss you were wearing between your ass cheeks so I had to guess at the panty size. So if they don’t fit just leave them off.”

She was speechless at his bold, careless manner and could only mumble, “Um, sure.”

“See you at seven-thirty, Angel. Be sure you’re ready.”

And then, abruptly, the call ended and she found herself staring dumbly at her phone. It was almost five minutes later before she could stimulate enough functioning brain cells to propel herself back to her desk.

It was a good thing, she thought about half an hour later, that she was so far ahead in her training program. Because there was no possible way she was going to get one damned thing more done today.

***

Angela stared at the garments she’d laid out on her bed in mingled alarm and admiration. Everything in the exact right size – even the panties Nick had had to guess at – and everything of the finest quality from the very top designers. Angela knew that if Julia was here right now she’d be squealing in delight over everything, while her twin Lauren would be shaking her head in dismay and saying something caustic along the lines of “you’re actually going to let a guy dress you up like some sort of sex toy?”

But while the outfit laid out in front of her certainly shrieked sexy siren, it was also classy and sophisticated, and were certainly the nicest things she’d ever been given to wear.

The black jersey dress looked conservative from the front, with its long, tight-fitting sleeves and boat neck, discounting, of course, the short, narrow hem. But the low, plunging back instantly transformed the dress from demure to daring. It would be impossible to wear a bra with such a dress, and she wasn’t in the least surprised to discover that particular item of clothing had not been included in the box. In fact, the only article of lingerie was a pair of sheer black lace Agent Provocateur panties that to her mind were nearly as skimpy as the thong that Nick had professed a dislike for. But she knew from shopping trips with Julia that this single pair of undies had likely cost over a hundred dollars – the same price she would have normally been able to buy a dozen pair for.

Angela typically shied away from very high heels – her nearly six feet of height already cause for extreme self-consciousness. But Nick would still have a few inches on her, even when she donned the black suede Prada sandals with their sexy ankle strap and the buckle detail across the forefoot.

There were three other items in the box that had been delivered from Barneys – a small black Fendi clutch, a gorgeous pair of gold and diamond drop earrings, and a tube of Nars lipstick in a vivid crimson shade.

Angela wished Julia was here instead of back in Manhattan where she’d moved after college. Her fashionista friend would be able to add up in her pretty little head in a few seconds how much all of this stuff had cost. But Angela had a fairly good idea herself, and was aghast at how much Nick had casually dropped on an outfit for her to wear out to dinner.

As she stripped off her work clothes and headed for the shower, Angela tried – really tried – to feel some level of annoyance or anger or another suitable emotion at the very high handed way Nick was arranging everything. After not hearing a word from him for days, he had called without warning and informed – not asked – her that they were having dinner tonight. It was the same – worse, actually – with the dress and shoes. And even a lipstick, for God’s sake, she thought wildly as she began to wash her hair. She’d never worn red on her lips before, had always considered her mouth too wide and full for such a bold shade. She wondered a little defiantly what Nick would do if she wore a different color. He was strong-willed enough, she feared, that he’d make her wipe it off and reapply the lipstick he’d sent.

She waited until practically the last minute before actually applying the lipstick. Everything else was done – the dress that bared her entire back and most of her legs had been pulled and tugged into place; the sexy stilettos were buckled around her bare ankles – no stockings tonight, apparently. She’d fastened the earrings into her pierced lobes, stuffed a few necessities into her new clutch. Her long, straight hair shone with the application of clear glaze she’d applied, and the rest of her makeup had been artfully applied.

The lipstick was her one holdout, and she kept glancing back and forth between the sultry fire-engine red and the more subtle berry shade she normally favored. Should she acquiesce to one more of Nick’s demands, or defy him by wearing the color she preferred?

It was the buzzing of the outside doorbell that jerked her out of her contemplation, and even as she was depressing the buzzer to admit Nick into the building she was hastily slicking the red gloss over her mouth before dropping the tube into her clutch.

Angela took a deep breath before rather slowly opening the door, and then gasped as Nick’s intimidatingly huge body filled the door frame. He looked – like the devil, she thought helplessly. Like the sexiest, most tempting, and most irresistible devil one could ever conjure up. He wore another superbly tailored suit – this one of solid black – paired with a dark gray shirt and a black and gray striped tie. With his raven hair, dark eyes, and deeply tanned skin, the almost satanic image he projected made her feel like swooning.

And from the wide, knowing smile on his face, he apparently liked what he saw, too – his sharp gaze taking in every detail about her appearance, from the top of her silky head down the long, long length of her legs to those fuck-me stilettos on her feet.

“I knew that you’d look like this,” he told her confidently. His long fingers gripped her chin, tilting her head from one side to the other. “That dress could have been made for you, those shoes are practically screaming sex, and that mouth of yours – I think I’ll nearly always want you in red lipstick when we’re together.”

She felt her cheeks grow warm beneath his regard. “Thank you – for all of this. Everything is gorgeous, but you shouldn’t have spent so much money on me.”

He shrugged carelessly. “Why not? I wanted you to have a particular look tonight so the best way of ensuring that was to hand pick the outfit. Including the undies. I take it they fit okay?”

Angela was flabbergasted at the forthright way he demanded answers. “Uh, yes. Just fine.”

“Pity. I was almost hoping they’d been the wrong size so you would have had to go commando. After all,” he added in a husky voice, “it would be so damned easy to just cop a feel while you’re wearing this dress, wouldn’t it?”

Without warning, he banded an arm around her waist and hauled her against him, at the same time inserting his hand into the low back of her dress and sliding it down to fondle her buttocks.

“Next time,” he murmured in her ear.

Before she had a chance to respond, he was taking her key and locking the door, then dropped the key into his own pocket. As usual, she wasn’t given the opportunity to protest his high-handed behavior as he grabbed her hand and tugged her along in his wake, taking the stairs so briskly she was half-afraid she’d stumble and twist her ankle in the high heels she wasn’t quite used to.

Expecting to see the scarlet Ferrari, she was surprised when Nick led her instead to a much more conservative silver gray Jaguar.

“Do you collect cars or something?” she asked half-jokingly as he opened the passenger door.

Nick smirked. “I don’t know if collect is the right word. Besides the Jag here and the Ferrari, I have an SUV and a classic Corvette – a 1963 with the split-back window. Now my friend Dante, he’s what you’d call a collector. Last count I think he had more than a dozen.”

“Wow.” She shook her head in disbelief as she eased herself into the car. The tight fitting dress slid even higher up her thighs, almost to the crotch, and Nick’s eyes gleamed at the sight.

“Yeah, definitely commando next time, Angel,” he told her with a wink. “The only sight more erotic than these long, gorgeous legs would be your bare, pretty pussy.”

She gasped as he ran a hand up her leg from the knee to the very top of her thigh, his knuckles brushing over the crotch of her new panties. Panties, she realized with a gulp, that were already wet.

Nick drove across the city with an almost careless skill, somehow knowing the best route to take to avoid the worst of the evening traffic. She was puzzled as he pulled up in front of an elegant, multi-storied, Georgian-style mansion that had no visible signage.

“This is a restaurant?”

He shook his head at her question. “Not exactly. It’s a private club – a very discreet, exclusive club – that happens to have an excellent dining room for its members. Come on, you’ll enjoy it. Some of the best food you’ll ever eat.”

Nick got out of the car as the valet assisted Angela, and then they were walking inside the most beautifully appointed, discreetly extravagant building she’d ever seen. The doorman and the receptionist both knew Nick by name, calling him “Mr. Manning” in awed, almost respectful tones.

He ushered her over to the elevators, his hand on the small of her back. His fingers seemed to be burning an imprint into her bare skin and she couldn’t help the little frisson of excitement that rippled through her.

He smiled down at her knowingly. “Cold, Angel?”

She shook her head slowly. “Not in the least.”

As they stepped inside the elevator, Nick bent his head to murmur in her ear, “No, I agree. You’re hot as hell, Angel. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since Tuesday night. And that’s not something I ever tell a woman.”

Angela smiled up at him. “I’m flattered then. And the feeling is mutual. I’ve thought about you a lot, too.”

“Have you?” His hand slid from her back to clasp her hand in his. “And yet you didn’t try to get in touch with me to let me know how you felt.”

Her spine stiffened in alarm at the somewhat sarcastic tone of his voice. “I wasn’t under the impression that you expected me to,” she replied carefully. “And from the little I know of you I just assumed you’re the sort of guy who prefers to make the moves.”

Nick gave her hand a squeeze. “You assumed right, Angel,” he replied gently. “And you’re one of the very, very few women I’ve known who’s both realized and respected that. I can’t tell you the number of others who’ve pestered me with phone calls or texts or who just happened to be in the neighborhood where we’d be sure to run into each other.”

She shrugged. “Not that I would have tried contacting you anyway, but you never gave me a phone number or email address.”

“When there’s a will there’s a way, Angel. You do know where I work and how to contact me there. You could have easily obtained my extension from the employee directory, or just stopped by my office.”

“No.” She shook her head. “You’ve made it very clear that you like to keep your private life private, so there’s no way I would have done something like that. Besides, you told me you’d call and whatever else you might be it isn’t a lying dickwad.”

Nick gave a shout of laughter. “Never forget that, Angel. Honesty always, that’s my motto. And,” he added in a low voice. “the fact that you didn’t make any attempt to contact me is one of the reasons I did call you again.”

Angela arched a brow at him. “Oh? And what exactly would the other reasons be?”

He whispered to her. “I still need to fuck you with these incredible legs wrapped around my neck. Soon, Angel, very, very soon. And you’ll wear those fuck-me shoes while I’m doing it. If not this particular pair then another.”

Once more she was left with her jaw dropping open, but seemingly lacking the inability to utter a coherent response. Still holding hands, they walked off the elevator directly to the hostess stand where a slim, exquisitely dainty Asian woman greeted Nick by name.

“A pleasure to have you dining with us this evening, Mr. Manning,” she told him, her accent vaguely British. “Please follow me to your table. It’s the one you requested, sir.”

Angela thought of asking him why he’d reserved a particular table, then thought better of the idea. She was fairly certain Nick wouldn’t like being questioned too often, and she realized that even this early on in their – relationship? acquaintance? – that she’d need to carefully pick and choose her battles.

The petite hostess – who made Angela feel like a brawny Amazon in comparison – led them smoothly through the dimly lit, dark wood paneled dining room. From her peripheral vision she caught glimpses of other couples or small groups seated around tables or booths, and at first glance everyone seemed to be exceptionally well dressed. The whole place was giving off a vibe of old money – lots of it – and she was glad now that Nick had sent her the dress and shoes. She had some nice things of her own, of course, but nothing even in the neighborhood of what she was wearing tonight.

They were ushered to a high-backed, very secluded booth with thickly padded brown leather seats. Located in a corner of the spacious dining room, the booth would afford them the privacy she sensed Nick insisted on having wherever he went.

The smooth leather was cool against the backs of her bare legs, and she couldn’t help shivering just a bit as she sat down. A busboy appeared almost immediately to fill water glasses and set out a basket of assorted rolls and breadsticks.

“So what do you think?”

She looked at Nick and blinked. “About what?”

“The club. The dining room. What’s your first impression?”

Angela took a sip of the ice cold water, wondering briefly if she ought to couch the truth, but then decided to throw caution to the wind by telling him bluntly, “It’s classy and expensive but it’s also stuffy as hell. Someplace you’d expect to see your grandparents eating at.”

Nick chuckled. “I knew you wouldn’t bullshit me, Angel. The women I’ve brought here in the past have all oohed and ahhed about it, probably because they knew how exclusive the place is. But not you. And you’re right, it’s the epitome of class but not exactly the most happening place in town.”

“So why do you come here?”

His answer was succinct. “Privacy. No one here would dare to gossip about who they saw at dinner or an event. The staff has to sign all sorts of non-disclosure agreements, and there’s something of an unspoken pact among the members to mind their own business.”

She couldn’t resist teasing him a bit. “So what you’re saying is that what happens in – uh, whatever the name of this club is – stays here? Though, honestly, I can’t imagine anything too controversial or even exciting going on.”

He smirked. “Exactly. And this is the Biltmore Club. Very, very elite, extremely expensive to join, and nearly impossible to gain admittance to.”

“Hmm. So how did you get in? Was it because you were a former football player or is it your current position at Jessup Prior?”

A closed-off expression crossed Nick’s features, his mouth tightening in displeasure. “Neither one. I got admitted here courtesy of a family member. My father, to be exact. And before you ask, I don’t discuss my family. Ever.”

“I wasn’t going to ask,” she whispered, more than a little intimidated by the dark look on his face. “But it seems that we have one more thing in common, though. I really don’t like discussing my family, either.”

She could sense he was about to ignore her statement and start asking her about them anyway when he was interrupted by the arrival of their waiter. Like the hostess had done, he greeted Nick by name before handing them menus and asking for their drink order.

“Absolut Citron on the rocks. Make that two.”

Angela waited until the waiter left before daring to frown at Nick. “Aren’t you making assumptions here? What if I’d wanted something different tonight?”

“Did you?” he asked casually, reaching for a roll and starting to butter it.

She gave a little huff. “Well, no. At least I don’t think so. But it might have been nice if you had thought to ask first.”

He gave a careless shrug. “I’m rarely nice, Angel. And you told me the other night that was your drink of choice so I just took the initiative and ordered. But if you really want something else, I’ll get it for you. Easiest thing in the world.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I just – well, I’m not used to someone taking charge the way you do.”

“Yeah, I sort of get that feeling. But you secretly want someone to do just that, don’t you, Angel? “

Her gaze flew up to his in alarm. “What?”

Nicked chewed on his roll slowly. “You heard me just fine. And you know it’s true. You might deny it, most people would, but deep down you know you actually like it when I get bossy. Were your parents strict with you?”

“No.” The reply slipped out automatically. “Not in the least.”

“Hmm.” He finished the roll and picked up a long, thin breadstick, tapping one end on the table before taking a bite. “So you were a spoiled, indulged little brat then?”

“I wouldn’t say that either. In a nutshell, my parents – mostly my mother – just didn’t give a rat’s ass about me. I was – an accident, one that my mother rarely failed to remind me about.”

She was saved from further questioning by the arrival of their drinks, which she suddenly felt in dire need of. She took an ungainly gulp and then promptly opened up the leather bound menu, very intentionally hiding her face from Nick.

“We won’t talk about it again tonight,” he told her quietly. “I can already tell it isn’t your favorite topic of conversation. But we will have a conversation about it one of these days, Angel. Now, what looks good to you on the menu? I can recommend a number of things, especially the sea bass or the pan seared scallops.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not a big fish eater actually.” She didn’t add that her distaste stemmed from childhood memories of watching her father gutting and cleaning some freshly caught fish, and her mother cooking it up with garlic, tomatoes and olive oil before rather resentfully plunking a plate in front of her, not especially caring if the strong taste was appealing to a five year old’s picky palate.

“You’re something of a fussy eater, aren’t you? I could tell the other night by the way you pushed the food around on your plate. You know, you’ll never gain those ten pounds I mentioned if you keep doing that. Here, I want you to eat one of these rolls – with butter – and then humor me by letting me order for you tonight, okay? I promise if you don’t like what I choose you can get something else.”

Reluctantly she selected a roll and began to spread butter over it. “Fine. But nothing too fishy tasting.” She swallowed a bite of bread before glaring at him sulkily. “And I don’t really agree about the ten pounds. I’ve always been a little on the slender side but it’s not like I’m skinny or anorexic looking.”

Nick set the menus aside and regarded her carefully, as though he was mentally stripping off her dress down to the bare flesh he was already very familiar with. “You’re not skinny, I’ll agree with that. But you are too thin. For someone of your height, you should be more like a size six instead of a four. Those ten pounds will fill you out a little in all the right places.”

And it seemed as though he was intent on having her gain nearly half that number of pounds in one sitting, judging by the meal he ordered up. They dined on lobster bisque, a huge wedge salad, and the pan seared scallops with rice pilaf and sautéed vegetables, all accompanied by a crisp Chardonnay. She was conscious throughout the entire meal of Nick’s watchful gaze, making sure she didn’t push her food around, and that she ate what he considered an adequate amount.

They didn’t talk much during dinner, and when they did it was mostly small talk about such mundane topics as an economics professor they’d both taken class from at Stanford, or the 49ers chances this season of making the playoffs, or Nick quizzing her in more detail about her Olympic experience.

She had nearly cleaned her plate before setting her fork down with a sigh. “I can’t eat another bite. The scallops were delicious but I’m really getting stuffed.”

He eyed her mostly empty plate assessingly. “All right. That’s enough for now. After all, there’s still dessert.”

Angela stifled the little groan she longed to make, her flat belly already starting to bloat up a bit from the rich meal she’d just consumed. But Nick was ruthless, ordering her some mile-high concoction of chocolate cake layered with mousse, ganache, and whipped cream, plus a frothy cappuccino served in a cup the size of a soup bowl.

She could only stare at the monstrous piece of cake. “I don’t even know where to start.”

Nick grinned, already digging into his own bowl of apple cobbler. She had noticed that his appetite for food was just as big as it was for sex, and she guessed that a man of his height and weight would need to consume several thousand calories a day.

“Take your time, Angel. We’ve got this table reserved for the entire evening so there’s no rush.”

She took a bite of the fabulously rich dessert and almost sighed with bliss at how delicious it was. “This is amazing. I’m still not sure how much of it I can actually eat but I’ll give it the old college try. And why,” she added with a little frown, “is the table reserved for the whole evening? There is no way I can eat anything else after this.”

“No worries on that count. After all, we can’t have you getting sick, can we? No,” he continued calmly, “the reason I asked to have the table all evening was so we could talk. And we’ll be assured of our privacy here. “

“Okay.” Her senses immediately went on high alert, not at all sure what he really meant by “talk” or exactly what he planned to discuss.

He sipped his coffee leisurely. “You’re not going to ask what I want to talk about?”

She pushed another forkful of cake/mousse/ganache into her mouth and shook her head. “No. Because I’ve got this feeling it wouldn’t do me any good. You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

He clapped his hands together lightly in mock applause. “Very good, Angel. You catch on quickly. Yes, I have a real good feeling about this. Glad I trusted my instincts with you. So, you finish at least half that cake and then we’ll talk. Or at least I will. You’re going to listen – very, very carefully – and when I’m done you can ask questions. Sound good?”

She nodded, already eating another bite of dessert. And even though her stomach was beginning to protest having more food crammed inside of it, she continued to dutifully pick away at the cake, barely tasting it now but anxious to eat enough to satisfy Nick so that he could tell her – what?

Angela tried hard not to make assumptions while she kept working on her dessert. If Nick didn’t plan on seeing her again after tonight, he would have zero compunctions about coming right out and telling her, so she honestly didn’t think it was that. But what else –

“Okay. I think that’s enough dessert if you’re full. Would you like to have the rest wrapped up so you can take it home?”

She shuddered as she pushed the plate away. “No, thank you. I don’t think I’ll be able to eat again for a couple of days.”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong, Angel. You will eat tomorrow, and every day after that. You seem to get full rather quickly, so it will have to be small, frequent meals, but healthy ones, too. I’ll have you draw up a meal plan with a nutritionist I know of. And work with a personal trainer as well.”

“Huh?” She stared at him in bemusement.

“Guess I’m getting ahead of myself a bit. Let me start at the beginning, all right? And pay attention, because there’s going to be a lot of shit for you to consider. Here goes.”

Nick took another drink of his coffee before setting the cup down and reaching across the table for her hand. All hint of teasing or laughter was gone from his expression, his eyes dark and deadly serious.

“As you probably gleaned from overhearing all the lousy office gossip I despise so much, I don’t do relationships,” he began. “For me to even date the same woman more than two or three times is extremely rare. And that isn’t because I enjoy having a reputation as a player or because I go out of my way to avoid any sort of commitment. It’s largely because I find it very, very difficult to meet a woman I feel will suit my needs. And I’m not talking strictly about sexual needs here. It’s far more about my need for control – total and absolute control of everything. And I can almost always tell – from the very beginning – if I think a woman has any chance whatsoever of fulfilling that need. In the past eight years or so, I’ve met less than a handful I considered even worth taking a chance on. And I strongly believe that you, Angel, are exactly what I’m looking for.”

He was briefly interrupted by the busboy who refilled his coffee cup, leaving Angela to stare across the table at him in complete bemusement, not at all sure where he was going with all this.

Nick smiled briefly. “Ah, I can tell you already want to start asking questions. But bear with me, Angel, hmm? I’m really just getting warmed up here. First, let me tell you that the other women I tried to form this sort of relationship with – three, to be exact – didn’t last very long at all. Two of them less than a month while the third stuck it out for nearly two months. And that was almost three years ago. I’d almost given up hope of ever finding someone else when I met you on Tuesday. And I just had this feeling about you, right from the beginning, even before we’d spoken one word to each other, that you’d be perfect, that you’d last much longer than any of the others. That you,” he lowered his voice huskily, “would obey.”

She gulped, hastily reaching for her cappuccino even though it had already turned lukewarm, and took a long drink anyway. “Obey? But I thought you said -”

“I said I wasn’t into any kinky BDSM shit and I meant it,” he insisted. “Inflicting pain or doling out punishments does nothing for me. Not that I’ve ever tried that stuff, mind you, but just the thought turns me off big time. But I also told you, Angel, that there were different kinds of submission. Mine doesn’t involve you calling me Master or wearing a collar or not allowing you to look at me without permission. That kind of thing is completely fucked up in my book. No, my reasons for wanting control don’t have anything to do with boosting my ego or satisfying some pent-up need for power. Basically, Angel, I’m just a self-centered, selfish bastard who’s completely set in his ways and doesn’t know the meaning of the word compromise. That’s how I live my life, how I run my business, and I’m not prepared to apologize for it and definitely not willing to change my ways for anyone.”

She continued to stare at him, equally repelled and mesmerized by what he was telling her. She opened her mouth to speak, only to have Nick press two fingers over her lips.

“Shush. I’m a long way from being through here,” he admonished. “In fact, I’ve barely begun.” He reached out and picked up a long, shiny strand of her hair, sifting it through his fingers. “Don’t cut your hair, not unless I ask you to. Not even a trim, understand?”

Angela winced as he gave her hair a brief, sharp tug. “Um, Nick, I’m not sure you really have -”

“But I do have the right,” he corrected. “Or at least I will if you agree to my terms. If you want to continue our relationship, Angel, there are many things you’ll need to agree to, things you’ll have to, well, obey. And your appearance is one of those, at least when you’re with me. There will be times when I tell you what to wear, or send you things like I did tonight. That will probably be one of the easier conditions for you to go along with.”

With each word he spoke, her unease grew and she wondered wildly if she ought to just get up and run as fast as she could in her four-inch heels, run away from this darkly compelling man who was pulling her deeper and deeper into his web with each seductively spoken word.

“Don’t leave yet, Angel,” he drawled in amusement. “You have that look on your face – like you’re getting ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. Hear me out, don’t panic, and know that I won’t be the least surprised if you tell me to go fuck myself at the end of it.”

He released her hair and propped his elbows on the table, chin in hand as he continued. “If you decide that you want to keep seeing me, there are – conditions, rules, restrictions. Probably far too many for any sane person to agree to but let’s give it a shot. First rule – the relationship is private. Completely, one hundred percent private. You don’t talk to your family or friends about me, and especially not to anyone at work. You don’t mention my name on social media, don’t post photos of me anywhere. I value my privacy like a fiend, Angel, and if it’s breached I get pissed off. Big time. So that’s rule number one, and probably the most important one. Got it?”

She nodded solemnly, wondering if her eyes were as wide open as they felt.

“Okay, next rule. I’m not the sort of guy you’re going to bring home to meet the parents. Or double date with your friends. Holidays, weddings, office Christmas parties – those aren’t part of the deal, either. Don’t ask me, don’t throw hints, and don’t hope that I’ll have a change of heart someday.”

He took a sip of coffee, ensuring he still had her full attention before continuing. “Next, I’m the one who calls all the shots. When I want to see you, I’ll call or text. I decide the time and place, and it will usually be somewhere I know our privacy will be ensured. I’ll give you a phone number to contact me at but it will be for emergencies only, if you have to cancel a date at the last minute. Otherwise, I call you, not the other way around. No texts, no emails, and especially no dropping by my office. I keep erratic hours at work, have a very strict schedule I stick to, and I definitely don’t appreciate interruptions. But I also won’t be one of those pricks who says they’ll call and then don’t, and I won’t go more than a week without contacting you. But I’ll also expect you to be available when I call, sometimes on very short notice. You getting all this, Angel?”

She gave a slight inclination of her head, feeling completely incapable of speech, totally flabbergasted at what she was hearing and unable to believe this was really happening right here, right now.

“Good. Moving on. Because of the need for privacy that I keep harping on, I’ll usually prefer to make the decisions about where to go. But if there’s a particular restaurant or movie you really want to see, ask. I can’t promise I’ll agree but at least I’ll consider it. You’ll get to know my likes and dislikes pretty quickly. Speaking of which.”

He trailed a forefinger over her lips, which she realized were trembling in reaction.

“One place where I’m always, always, in charge, Angel, always the one calling the shots, is in bed. That’s non-negotiable. I’ll get to know your body very, very well, probably better than you’ll know it, in fact. I’ll teach you, show you what I like. And I’ll give you the sort of pleasure that you’ve only fantasied about until now, and that you’ll never come close to feeling with anyone else ever again.”

Nick slid his finger inside her mouth, smiling when she swirled her tongue around it. “That’s nice, Angel. Very nice. In fact, I’d like you to do the same thing to my cock when I slide it inside your mouth. One of the many things I’ll teach you is how to relax your throat enough to take me all the way in.” At her wide-eyed expression of alarm, he smiled. “Trust me, you’ll do it, Angel. Now, what’s next? Ah, yes.”

He removed his finger. “I understand you have to dress a certain way at the office, adhere to codes and all that crap. And what you wear outside of work when we’re not together, that’s your business, too. But I wasn’t joking before about telling you what to wear. Depending on my particular mood on a given day that could run a pretty wide gamut of different looks. Tonight, for example, I almost chose all white for you, knowing that I’d be in black, a little play on this angel/devil relationship I mentioned on Tuesday. But after I thought about all the things I needed to say to you, I reconsidered. Because if you were in white right now it would just remind me how damned young you are. And inexperienced. And that was the very last thing I needed to think about tonight.”

Angela lifted her chin in a meagre attempt at defiance. “I’m not that in-”

“You are,” he interrupted arrogantly. “I don’t give a crap if you fucked four other guys in college. They were boys, probably morons, with no finesse and definitely no skill. Trust me, I know exactly what type I’m thinking about. Most of the guys I went to college with fit that description.”

“But not you.”

His eyes gleamed at her whispered observation. “No, not me. By the time I was seventeen I knew pretty much everything I needed to know about sex. It was just a matter of getting in plenty of practice after that.”

She squirmed a bit, feeling her bare thighs sticking to the leather seat, and trying very hard not to start mentally calculating just how many women Nick had practiced with over the years.

“But we’re getting off the subject now, Angel. As I was saying, I’ll want you to wear certain clothes, create a particular image, most if not all of the times we see each other. We’ll go through your wardrobe together, see if you own anything that meets my approval, something I’m doubting will be the case. So you can expect to start receiving lots of packages from me, and get dragged along on some shopping trips.”

“I can afford -” she began hesitantly.

“No, you can’t.” he stated bluntly. “Not on the crap salary I know you’re getting paid. That outfit you’re wearing now – not even counting the earrings – would be a couple of months’ worth of paychecks for you. So you’ll accept what I give you, wear what I choose. And none of this garbage about how that makes you a kept woman or some other bullshit. Keep in mind that I’ll be buying you things that will be for my pleasure, and not necessarily yours. It’ll be the same with your hair, makeup, jewelry. After a while you’ll get a better idea of what I like and expect so I might not have to dictate to you all the time.”

She shook her head, thinking wildly that this was sounding more and more like some crazy, bizarre dream she was going to wake up from at any moment. What other possible explanation could there be for why she was still sitting here listening to this man – this undeniably hot, incredibly powerful, but possibly insane man – listing all of the ways he planned to control her, the unreasonable demands he would make of her, and taking for granted that he had every right to do so.

“Ah, don’t shake your head that way, Angel,” he chided. “Remember I asked you to reserve judgment until you’d listened to everything I had to say? I’m almost finished now, so indulge me for a few more minutes, hmm? Then you can tell me to go screw myself if that’s what you decide.”

Angela hesitated before giving a short, sullen nod. He took one of her hands back in his, stroking his thumb over her knuckles soothingly.

“Your hands are always so warm,” he murmured. “Now, one last thing. I started off this conversation by telling you that I don’t do relationships, or at least not the conventional kind. I don’t believe in marriage or falling in love or even having a long term relationship. I won’t sleep over, and we go to your place or a hotel or sometimes away for the weekend, but never to my house. And when I decide it’s over, Angel, then it’s over. No regrets, no tears or angry scenes, no post-relationship stalking.” He released her hand and lounged back leisurely against the high-backed booth. “Now, are you ready to tell me to shove all this up my ass or do you have any questions?”

She swallowed with some difficulty. “I think – I need a drink,” she croaked hoarsely.

“Of course.” He motioned their waiter over and ordered two glasses of port, raising a brow at her inquisitively “That sound okay to you?”

She nodded, secretly pleased that he’d bothered to ask this time. She forced herself not to glance across the table at Nick, her thoughts tumbling over and around in her head at a dizzying speed, more confused and distraught than she had ever felt before. She didn’t need the added complication of staring into his hypnotic eyes or studying his arrestingly handsome face.

The waiter arrived with their port and she drank half of hers down in one gulp, ignoring Nick’s frown of disapproval. The silence continued to stretch between them, but she knew he’d said everything he intended to, and that the ball was now squarely in her court.

“Two questions.” Her voice was less raspy but still whisper soft. She lifted her gaze to his, relieved to notice he was looking at her impassively and not trying to seduce her into agreeing with his eyes and smile.

He gave a short nod. “Ask as many questions as you like. So long as they concern the – ah, conditions. One other thing I didn’t mention before – no personal questions. If I think you need to know something, or feel like sharing information, then I will. Otherwise, don’t pry.”

“Yeah, I sort of figured that would be the case,” she replied wearily. “But relax. The two questions do concern the – conditions, as you call them. First, can I assume that this relationship will be – well, that for as long as it lasts there won’t be anyone else? For either of us?”

Nick took a slow sip of his port. “Do I look like a man who likes to share, Angel? I don’t let anyone sleep over at my house or drive my cars or even borrow a book. So you can be damned sure that I’ll be the only man fucking you while we’re together.”

Angela bit her bottom lip uncertainly. “I just assumed that. And, well, I couldn’t do something like that anyway – sleep with two different men at the same time. You were the one I was really asking about. I mean, I realize you’ll be calling all the shots but I just – I couldn’t do it if you were with -”

“Relax, Angela.” His voice was uncharacteristically gentle, his use of her full name letting her know how serious he was. “I’m ten different kinds of a bastard but I’ve never cheated on a woman in my life. For as long as it lasts, you’ll be the only woman in my life. What’s your other question?”

She fidgeted a bit, not quite sure how to phrase it. “You’ve told me about all your conditions, all your rules, and it’s pretty obvious that this would be a mostly one-sided relationship. So my second question is – what would I get out of this? What in the world would compel me to agree to something this crazy?”

He picked up her hand again, entwining their fingers as he smiled at her wickedly. “You already know the answer to that question, Angel. You get me. And you’ve already experienced how explosive we are together, how good I can make you feel.” He brought her hand to his lips. “I’ve barely begun to teach you everything I want you to learn, or to show you just what this beautiful, sexy body of yours is capable of feeling. In other words, Angel, what you get out of this is as much mind blowing, earth shattering sex as you can handle. Does that sound like a fair exchange to you?”

Angela closed her eyes, far too overwhelmed with everything he’d thrown at her tonight to even begin to think clearly. “I don’t know,” she whispered shakily. “I do want to be with you, Nick, you know I do. But I’m not sure I can be who you want me to be.”

“Angel.” His big, warm hand cupped her cheek tenderly. “Don’t you know? You already are that person. I knew it within the first few minutes of our meeting, knew that your need to be controlled, to have rules imposed on you, was every bit as great as my need to do the controlling. But I don’t expect your answer tonight. I wouldn’t accept it this soon, anyway, no matter what it was. You need time to think everything over, to consider all the conditions, and then decide if you want to give it a shot.”

“How much time?”

He shrugged. “What sounds reasonable to you? A few days? A week? More? Less?”

She slid her hand over his, needing the physical contact badly. “Less. I can let you know by tomorrow.”

“All right, then. If you’re sure, this is how it will happen. You take tonight and all day tomorrow to consider everything we’ve discussed. In the meanwhile, I’m going to have another package delivered to you, along with instructions about when and where to meet me. If you decide to accept my offer, you meet me at the designated time and place. And if you don’t show up, that will be your way of telling me to fuck off and we both forget this ever happened and move on. Sound reasonable?”

“Yes. That’s – I’ll know by then.”

“Good. I like a decisive woman. Another thing that drew me to you. Now, no more discussion about this tonight. I’m going to settle up the bill and take you back to your place, where I’m going to leave you – alone – to start thinking this over.”

She stared at him in surprise. “But, aren’t you – I mean, I thought -”

“No sex. Not tonight. Oh, I had every intention of fucking you senseless again, Angel, especially when I saw how you looked in that dress and those shoes. But I’ve changed my mind. You need to make this decision without any additional influence, so I’m willing to wait. So let’s get you home so you can have plenty of time to sleep on all this.

But as Nick took care of the bill and then guided her outside to his waiting car, Angela knew she’d get precious little sleep tonight, no matter what her decision wound up being.


Chapter Six

She stood on the sidewalk for a full five minutes after the cab let her out, still not sure why she was here and certainly lacking the nerve to walk inside. She ignored the curious, interested stares from the people who passed by, especially the men’s, as she continued to wage a fierce internal struggle with the decision she needed to make within the next few minutes. Because if she did decide to listen to the bold, impulsive side of her nature and go through the door, she didn’t dare be late. And if she chose instead to run for the hills and try to forget any of this had ever happened, thereby giving in to her practical, sensible side, then that also needed to happen very quickly before she saw him and began this mental debate all over again.

And even though she’d been cautioned not to discuss the situation with anyone, she’d taken out her cell phone half a dozen times over the last twenty-odd hours, her finger poised on the speed dial button for her best friend Lauren. She’d told herself that Lauren didn’t have to know names or all of the specifics – just the basics, enough to help her make this decision. But she knew that wasn’t a realistic assumption, for Lauren McKinnon was rather like a bulldog at times – or was that a pitbull? – when it came to digging up information. She’d joked with her girlhood friend more than once that Lauren should have pursued a career in investigative journalism instead of photography, for she had the tenacity and boldness needed to succeed in such a demanding profession.

But even if she hadn’t belatedly remembered that Lauren was currently half a world away on one of her very first assignments with National Geographic – somewhere in Malaysia – she knew she’d be too chicken to actually put the call through. For one thing, there was no way Lauren would have been able to remain impartial, would have told her flat out how insane this idea was, and that she’d be a complete idiot to even consider it. And then there was the matter of disobeying his orders. Somehow, she wasn’t at all sure how, but she’d been terrified that he’d find out, that he had ways of discovering such things, and would be very, very angry that she’d so blatantly disregarded his cardinal rule.

So she’d spent a largely sleepless night instead, going over everything she’d been told so many times that her head had ached by the time she’d finally fallen into an exhausted, troubled slumber. Upon waking, she’d forced herself out for a five mile run, hoping that the exercise would clear her mind, but fearing that such a hope was futile. After showering and forcing down a bowl of cereal, she’d made the weekly, perfunctory call home that both she and her mother dreaded, but still put themselves through out of some twisted sense of obligation.

And then she’d been alone with her thoughts for hours, pacing back and forth along the narrow length of her apartment, even going so far as to make a list of the pros and cons, only to tear the stupid list up when she saw just how unbalanced the two sides were.

The arrival of the package – this one from Neiman Marcus – only served to confuse her further. A sheet of paper rested on top of the tissue, and was short and to the point, written in the bold script she was already familiar with. The name and address of a restaurant was included, along with the meeting time of 8:00pm. Nothing else, not one single word that might try and persuade – or dissuade – her one way or the other.

Tonight’s outfit was white, though in her opinion the color was the only thing the least bit virginal about it. The Herve Leger bandage dress was V-necked and sleeveless, and she already knew the fabric would cling tightly to every curve of her body. The shoes were Christian Louboutin – towering white snakeskin stilettos with their signature red sole. A white leather Coach clutch made up the rest of the outfit. No underwear at all, not even a tiny pair of panties this time, and she’d been grateful to note that the dress was fully lined. The Dior lipstick that had been included was of a pale, virginal pink, a world apart from the brazen red from last night.

There had been one other item, wrapped separately in its own box, and her hand had shook while opening the lid. Inside rested a necklace, a simple gold choker that she still knew must have cost a tidy sum, and that, in her mind, greatly resembled a collar. It was his way, no doubt, of asserting his ownership of her, his mastery, even though he’d told her he didn’t expect to be addressed by that particular title. By wearing this necklace tonight, it would be an acknowledgement that she was agreeing to all of his conditions – that she was ready and eager to obey him.

She’d procrastinated until there was just enough time left to dress and catch a cab, and even as she applied her makeup, zipped up the dress, stepped into the shoes, she still didn’t know what her decision would be. She applied the shell pink lipstick, dropped it into her clutch, and picked up the necklace. She couldn’t help flinching as she fastened it, the metal cold against her skin, and then stared at herself in the mirror for an unknown length of time. She looked – expensive, like the pampered, indulged mistress of a very rich, powerful man, and it occurred to her that was exactly what she would be if she went through with this. She’d be showered with clothes and jewelry like these, be taken out to five-star restaurants and fed the very best foods and wines, perhaps be whisked away on indulgent weekend trips to locations she couldn’t even imagine right now. The sex would be frequent and demanding, and oh, so incredible, and she quivered in anticipation at the mere idea.

But what would the price be for all of that? Her body, yes, but that she would give willingly no matter what. She wasn’t the least bit afraid or hesitant to give him that. What terrified her, held her back, was the realization that what she’d really be sacrificing up was her soul. After all, wasn’t a person’s soul what the devil craved most of all?

Like most Italians, she’d been raised a Catholic, and had been forced into attending Sunday mass every week with her family. She’d hated it, not so much because of the service itself, but because of the hypocrisy that surrounded her there – that her mother and sisters could act like such devout Christians while inside the confines of the church only to become cold, bitter, and distant as soon as they left. It was because of her disgust with this blatant two-faced behavior that she’d stopped going to church at the age of sixteen, flatly refusing to participate any longer in what she considered a mockery of values.

But her refusal to attend mass didn’t mean she had stopped praying. She’d always said a little prayer, for example, before each of her collegiate volleyball games, and prior to every final exam she’d ever taken. And right now, even though it might be considered blasphemy under the somewhat sordid circumstances, she prayed for some form of divine guidance to make the decision she now had only about three more minutes to make.

As if on cue, the streetlights switched on at that particular moment, and she took a deep breath before crossing herself briskly and striding inside the restaurant.

If Angela had harbored any chance of sneaking inside the place unobserved and thereby buying herself an extra minute or two, those hopes were quickly dashed as she stood poised at the entrance of the cocktail lounge located at the front of the restaurant. Nick was already there, larger than life, and had very obviously been watching for her. He was sitting at one of the high, raised tables, a half-empty glass in front of him. His sinfully seductive mouth curled up at the corners as he extended a hand to her while remaining seated. He was not going to make this easy for her, was forcing her to come to him of her own free will, and asserting his dominance over her at the same time. This, she knew, was now the point of no return, that with each slow, tentative step she took in his direction she was sealing her fate, agreeing to his proposal, and that once she placed her hand in his there could be no turning back.

“Your hand is shaking, Angel. Are you afraid?”

She nodded, knowing it was pointless to lie to him for he would only need to look into her eyes to see the truth. “I’m terrified.”

He chuckled. “I know. I watched as you got out of that cab and waited out on the sidewalk for over five minutes. A few times I swore you were going to start running down the street, though how in hell you would have pulled that off in those shoes is beyond me.” He tugged her in closer, whispering in her ear, “And I will definitely fuck you with those shoes on tonight.”

Angela trembled, resting a hand on his broad shoulder to steady herself. “Oh, God. Nick – I’m not – I should go – this -”

“This is what was meant to be, Angel,” he assured her gently. “Don’t be frightened, okay? And the only place you’re going right now is to our table, where I’ve got a bottle of very expensive champagne waiting for us.”

She gave a nervous little laugh. “You already ordered? Wasn’t that a little presumptuous?”

“Nope, not a bit.” He shook his head. “I knew you’d show up, knew you wouldn’t be able to stay away.”

Angela lifted her chin defiantly. “You’re that sure of yourself, are you? So sure that I wouldn’t be able to resist the thought of going to bed with you?”

He brought her hand to his lips with a grin. “No, Angel. Because I was positive you couldn’t resist the need to be controlled. Now, let’s go celebrate.”

She wasn’t the least surprised to find that their table was located in another darkened, private corner of the restaurant. She’d heard of this place, an elegant French bistro with a Michelin star and a weeks’ long wait for reservations. Obviously the Nick Manning Effect was in full force once again, given the relative ease with which he’d managed to secure a table here.

The champagne was perfectly chilled and had a fancy French name she didn’t even attempt to pronounce. But it tasted delicious and she bolted half the flute down at once, needing the liquid courage she knew it would provide.

Nick frowned, clamping his hand around her wrist hard enough to leave a bruise. “Easy there, Angel. That’s not apple juice in your glass, after all. You don’t guzzle pricey French champagne, you sip it, savor it.”

“Sorry.” She set her flute down carefully. “I’m pretty nervous, after all.”

He clasped both of her hands in his, and the look on his face was actually kind, something she sensed would be a very rare occurrence. “I know you are. And I get that. This is new for you, and frankly it sort of is for me, too. We’ll take this one step at a time, Angela, okay? And you won’t need to get yourself tipsy or half-drunk to hasten that process along. I’ve noticed you like the booze, Angel, a little too much for my liking. We’ll need to keep an eye on that, make sure you don’t overindulge. Now, let’s try this again, but slowly this time.” He bent his head close to her ear, his breath sending shivers up her spine. “The same way I’ll have you suck me off later tonight,” he purred in a low, suggestive voice.

Her hand was trembling as she picked up her flute, careful this time to only take a small sip. “Um, I – yes, okay.”

Nick chuckled. “You’ll need to start getting used to me saying things like that, Angel. Especially when we’re alone. I’m very direct when it comes to what I want and expect in bed. So stop looking so shell shocked because what I just said is actually pretty tame compared to some of the things I’ll be telling you.”

Angela was saved from thinking up a response by the arrival of their waiter. This time she didn’t even blink when Nick ordered their entire meal, multiple courses, with each one sounding like it contained a thousand calories per serving. And while he ordered himself a glass of Pinot Noir to accompany his braised short ribs, she was presented with plain mineral water instead.

“Three flutes of champagne before dinner was enough,” he told her. “I want you wide awake and sober when I take you to bed tonight. And eat up, Angel. We’re going to be burning a lot of calories later on. Good thing tomorrow is a Sunday, because it’s going to be a very, very late night.”

She couldn’t help giving a little gulp just before picking up a forkful of her chicken coq au vin. She’d just barely recovered from the hours long sexual marathon they’d engaged in on Tuesday, and the thought of another night of equally rough, demanding sex made her body quiver in anticipation and need, and maybe just a bit of fear, too.

Nick took a leisurely sip of his wine, smiling carnally as he observed the way she reacted to his declaration. “It’ll be easier on you this time, Angel,” he assured her. “The other night – it had been a while for you, hadn’t it?”

She shrugged and pushed a tiny potato around with her fork until she stilled the motion, knowing he’d disapprove. “Not since February. My classes during the final semester were incredibly tough. It seemed that all I did was go to class, study, write papers, take tests. There wasn’t time for – er, dating.”

He nodded in acknowledgment. “I get it. That explains why you felt so tight. Was I too rough?”

She kept her eyes downcast, not wanting to confess the truth, until he tipped her chin up to meet his gaze. Angela gulped again, knowing that she’d never, ever, be able to lie to him.

“Maybe a little,” she whispered. “I was, um, pretty sore for a couple of days, had a little trouble walking.”

He reached over and pressed a kiss on her cheek, a tender gesture that startled her. “I’m sorry,” he told her gently. “I knew I should have shown more restraint, left you alone after the first time or two. But I wanted you too damned much, Angel. It’s been a very long time since I’ve felt that way, you know. So forgive me, even though it was really your fault for looking so fucking sexy.”

It was exactly the right thing for him to have said, she thought wildly, just what she’d needed to calm her nerves a bit and make her feel more confident about being with a man as experienced and demanding and overwhelming as Nick.

“If you didn’t want me to look sexy, I could have worn one of my work suits and a pair of flats,” she told him with a smirk.

He grimaced. “You mean like the outfit you had on a couple of days ago? Navy blue pant suit, low-heeled pumps, and your hair all scraped back into a bun?” He shook his head. “Not a good look for you, Angel, trust me.”

She stared. “How did you know -”

“I saw you, of course. You were hurrying out of Starbucks on your way back to the office, while I was across the street heading out to lunch with a client. I made sure you didn’t see me since interacting at work isn’t part of our arrangement. I don’t like you in pants,” he told her abruptly. “New rule – when you’re with me it’s dresses or skirts or nothing at all. Maybe a bikini or a pair of shorts if I decide to take you away someplace warm. And none of those ugly ass flat shoes either.”

She thought of protesting but belatedly realized she wasn’t permitted to do such things any longer. “Speaking of which, I didn’t thank you for tonight’s outfit. It’s beautiful, Nick. Especially the necklace. It, um, reminds me of -”

“A collar.” His fingers shot out and slipped beneath the gold choker, tugging on it. “Yes, that was the general idea. Though of course it’s more symbolic than anything. I won’t require you to wear it all the time, especially since you’ll be getting plenty of other jewelry from me.”

Angela set her fork down, relieved to notice she’d managed to eat all but a few bites of her admittedly delicious dinner. “About that. I’m really not all that comfortable with you -”

“Tough. Get used to it.” His voice was stern. “I told you that there will be a certain way I want you to look, depending on my mood, and I expect you to do as I ask. And the easiest way to make sure you do that is to hand pick what I want you to wear. Jesus, most women I know wouldn’t think twice about accepting expensive gifts.”

She shrugged helplessly. “I guess maybe it’s just going to take a little getting used to. Most of the guys I dated at Stanford expected me to pay for half of the meal even if we just went out for pizza. I’ve never been to even one restaurant this nice, much less three in under a week. As for the clothes and jewelry – until I started work a few weeks ago I pretty much lived in jeans or track pants and sneakers. I’m surprised I haven’t tripped and broken my neck in these heels yet.”

He laughed, his good humor restored. “You’ll get used to them, Angel. After all, those long, gorgeous legs of yours were made to wear stilettos. Now, not surprising that your idiot college boyfriends never sprang for a nice meal but why didn’t your parents? Is money an issue for them?”

She immediately felt a part of her shut down inside, like it always did when she was forced to discuss her family. “No. To both questions.”

Nick trailed a long finger down the bridge of her nose, over her lips and then to her chin, which he tipped up to meet his searing gaze. “You know that’s not going to be anywhere near enough to answer my questions. More details. Please.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him to go fuck himself, but then Angela realized that if she did so Nick would refuse to fuck her. Or even see her again. She sighed, already regretting the foolishness of her decision in coming here tonight, but reluctantly gave in to his demands.

“My parents are comfortably off. Not rich, definitely not mega-rich. My father was a contractor, built a bunch of multi-million dollar homes in Pebble Beach and Big Sur, including our own house in Carmel Highlands.”

“Hmm.” Nick finished off his wine. “So sounds like they could have easily afforded to take you to a nice restaurant once in a while. And aside from an annoying tendency you have to pick at your food – which I commend you for trying very hard to improve on this evening, by the way – you don’t have atrocious table manners or anything. So why didn’t your parents ever go to fancy restaurants? Especially since Carmel and Monterey are chock full of them.”

She eyed his empty wine glass longingly, wondering if she could somehow lick the dredges off the bottom. If she was going to be forced to talk about her family, she would have really, really preferred to be stinking drunk first.

“I never said they didn’t go to nice places. They just didn’t bring me with them. Before I was old enough to stay at home alone, I got dumped off with my grandmother or an aunt or one of my sisters. Or practically anyone my mother could pawn me off on.”

He gave a careless lift of his shoulders. “It’s not unusual for parents to want a date night every now and then.”

“Agreed. But they would go out to dinner and a movie at least once a week. Plus bridge nights, ballroom dance classes, Italian American lodge events, Junior League meetings, and probably half a dozen other groups or clubs they belonged to. Mostly my mother, though she dragged my father along most nights. Basically,” she summarized, “my mother refused to let the arrival of an unplanned baby interfere with all the plans she had made for her life. And I never got invited out to dinner with them because I would have been an unwanted reminder of how she’d had to put her life on hold for me.” She looked around the table frantically. “I really, really need a fucking drink right now.”

Nick didn’t argue, didn’t say a word, and merely beckoned the waiter over to order two glasses of the Pinot.

“Thank you,” she whispered, closing her eyes and trying desperately not to start crying. She hated talking about her cold, distant mother; hated remembering how unloved and lonely she’d always felt growing up; hated – her mother. And hated the fact that she’d always known the feeling was mutual.

“Here’s your wine, Angel. Drink up.”

She opened her eyes and accepted the glass, resisting the urge to bolt the whole thing down at once. Instead, she forced herself to take small, almost dainty sips.

“I’m sorry.”

Angela gave a little shrug at his apology. “I’m not the first person who had a fucked up childhood. I’m not sure which of us was happier when I left for college – me or my mother.”

“What about your father?”

She smiled faintly. “My dad’s a sweetheart, wouldn’t hurt a fly, but he’s – well, not to be incredibly crude, but he’s totally pussy whipped. He’s tall, like me, while my mom is almost a foot shorter, but he’s terrified of her, does whatever she says.”

This time she did bolt the rest of her wine, shuddering as it hit her stomach. Nick quietly took the glass from her.

“No more family horror stories tonight,” he declared. “I shouldn’t have pushed, Angel. Especially since the last thing I want to do tonight is upset you.”

“I’m just not used to talking about it,” she admitted. “The only people I’ve ever discussed my family with are my best friends.”

“The twins.”

“Yes.” She’d mentioned the McKinnon girls to him the other night. “They were more like sisters to me growing up than my own sisters. But that’s not so surprising considering mine are so much older than I am.”

Nick cocked his head. “I guess I didn’t realize that. How old are they?”

“Marisa is thirty-eight, Deanna is two years younger. They were sixteen and fourteen when I was born, and really not thrilled with the idea of having a new baby in the house. Or seeing their forty-something mother pregnant.”

“And now we’re talking about them again. Time to change the subject. What do you want for dessert?”

She made a little face. “Gee, you mean I actually get to choose?”

He pinched her cheek, a little too hard to be considered teasing. “Smart ass. Yes, you can choose. And speaking of your ass.”

Angela gasped as one of his big, warm hands slid up beneath her tight fitting dress until it reached her bare buttocks. She was grateful for both the dark, private corner their table was situated in as well as the heavy, opaque tablecloth that hid their lower bodies from view.

“Your skin is so soft,” he murmured close to her ear, his hand caressing her ass cheeks persuasively. “This is why I like the no-panty rule, so I can touch you this way whenever the urge takes me. And no matter what we might have for dessert, it won’t be the sweetest thing I’m going to eat tonight.”

“Ah, God.” Her head fell back weakly as he slowly thrust two fingers deep inside her wetness. A whimper escaped her throat as he continued to pump his fingers in and out of her body, his thumb rubbing circles around her clit.

“I could make you come right here, Angel,” he whispered seductively. “You’re already close, I can tell. I could have this tight, juicy cunt convulsing around my fingers in less than a minute.”

She gasped in protest as he slowly removed his fingers, only to bring them to his mouth and very deliberately lick them dry. His dark eyes were gleaming and the smile he gave her was devilish.

“But I like to savor my dessert,” he purred. “To save the best for last. And you’re the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted. Now, have you ever had cherries jubilee? They serve it here for two and it’s incredible.”

Angela’s whole body was quivering in reaction, having been brought tantalizingly close to orgasm, only to have it deliberately denied. Meanwhile, Nick had once again smoothly changed the subject, was even now beckoning the waiter over to order his damned cherries jubilee and coffee. He smiled at her knowingly as the waiter left to get their order.

“Something wrong, Angel? You seem a little fidgety.”

She glared at him. “And whose fault is that? Couldn’t you at least have finished what you started? Now I’ll be -”

“Anticipating how good it’s going to feel when I fuck you in less than an hour?” he asked rather matter-of-factly. “Sometimes when you have to wait for something, Angel, you appreciate it more. Not to mention we still need to do a lot of work on your control. Or, more accurately, your complete lack of it.”

“I could just go into the ladies room, you know, and take care of the, ah, situation by myself,” she challenged, lifting her chin bravely.

“Don’t you dare.” He clamped his hand around her upper arm ferociously. “One more rule I forgot to mention, Angel – you don’t get to have an orgasm unless I give it to you and not until I say it’s time.”

“Fine.” She crossed her arms across her chest sullenly and tried to ignore the throbbing between her thighs. “Tell me, how many other rules did you forget to mention last night?”

Nick gave her an unholy grin. “Oh, I’m sure there’ll be plenty more. Maybe I should have just told you the truth – that I expect you to obey everything I ask of you. In fact, if I had just told you that to begin with, we could have saved ourselves a lot of time last night. Ah, here’s our coffee.”

Angela honestly didn’t think she needed the extra stimulation the caffeine would provide, not when she was already so tightly strung that she felt like screaming. Some calming herbal tea might have been a better choice, but then she hadn’t been given the opportunity to actually choose. Part of her felt like defying Nick and asking the waiter for some chamomile, but another part remembered the bit about picking and choosing her battles, and in the overall scheme of things this one was awfully small.

By the time they finished dessert and he’d paid the bill, it was over an hour later, and she was a virtual bundle of nerves by then, small wonder considering how often Nick had touched and caressed her teasingly, deliberately. His long, talented fingers had brushed over almost every inch of exposed skin on her body, and hadn’t been content to stop there – sliding his hand beneath the short hem of her close-fitting dress to caress her thigh or hip or buttocks. She’d been shocked speechless when he’d leaned over her, shielding her body from anyone who might see them, and slipped his hand inside the low neck of her dress to cup her breast and rub his thumb over the nipple.

“Let’s get out of here,” he’d whispered after putting his credit card away. “I really, really need to fuck you, Angel. It’s all I’ve been able to think about since I left you on Tuesday, and I’m not a man who’s used to denying himself.”

There was very little traffic en route to her apartment, a fortunate state of affairs since Nick drove fast enough that she couldn’t stop herself from clutching the seat in fear. At one point he glanced over at her and grinned.

“Relax. I’m not about to get us killed. Or get pulled over for a speeding ticket. But I am – let’s call it anxious – to get you upstairs. By the way, I’m going to buy you a frame for that bed of yours. Headboard and footboard. I’ll let you know when it will be delivered.”

“What?” She stared at him in bewilderment. “I mean, why?”

The smile he gave her was satanic. “So I can spread you out and tie you up, of course. Oh, did I forget to mention the frame will have slats? Gives us more flexibility, so to speak.”

Angela was equal parts alarmed and aroused at the images his lightly teasing words invoked. “Um, you’re kidding, right? Because we talked about that stuff and you said -”

“I said I wasn’t into pain and punishment or humiliation,” he corrected. “But there’s a lot to be said for some light bondage and a blindfold once in a while.”

“Define light.”

Nick’s laugh was wicked, maybe even crossing over the line into evilness. “Ah, interested, are we? Well, my naughty Angel, my definition of light would include silk ropes or scarves, maybe some leather cuffs – lined, of course. In other words, no chains or ropes or anything else that could chafe this beautiful skin.”

He picked up her hand and drew it to his mouth, his lips caressing the tender skin of her inner wrist. “Trust me, hmm? Tying you to the bed – binding your hands and feet so you can’t move, then blindfolding you – it’s more than just giving me control over you. It’s about you giving me your trust so that I can give you pleasure, can focus solely on you.”

She closed her eyes, too overcome with everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours to cope with even one more thing right now. “Maybe,” she whispered.

He squeezed her hand reassuringly. “No rush, Angel. We’ll get there. Speaking of which, here’s your place.”

They were barely inside her apartment, had just closed and locked the door, before Nick shoved her up against the wall almost violently, her head falling back against the hard wood surface. Almost before she could take a breath, he’d sunk to his knees and pushed her dress up above her waist, sucking her clit between his lips.

“Ah, God.”

She clutched his head desperately, her pelvis thrusting frantically in sync with the hungry, ravenous motions of his lips and tongue. He thrust two long fingers as deep inside of her as he could reach, and she came instantly, convulsing around his hand uncontrollably.

Her legs were unsteady, shaking in the high heels, and she was afraid they would give out from under her at any moment. But Nick either didn’t notice or didn’t care, because he kept at her, this time thrusting his tongue up inside her body, his thumbs spreading the lips of her inner labia apart so he could go even deeper. The second orgasm felt twice as strong as the first, and if she hadn’t been clutching handfuls of his hair like her life depended on it she would have certainly collapsed this time. She kept her eyes tightly shut, afraid she might faint otherwise from the waves of pleasure that continued to quiver through her body.

Nick took her hands in his, removing them gently from his hair. “Another minute there, Angel, and I think you would have pulled a few hunks out by the roots.” His voice sounded both amused and awed as he stood, pulling her into his arms.

She flushed, her cheeks as hot as the rest of her highly stimulated flesh. “Sorry,” she mumbled, burying her face against his neck as she clung to him. “I thought – I was afraid -”

“I’ve got you, Angel. I won’t let you fall. And,” he added huskily, “I was right at the restaurant, you know. You taste sweeter than any dessert in the world. See for yourself.”

He kissed her long and hard, his big, hard body pressing hers into the wall, the huge, intimidating swell of his erection rubbing against her naked vulva. The musky sweet taste of her feminine juices was all over his lips and tongue, and she groaned beneath the bruising pressure of his kiss.

She gasped as he unexpectedly hoisted her over his shoulder and carried her the short distance to her bed where he dumped her onto the mattress with very little finesse. He didn’t waste even a minute as he pulled the dress up and over her head, baring her body to his hot gaze.

“Even more beautiful than I remembered,” he rasped as he began to undress. He took a handful of condoms from his pants pocket and left them on her bedside table. “I need to keep a box of these here. Maybe a few of them.”

Angela’s eyes widened as he finished stripping, his ripped, muscular body proudly naked, his cock appearing even bigger and more terrifying than it had the other night. She moistened her lips, her mouth falling open in anticipation.

“Later,” he told her as he rolled a condom on. “In fact, I’m going to spend a real long time tonight teaching you how to blow me the way I like it. But for now, this is what I want, Angel. What I’ve wanted since the first time I saw you.”

One by one he lifted her legs up and over his shoulders, her feet still shod in the towering white stilettos.

“Lock your ankles around my neck and keep them there,” he ordered. “Don’t move them unless I tell you to.”

She could only nod, her eyes huge and her body tense as Nick slid his hands beneath her ass, angling her to his desired position.

“Easy, Angel,” he soothed. “Just relax and let me in. Nice and easy now.”

He took hold of his penis and began to guide it inside of her with almost maddening slowness. Still, she couldn’t contain the little gasps that escaped her throat with each gradual, careful thrust, as he filled her a little more each time.

And when he was somehow – miraculously – fully sheathed, every long, throbbing inch of his cock buried inside of her – she stared up at him in wonder.

“God, that’s so –” she breathed.

“Good. So fucking, incredibly good,” he hissed. “I knew you’d be able to take me this deep, Angel, knew you’d be a perfect fit for me.”

“Ohh, ohh.” She moaned long and low as he began to increase the tempo of his thrusts, as he lifted her lower body even higher off the bed. Her moans became pants that swiftly became screams as he slammed into her with increasing boldness, the heavy weight of his balls slapping against her buttocks.

“That’s it, Angel,” he crooned. “That’s what I want. Scream for me, let me hear how much I make you feel. Come and get fucked, baby, yeah, just like that.”

Angela clutched the bedcovers desperately as he fucked her almost brutally, the broad head of his cock butting up repeatedly against the very tip of her womb, making her wonder wildly if it was possible for him to literally rip her apart. She grew dizzy, even with her eyes tightly shut, and her breathing grew more and more shallow as she frantically struggled for air.

“Open your eyes, Angel. Watch me.”

Her eyes flew open at the commanding tone of his voice, already so deeply under his spell that she couldn’t even begin to fight it off. His dark eyes were like a burning thing, scorching her with their intensity, and his skin was darkly flushed beneath his tan. They were the only signs that he was beginning to lose control, that he was every bit as swept away by their shared passion as she was.

And it was this realization – that she could make him feel as much as she did – that brought her over the edge, that triggered the spasms that racked her lower body as she came and came and came.

“That’s it, baby. I love feeling that tight, juicy cunt of yours squeezing my cock, love feeling you come around me so hard. Yes, just like that, that’s my girl.”

With the added stimulation of his dirty talk, Angela not only plummeted over the edge but kept falling and falling, falling so far down that she feared she’d never stop, or that the tremors that racked her body would keep on going until she passed out – or died – from the pleasure.

And she knew then, even as Nick was finding his own release, his head thrown back as he shouted his pleasure, that while she’d been falling into bliss she’d also been falling in love at the exact same time. The realization filled her with mingled joy and terror – joy because she’d never, ever come close to feeling this way before, and terror because she’d already broken one of the most important rules she’d promised to obey. She was grateful that she had just enough presence of mind to keep her emotions bottled up, and that instead of whispering her true feelings the only words that escaped her lips were, “That – that was incredible, Nick.”

He nuzzled his face into the side of her neck, his body still joined with hers, both of them hot and sweaty from their primal mating. “That it was, Angel,” he whispered back. “And that was just the warm-up.”

She winced as he slowly withdrew, his cock still semi-hard. “I, ah, might need a little while to recover. You, um, sort of have this way of overwhelming a girl.”

Nick grinned and dropped a quick kiss on her lips. “No problem, Angel. Because while you’re recovering, I’ve got another way to keep you busy. Wait here a minute.”

He disappeared briefly into the bathroom to dispose of the condom and clean himself up before re-emerging with a dampened towel. As he sat down on the bed beside her, she couldn’t resist running her hands up and down his arms and shoulders, across his chest, marveling at how hot his skin was, how hard his muscles were.

“God, you’re a beautiful man,” she murmured in awe. “Is it all right for me to, well, touch you? I know you said that you always like to be in charge but -”

He captured one of her hands in his, but rather than pull it away he merely stroked it further down his chest to the chiseled planes of his abdomen. “It’s more than all right, Angel,” he rasped. “You can touch me as much as you want. I might like to control what position we’re in, but the only times you can’t touch me will be when I decide to bind you. Here, let me.”

He’d rinsed the washcloth in hot water, and the heat felt blissful and soothing as he gently sponged her off. Nick tossed the cloth to the side as he laid back against the pillows.

“Come here,” he beckoned. “Time for your lessons to commence.”

And his teachings were extremely detailed, his particular preferences very carefully imparted, as he told her exactly how he liked to have his cock sucked. She was in awe at the control he could exert over his body, even after she’d been sucking, licking, stroking him for nearly an hour. He was hard as marble, his erection long and thick and throbbing, the broad head so dark a red it almost looked purple. At his hoarsely muttered instructions, she learned how to relax her throat enough to take almost all of him inside her mouth without gagging; to run her tongue up and down the length of him, sometimes slowly, other times with rapid flicks; how to draw just the tip between her lips and then thrust her tongue into the slit. At one point he took her hand in his, bringing it to his hugely swollen balls, and taught her precisely how to fondle them, what the right amount of pressure to apply was. His hand covered hers as she stroked him from tip to root, showing her the motion until she learned it to his satisfaction.

And then his iron control finally shattered, as his breathing became unsteady and his lower body began to buck up off the bed with each pull of her lips or stroke of her hand.

“Finish me off now, Angel,” he commanded hoarsely. “Take me inside that sexy mouth and show me everything you’ve learned tonight.”

Eager to please him, to prove what an apt pupil she was, she did exactly as he bid, her mouth and jaw working frantically as she bobbed her head up and down along his cock. Nick’s hands grabbed fistfuls of her long hair, pulling on it painfully as she continued to focus diligently on pleasuring him, on bringing him over the edge. She lost herself in her efforts, using her hands, lips, tongue, mouth to coax him into orgasm, the blood roaring in her ears as she focused entirely on giving him pleasure. She barely heard the short, guttural curse he uttered before his hands clamped down firmly, holding her head in place as he emptied himself into her mouth, flooding her with hot, sticky bursts of cum, far more than she could swallow at once. Nick gave one final shudder, one last bellow as he finished, his torso flopping back limply onto the bed.

Still focused on pleasing him, she licked him up and down like a little cat, cleaning away every last bit of semen from his body, until his grasped her chin, tilting it up to meet his gaze.

“Enough, Angel,” he said firmly. “I think you’ve sucked – and licked – me completely dry. Now, come here.”

He hauled her up alongside him, wrapping her up close against his body, and she gloried in the feel of his hot, damp skin next to her. He kissed her then, a long, deep kiss, his tongue tasting the saltiness of his cum that still lingered in her mouth, much as she’d tasted her own musky essence against his lips earlier.

Nick’s hand caressed her from shoulder to hip and back up the side of her ribcage until he reached her breast. As he pinched a nipple, he whispered to her wickedly, “You’re an excellent pupil, Angel. You learned that particular lesson very quickly and very thoroughly. But that was just the beginning of what I’m going to teach you. So pay attention, now, because your next lesson is about to begin.”


Chapter Seven

“And what exactly would this be?”

Angela heaved a sigh as she turned yet again to face Nick. He’d been ruthlessly plundering her admittedly sparse wardrobe and tossing aside just about everything he’d found, from her favorite baggy sweatpants with holes in both knees and paint stains splattered in a haphazard pattern, to a pair of navy slip-on shoes that he’d declared were ugly as a troll’s ass, to the plain white cotton underwear that he’d just shook his head at in silent disgust before tossing it onto the ever growing discard pile.

She recoiled in a panic when she spied the white T-shirt in his hands. “Hey, no, not that! That’s my lucky shirt.”

He grimaced as he noticed the ripped neckline, half a dozen holes, and a stain that looked suspiciously like pizza sauce or ketchup. “I don’t know what kind of luck you think it brought you, but I can tell you one place you sure as hell didn’t get lucky when you wore it.”

She made a face at him and tried futilely to snatch the shirt away. “Please, Nick. My – my dad bought me that when I signed my letter of intent to Stanford. It was the only acknowledgment I ever got that anyone in my family was proud of me for getting in.”

The white shirt had the Stanford name and emblem emblazoned in red on the front and looked not only well used but well loved. Nick studied it a moment longer before reluctantly handing to back.

“Well, it’s probably a hell of a lot more than my father gave me when I signed on, so keep it. As long as you never wear it in my presence,” he warned.

She gave him a cheeky grin and took the shirt from his outstretched fingers. “I promise I’ll only wear it on laundry days, or when I’m scrubbing the floor.”

Nick glared. “It looks like something you’d scrub the floor with.”

She folded it away in the back of a dresser drawer. “I’d wear that shirt during warm-ups before every collegiate volleyball game. And if I started the game we never lost. That’s why it’s my lucky shirt. Didn’t you have any sort of good luck charms you wore before or during a game? Or at least a routine you stuck to, some sort of superstition?”

He shook his head as he continued to rifle through her clothes. “My routine, as you call it, was to show up on time, always prepared, and then go and hit people as hard as I could. If you train hard enough, prepare the right way, you don’t need good luck charms or superstition or routines. Just skill and dedication. Now, looks like you’ve got quite a pile of stuff to donate, Angel. Though I’m really not sure some of it is even thrift shop material. More like rag bag material.”

She sighed again, even as she fetched the box of heavy duty trash bags he’d told her to buy. “I told you I wasn’t into dressing up until now. In fact, if I had a class that started before ten a.m. I’d usually stumble in wearing pajamas and slippers. Which I see you found,” she added in resignation as she surveyed the pile.

“Angel – beautiful, sexy twenty-two year old women do not wear flannel pajamas with cartoon characters printed on them. Or moth-eaten slippers that look like – what the hell were they at one point anyway?”

“Monkeys, of course. How can you not see that? And I love those slippers. Can’t I - ?”

“No. I think they have mold. I know they smell bad. Out they go.”

Angela gave a little huff. “I’m not even sure why the pajamas and slippers matter to you. After all, it’s not like you’re actually here to see me in them when I fall asleep or wake up, is it?”

She regretted the words the moment they left her mouth, and she stared at him in horrorstruck remorse. His eyes narrowed dangerously, his mouth a thin line of irritation.

“Complaining already, Angel?” he asked in a low, unpleasant voice.

She shook her head frantically. “No, no, not at all. I – I’m sorry. I’m not even sure why I said something like that.”

“Forget it.” His voice was flat, emotionless. “Why don’t you start putting all of these things into the bags? Have you decided what you’re going to do with them?”

She kept her gaze downcast as she started filling up the trash bags, not wanting to see the anger she knew would be visible on his face. “Throw out the really gross stuff and then bring the rest to the Goodwill store a few blocks from here.”

“Good. And since we’ve made room in that ridiculously tiny closet of yours we can get to work on filling it up again. I’m taking you shopping tomorrow afternoon.”

Angela didn’t dare even think of protesting, knowing she’d already pushed too many of his buttons tonight, and merely replied, “Okay. Just let me know when and where.”

Nick threaded a hand into her hair, pulling her head back so their eyes could meet. “I like it when you’re agreeable like this, when you let me call all the shots. What’s more, I think you like it, too. Don’t you, Angel?”

She gave a little gasp as he gave her hair a hard tug, one of the many ways he used to assert his control over her. “Yes,” she whispered, alarmed to notice how easily she agreed with him, and that her affirmation was shockingly true.

He released his grip on her hair and took a step back before inclining his head towards the bed. “Get on the bed. Clothes off.”

Angela trembled at the barely disguised passion in his voice, at the look of dark possession in his eyes, and was quick to obey him. Even in the very brief time they’d been together, she’d learned to heed his instructions quickly, and that patience was definitely not one of his better virtues.

She undressed swiftly, the outfit she wore another new one he’d bought her, and a surprisingly conservative one given most of his previous choices. The gray wool pencil skirt and ivory silk blouse would have been entirely suitable for the office, though the towering gray pumps might have been a bit over the top. He’d actually selected underwear for her this time, too – to a degree. Beneath the clothes she wore a seriously sexy push-up bra of ivory lace and a matching garter belt that held up ultra-sheer silk stockings, but no panties. She shivered as she recalled the numerous times during dinner tonight when Nick’s big hand had slid up beneath the tight fitting skirt to stroke a silk stocking, to snap one of the garters against her thigh, or to cup her damp, aching sex, his long fingers merely teasing her but never going any further. She’d been a bundle of quivering, frustrated sensation for the remainder of the meal, and had crossed and uncrossed her legs constantly in a futile attempt to calm her wayward body’s needs. And Nick, damn him, had merely sat next to her with a smug, knowing smirk on his ruthlessly handsome face, casually eating his dinner and drinking his wine as though nothing at all was wrong. She’d longed to return the torment, to slide her hand up his thigh and stroke his cock, only to teasingly retreat time after time. But she’d known he wouldn’t have allowed it, wouldn’t have permitted her to touch him unless it was his idea.

She’d been certain that he’d fuck her the minute they walked inside her apartment – up against the wall or on the floor or maybe they’d make it as far as the bed this time. But, instead, Nick had decreed this would be an excellent time to filter out her wardrobe, and they’d spent the last hour or so doing just that. By now, her body was almost convulsing with need and she silently cursed him for inflicting this sort of emotional torture on her.

She was reaching behind her to unhook the bra when Nick shook his head.

“Change of plans, Angel. You look like one of my best ever wet dreams like that – your tits spilling out of that bra, those stockings making your legs look like they go on forever. And you know what it does to me when you wear those fuck-me shoes. Don’t you?”

She nodded, spellbound by his deep, seductive voice. “Y-yes. It makes you want to – to fuck me.”

“Lay back, Angel. I want to fuck you for hours, maybe all night. Starting like this.”

Angela closed her eyes as he tugged her arms up over her head. He slid open the drawer built into the bottom of the bedframe, and removed the lengths of black silk cord he kept there. She welcomed the feel of the silk around her wrists as he tied her to the slats of her new headboard, then repeated his actions on her ankles until she was spread-eagled. The silken bonds were loosely tied, and she could have easily wriggled free of them if she so desired. But after the first time he’d tied her up this way – the very same afternoon the new bedframe had been delivered – she’d quickly overcome her initial fear and uncertainty at being bound, and allowed herself to surrender to the pleasure.

“My beautiful, sexy angel,” he purred in her ear as he finished securing the cords. Then she could hear the sounds of him undressing, his clothes being tossed to the floor heedlessly. “Open your eyes now, Angel. You know it pisses me off when you don’t look at me.”

She opened her eyes then, just as Nick was easing his big, hard body onto the bed and looming over her intimidatingly. The smile he gave her was nothing short of demonic.

“Got you just where I want you, Angel,” he murmured. “You’re completely at my mercy, so that I can ravish you a dozen different ways if I want to.”

Angela stared up at him, her breathing already jagged in anticipation of what would come next. “Only a dozen?” she asked unevenly.

Nick threw back his head and laughed. “That’s the attitude, Angel. Now, no more talking, hmm? But moaning is definitely allowed.”

“Ohhh.” Her back bowed as far off the bed as possible, given that her limbs were tied down. His lips sucked hard on the side of her neck, hard enough that she knew there would be a dark purple bruise there in the morning. At the same time his hands groped her breasts roughly, squeezing them as his thumbs brushed over the nipples. He delved a hand inside the shallow bra cup, lifting her warm, swollen flesh out and she whimpered as his touch became more aggressive.

“Your tits have gotten bigger, Angel,” he whispered wickedly. “My plan to fatten you up is working. This is bigger, too.” He squeezed her ass cheek. “A few more pounds and you’ll be exactly the weight I want you at. And you’re going to keep that weight on, too.”

She groaned as he bent his head and sucked her exposed nipple into his mouth, while his hand shoved the other bra cup down and pinched the nipple hard.

He took his time with her, lingering over her for what felt like an hour or more, kissing and caressing every inch of her body, taking full advantage of her bound state and the fact that she was utterly helpless to resist anything he might do to her. She cried out plaintively as he thrust two long fingers up inside her vagina, hooking them over her pubic bone.

“You’re not wet enough. As hard as I am right now, we need to get you wetter so I don’t fuck you raw.”

Angela could already feel the moisture of her arousal trickling down her inner thighs, but she knew that mentioning this fact to Nick would be pointless. Instead, she greedily welcomed the first lick of his tongue along her labia, trying in vain to spread herself wider to give him full access. He pinched her clit between his fingers, pulling it taut while his tongue stabbed inside her slit, fucking her with the sort of expertise she knew had only been attained with a great deal of practice. But she was too far gone now, the pleasure too consuming, to start fretting over how many other women he’d done this to. He was with her now, his mouth and tongue devouring her like a rare delicacy, and she would cherish each moment with him, commit it to memory for all time.

He wasn’t satisfied until he’d made her come three times, until she was so wet that his thick, throbbing cock made little slurping noises when he finally surged fully inside her. Tears trickled down her cheeks as he fucked her steadily, longing to wrap her arms and legs around him, not liking this aspect of being bound and helpless. But she knew better than to plead with him for her release, knew this sort of domination over her was what aroused him more than anything else, made him harder and fiercer and more demanding.

He kept at her for a long time, amazing her with the control he could assert over his body. With such God-like stamina, she knew that she’d be bruised and tender tomorrow, would have to soak in a blisteringly hot bath of Epsom salts to soothe away the worst of the soreness. But it was all worth it – God, so worth it – to feel him plundering her body over and over with that huge, hard cock, to be brought so tantalizingly close to the edge with each savage thrust. Nick seemed to know exactly when she was ready to come, when she was oh, so close, only to pull back just enough to deny her fulfillment. She was almost ready to scream with frustration, to beg him to stop toying with her, until she’d recall in a haze what he’d done the one and only time she had pleaded with him in that exact same manner – he had very deliberately pulled out of her and stroked himself to orgasm, spurting streams of hot, thick cum all over her breasts and belly. He had dressed after that, all without uttering a word, then tossed her a towel before letting himself out, leaving her still bound and unsatisfied. It had been an easy enough task to free herself of the silk cords, but she hadn’t dared to get herself off for fear that he would find out somehow.

So she didn’t dare beg him now, no matter how badly she needed to come, knowing that he wouldn’t hesitate to leave her unsatisfied again. Instead, she bit down on her lip so hard that she broke the skin and tasted the coppery rush of blood in her mouth.

“Easy, Angel,” he soothed, bending his head and licking away the drops of blood. “You need to come, don’t you? Answer me.”

She felt a fresh rush of tears well up behind her eyes but knew he wouldn’t like it if she didn’t keep looking at him. “Yes,” she whispered brokenly.

He caressed her cheek, even as he continued to fuck her without mercy. “Blood and tears,” he murmured in wonder. “Is there anything you wouldn’t endure for me, Angel? Anything you wouldn’t do for me?”

She shook her head weakly. “No, nothing. I’ll do whatever you want. Always.”

His fingers dug almost harshly into her cheekbone, holding her head still, and his voice was raw and dangerous. “Then come for me, Angel.”

This time he didn’t deny her, didn’t pull back when the spasms began deep within her, consuming her until she screamed and sobbed, her entire body thrashing wildly as she tugged on her bonds. Then and only then did he allow himself to climax, his powerful body shuddering repeatedly. But still he kept himself in check, held something back, while in contrast she was a complete and utter wreck, unable to speak or think and certainly totally incapable of moving a single muscle.

Nick was relentless, not giving her even five minutes to recover before he was at her again. She was limp and drained, her limbs numb and aching, and he must have sensed her discomfort for he gently untied the silken cords before flipping her over onto her stomach.

“I want you on your knees this time, Angel,” he rasped, as he rolled on a fresh condom. “Hold onto the headboard and keep this sweet ass up in the air.”

She yelped as he gave her a swift, sharp slap on one of her buttocks but complied, gripping the slats of the headboard as he positioned himself behind her. She couldn’t stifle a low whimper as he slammed into her, his arm banding around her waist as he resumed his relentless fucking, as though the powerful orgasm he’d had just minutes before had never happened.

Angela lost track of time, lost count of how many times he made her come, how many condoms he used up. By the time he finally left, she was almost comatose from exhaustion, her nude body sprawled out limply on her bed. She barely twitched when Nick pulled the duvet up over her and pressed a quick kiss to her temple. He let himself out, locking the deadbolt with the key he’d demanded she give him, and she slipped immediately into a deep, dreamless sleep.

***

She winced as she slid out of bed the next morning, sore and stiff, and knew she was kidding herself by thinking she could somehow manage a quick run. Not to mention the fact that it was already late morning and she had no idea of what time Nick would summon her to meet up for their shopping excursion. Knowing him and the way he liked to exert his control over her, he could very easily call within the next five minutes and demand her presence somewhere within a very short period of time. Moving as quickly as possible, given her somewhat battered body, she turned on the taps in the bathtub, spooned coffee into a filter and began brewing a pot, and snatched up her phone. She kept it close by as she bathed, not daring to miss his call, and breathed a sigh of relief when it didn’t ring just yet. She kept her fingers crossed that she’d have enough time to finish her bath, bolt down some coffee and food, and get dressed before the call came in.

This was probably one of the more difficult and frustrating parts of the relationship for her – never knowing exactly when Nick would call, not being allowed to contact him, and having no idea where he was or what he was doing at any given moment. She didn’t even know where he lived, for he’d never mentioned it and she knew better than to ask. Given his familiarity with San Francisco – all the restaurants and shops he seemed to be recognized in, how smoothly he navigated around the streets – she assumed he lived here in the city and most likely in one of the most exclusive neighborhoods – Pacific Heights, the Marina, Nob Hill.

As for how he occupied his time when he wasn’t at the office or with her, Angela could only guess. He was in such incredible physical condition that she knew he’d have to spend a great deal of time at the gym. She assumed he had close male friends, people he knew from football or work, but he’d seldom mentioned any of them by name. Of his family she knew absolutely nothing, just that his parents were divorced. She had no idea if he had siblings or kept in close touch with his family or even where he’d grown up. She had come very close on a number of occasions to researching him online, figuring there had to be at least some basic information about his background from his NFL days. But she’d always resisted, partially from the fear that Nick would find out somehow and be annoyed at herfor prying, but mostly because she wanted him to be the one to tell her about himself, instead of reading some statistics about him on Wikipedia.

In the few short weeks they’d been seeing each other, Angela had more or less been living on tenterhooks. She was constantly afraid she’d break one of Nick’s rules, whether by asking him a question on a forbidden topic, or innocently mentioning him to a co-worker, or, worse, betraying her ever-increasing feelings for him. And because she never knew when he would call and want to see her, she’d stopped making plans of her own and was never without her phone. He’d called once when she’d been out on a run, and she had had to swiftly turn around and almost sprint the rest of the way back to her apartment. If she had to do laundry or go grocery shopping, it was usually on a day after she’d been with him the previous evening, for he hardly ever saw her two days in a row. And while it was still too soon in the relationship to establish any sort of pattern, at least for now Nick usually saw her two to three nights a week.

Thus far there hadn’t been any family events she’d felt obliged to attend – and thereby find a way to blow off - but the holidays would be here very soon, followed by a slew of birthdays – her father’s, sister’s, niece’s, brother-in-law’s – and the pressure would be exerted on her to be present. Even though her mother and sisters still shunned her as much as possible, the three of them lived by some ridiculously outdated sense of protocol that called for keeping up appearances and maintaining the farce of a close, happy family. How many times had she heard her mother tell her briskly. “What would your aunts think if you didn’t attend Uncle Aldo’s retirement party? I’d never hear the end of it, Angela.” Or it would be Marisa whining that “Of course you have to be here for Samantha’s eighth grade graduation. It would look terrible to Joe’s family if my own sister didn’t show up.”

Angela rarely bothered to point out that the three of them didn’t even acknowledge her presence at any of these events, that they didn’t really want her there but that it was expected, that it would look bad to the rest of the family if she wasn’t in attendance. And so she’d gone, every single time, with the futile hope that her willingness to be part of the family would finally make them accept her, make her feel wanted. But of course it never had, and she had yet to wise up and realize that her relationship with her mother and sisters would probably always be fucked up.

She applied her makeup in between sips of coffee and bites of buttered toast, her phone in easy reach as the time crept gradually past the noon hour. She didn’t dress yet, in the event that Nick had a specific outfit in mind, but mentally chose a dress, a pair of shoes, a jacket, some jewelry. Her closet had been ruthlessly stripped bare after his clean-out project last night, and just about the only things left were her business suits and the clothes Nick had bought for her.

She paced around anxiously after that, willing the phone to ring, and feeling too unsettled to pass the time any other way. She was so far ahead of everyone else in her training class at work that studying or reading seemed pointless. Desperate to find ways to occupy herself when she couldn’t be with Nick, she’d been spending ridiculously long hours at the office, and was only one module away from completing the entire training program. She’d studied for the licensing exam until her head hurt, and had already assembled a sizeable list of potential clients to contact once she was approved to do so.

But she couldn’t work all the time, and running or other forms of exercise weren’t always an option given that a night in bed with Nick usually left her too wrung out and achy in too many places to count. She didn’t have many friends yet in San Francisco, since most of her old college chums had scattered all over the country after graduation. Julia was living in New York, and Lauren seemed to be constantly flitting between her cabin in Big Sur, staff meetings in Manhattan, and assignments in every corner of the globe. Not that she was overly anxious for either of the twins to call more often, or worse, to pay a visit. The McKinnon girls knew her far better than anyone else ever had, certainly much more so than the family she was like a virtual stranger to, and Angela wasn’t entirely confident around her best friends about her ability to keep her relationship with Nick the carefully guarded secret it had to remain.

Wistfully she couldn’t stop herself from hoping that one day soon things would change – that she and Nick could have a normal relationship, one where she knew exactly when they would see each other every week, where she was free to call or text or email him when she felt like it, where she could proudly introduce him to her family and friends. It was hard, much harder than she’d thought it would be, to abide by all of his rules. Already there had been numerous occasions where she’d had to force herself not to call the emergency only number he’d given her, or to ask him when they would see each other again, or drop hints about him spending the night or taking her to see his home. And she was constantly having to restrain herself from blurting out how she felt about him, biting her lip in the throes of orgasm not to cry out how much she loved him. Any of these transgressions – and especially the latter – would be the end of it. She knew all this instinctively, and also knew she’d have to continue to wage this internal battle for as long as their tenuous relationship lasted.

She consoled herself with the fact that she’d lasted longer than any of the other women he’d dated in the past, including the three he’d fleetingly mentioned the night he’d first set down his list of conditions. She didn’t fool herself into believing that Nick might actually have feelings for her. He was too tightly controlled, too set in his ways to be the sort of man who’d ever admit to loving or needing someone. And no matter how intense the sex was – she wouldn’t permit herself to think of it as lovemaking since any semblance of love between them was strictly one-sided – Nick never, ever lost control. Whereas she was a quivering, emotional basket case each and every time they fucked, he remained cool, detached, always holding part of himself back. And it was that aspect of their relationship that bothered her the most – that she could feel so much, could be so deeply affected by their physical closeness, while it seemed to have little to no effect on him.

Angela closed her eyes, forcing back the tears she so desperately wanted to shed, and told herself firmly to be grateful for what she did have. She reminded herself of how many women would kill to trade places with her, that what she’d shared so far with Nick was much, much more than he’d ever give to another woman. And that if she wanted to remain in his life in any sort of fashion, she would have to accept things as they were and stop wishing for what couldn’t be.

Her phone rang and she snatched it up immediately, the caller ID telling her it was a blocked call and most assuredly Nick.

“Angel.” His voice was a throaty purr that made her knees weak and her nipples hard even as she listened to his instructions about where and when to meet him and what he wanted her to wear.

***

Lauren McKinnon was very seldom caught by surprise, and could count on one hand the number of times in her twenty-two years that she’d gone so far as to be shocked. But as her best friend walked inside the funky Noe Valley café where they’d arranged to meet for brunch, Lauren’s jaw dropped open and she realized she’d have to start using her other hand to keep the tally up to date.

She’d known Angela for more than half their lives, had grown up with her, considered her another sister. They had played sports together, shared confidences, pulled some admittedly evil pranks on girls they had hated at school, and given each other advice on a wide array of subject matter. Lauren had felt more than a little guilty these past few months over the lack of contact between them, given the demands of her new job. She’d hardly been home at all what with the time she spent in New York attending planning and follow-up meetings, and actually being on location for assignments. Communication with her best friend had been infrequent and brief. And, based on the startling physical changes she observed now, a whole lot had happened to Angela in the interim.

“Wow.” Lauren stood and gave her a fierce hug, noting that Angela had to bend down even lower than usual, given the four inch heels she was wearing. “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”

Angela laughed and took a seat at the cozy corner table Lauren had secured for them. “Sometimes when I look in the mirror I think the same thing. Does this mean you don’t approve?”

Lauren inspected Angela thoroughly, taking in the shiny smoothness of her jet black hair; the tasteful but dramatic way she’d applied her makeup; the new curves to her formally wand-thin body – the fuller breasts, hips and ass that Lauren had to admit looked fantastic on her. And the way she was dressed – in a close-fitting V-neck sweater of cream cashmere, a short, tight skirt of dark brown wool, ribbed tights, and sexy brown ankle boots with those stiletto heels – was a far cry from the laid-back jeans, T-shirt and flip flops Lauren was used to seeing her in. Her classy, fashionable outfit was the exact same sort of ensemble Lauren’s twin sister Julia favored.

And while Lauren was nowhere near as fashion obsessed as Julia, she was savvy enough to recognize Angela’s attire as being designer from head to toe, including the diamond and gold jewelry that adorned her ears and throat, and the exquisite gold watch that circled her wrist.

Lauren grabbed hold of that same wrist and raised a brow. “Holy crap, where the hell did you get the money to buy a Piaget? Julia was looking at these watches in Barney’s when she dragged me along the last time I was in New York. When she noticed the price tag she started to wonder if she ought to snag some rich old sugar daddy to buy her pretty things. Looks like you had the same idea, Angie.”

Angela’s cheeks flushed beneath their expert application of bronzer. “I don’t have a sugar daddy. It’s – er, not like that.”

“Ah, so there is someone,” exclaimed Lauren triumphantly. “Okay, girlfriend, spill. I want all the details – name, age, occupation, net worth, and most important how big his equipment is.”

“Lauren!” Angela admonished her in hushed tones, looking around the crowded café to make sure no one had heard her.

“What?” Lauren grinned. “Come on, Angie, it’s me. We watched enough porn together back in the day that nothing should be able to shock you. Tell you what – you can save all of the juicier details for after we eat and just fill me in on the basics now.”

Angela’s full mouth – glossed over in a shiny mocha – tightened into a thin line and an expression that looked an awful lot like fear appeared in her eyes. She shook her head regretfully. “I can’t, Lauren. I’m sorry, I know I’ve never kept anything from you before but this time – no.”

“Huh?” Lauren stared at her best friend in utter bewilderment. “I mean, forget about how good this guy is in bed for a minute. Why don’t we start with something simple like – oh, I don’t know – his name?”

But Angela only gave another stubborn shake of her head. “Not even that. He – we – want to keep this private. I shouldn’t even be telling you I’m seeing someone.”

“Are you shitting me?” Lauren was incredulous. “What’s up with that load of bull? Is this jerk married or something, and you’re just his booty on the side?”

“No, he’s definitely not married. And, well, he has his reasons. He’s just a very private person and doesn’t want me talking about us to anyone. Even to you, Lauren,” she added contritely.

Lauren was primed and ready to launch into another tirade when their waiter appeared with menus and a pot of coffee. Lauren, who’d already had a cup while waiting for Angela to arrive, eagerly proffered her mug for a refill. She’d only arrived back in San Francisco less than two hours ago after a multi-stop seventeen hour journey home from Chile, where she’d been doing a feature on Torres del Paine National Park. Most people would be in a zombie-like state right about now, but Lauren had never been like “most people” in any aspect of her life, including the uncanny ability to fall asleep anywhere and with very little effort. She was the envy of her fellow crew members and figured that she’d probably slept for a good nine hours on the flight. Even so, she had an unapologetic caffeine addiction and was rarely without a heavily creamed and sugared, extra-large cup in her hand.

After the waiter took their orders – crème brulee French toast with a side of bacon for Lauren, a veggie egg white scramble with whole wheat toast for Angela – Lauren was right back in attack mode.

“Now, I don’t know if this is some really bad joke you’re trying to play on me, but if so I’m definitely not laughing,” Lauren told her sternly. “I cannot think of any other reasonable explanation why you can’t at least tell me this guy’s name. The only other reason that comes to mind is that he’s some sort of international spy, or works for the CIA or Interpol or something.”

Angela laughed. “Nothing quite that mysterious. And I think you’ve been watching too many of those espionage movies you love. Tell me the truth – what movie did you watch on your flight home?”

Lauren had the good graces to look sheepish. “Okay, I admit it. The latest Bourne movie was playing. And on the flight out I watched Bond and Mission Impossible. But you’re trying to divert the subject here, Angie. Why can’t you tell me anything about your mysterious – and apparently filthy rich – new man? I mean, I’m no fashionista like Julia or my aunt Maddy but I’ve had my ass dragged along on enough shopping trips to know that outfit you’re wearing is probably worth two grand – not counting the watch or the jewelry. And – Jesus – is that a Fendi bag down there? Add another thousand – at least – to that total.”

Angela fidgeted, clearly discomfited by the direction their conversation was headed, and stared down into her coffee mug. “Julia would be pleased to learn that you actually paid attention during all those shopping excursions.”

Lauren scowled. “Julia would be as pissed off – and worried – as I am about this whole mess. Or she would, if she wasn’t involved in a questionable relationship of her own. You know I was never the biggest Sam fan all those years they were together, but he’s a prince compared to this asshole Lucas she’s dating now. There’s something fishy about that guy, I knew it from the first minute I met him. And it sounds like he’s not the only bad smelling boyfriend I need to worry about. At least I know his name and met him face to face. Unlike your mystery man. So, come on, spill the beans, Angie. You know you want to, I can see it in your eyes.”

“I can’t.” Angela sighed. “I’m sorry, Lauren, I really am, but this is one time in our lives when I can’t share with you. Just know that he’s a great guy, he treats me well, and, most importantly, I’m happier right now than I’ve ever been.”

“Hmmph. Sounds to me like you’ve been brainwashed. Or drugged. Let me see your arms.”

Angela gaped at her in shock. “No! I am not doing drugs, you idiot, and you are not checking my arms for track marks. I admit all of this sounds a little suspicious, but you’re going to have to trust that I know exactly what I’m doing.”

“Famous last words, Angie. I’ll reserve judgment on that, if it’s all the same to you. Has he met your parents yet?”

“Are you high? Smoked something wacky down in South America?” inquired Angela in disbelief. “Even if I wasn’t supposed to keep all of this hush hush, my parents are probably the last people I’d want him to meet right now. As usual, they have no idea about what goes on in my life and are quite content with that state of affairs.”

“Well, I want to know,” insisted Lauren. “Sorry, but this whole situation sounds creepy to me. I mean, you can’t even tell me his fucking name? What’s it like – Beetlejuice – where you say his name too many times and bad stuff starts happening?”

Angela shook her head in frustration. “God, you are just like a pitbull sometimes, you know? The main reason he wants to keep it quiet is because we work together. Not directly, but at the same firm, and the gossip mill in that place grinds round the clock.”

“I guess I can understand that,” admitted Lauren grudgingly. “But that doesn’t explain why you can’t tell your family and friends.”

Angela looked decidedly ill at ease, her agitation becoming more apparent the more Lauren continued to push her. “He’s just – private, okay? And I don’t want to mess this up, Lauren. I feel – alive when I’m with him. More alive and happier than I’ve ever come close to feeling before. So please don’t push, okay? Can’t we just enjoy our meal and catch up? Please?”

Lauren blew out a breath, not in the least bit willing to drop the subject. But she sensed that Angela would really start to clam up if she continued to probe right now, so she merely shrugged and allowed the subject to be changed.

However, it wasn’t in Lauren’s nature to ever give up on anything. There had only been one time in her entire life, in fact, when she’d backed away from something and moved on, too hurt and disillusioned to pursue it further. This situation with Angela’s mystery man was definitely not something she was prepared to let go quite so easily.

“Are you going home for Thanksgiving?” she asked casually as they tucked into their meal. She noticed that Angela was eating more than she normally did, and wasn’t pushing the food around on her plate. Lauren guessed that Mystery Man was responsible for this, as well as the ten pounds she’d packed on in all the right places.

Angela grimaced. “What do you think? I hate the very thought of going there, and you just know my mother and sisters are secretly wishing I won’t show up.”

“You could always go to New York with us. We’ll see Julia, go out drinking and dancing, hopefully convince her not to drag Lucas the Loser along for the ride.”

“As awesome as that sounds, you know I’d never hear the end of it if I didn’t go home. Marisa’s cooking dinner this year and half of Joe’s family will be there, so of course we have to keep up appearances, don’t we?”

Lauren played her next hand very carefully. “Why don’t you just go away for a nice long weekend with your new man? I mean, if being with your family just makes all of you miserable, why not do something to make you happy for a change?”

Angela closed her eyes, her hand trembling as she picked up her coffee mug. “Don’t, Lauren. I thought we just agreed we weren’t going to talk about this anymore.”

Lauren pointed an accusatory finger. “I never agreed to anything. All I did was table the discussion to humor you for a little while. Honey, I’ve just begun to hound you.”

Angela glared at her darkly. “Hound all you want but I’m not answering your questions.”

“Does he beat you? Is that why you’re scared shitless of him? If you’re in an abusive relationship, Angie, just say the word and I’ll give the asshole some real abuse.”

“Jesus.” Angela sounded disgusted. “Always the badass, aren’t you? But, no, he doesn’t beat me and I am not in a physically abusive relationship. Can’t you just leave it alone? I’m happy, I’m safe, and I know what I’m doing.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” muttered Lauren. “What other ridiculous rules does this guy have for you? Not that keeping his identity a big ole secret isn’t already mega disturbing.”

Angela sighed wearily. “Okay, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll tell you a few juicy tidbits – nothing too detailed – and then you drop the subject. Agreed?”

Lauren scowled, but sensed her suddenly reticent best friend wasn’t prepared to offer up anything more. “Fine. But they had better be really juicy tidbits.”

“I see him two to three times a week. I never know exactly when but when he calls I go. He picks out all my clothes, bought me a wardrobe that Julia would stab me in order to steal, tells me how to dress, orders my food at restaurants. He fucks like a wild beast, is hung like a horse, and I have trouble walking the next day after a night with him. And I’m crazy in love with him but don’t dare let him know for fear he’ll break things off. And that’s all you’re getting.”

For the second time that day, Lauren was shocked – utterly and completely shocked – and she stared at her best friend in total disbelief.

“Wow,” was all she could think of to say. “That’s, um, not exactly what I was expecting to hear, but – wow. Can I ask you just one more question and then I promise I’ll leave it alone?”

Angela looked wary. “You can ask. Can’t promise to answer, though.”

“These rules – this control he has over you. Do you actually like it?”

“Yes. I know it sounds crazy but I do. When he first laid it all out for me – what he would expect if we kept seeing each other – I wanted to tell him to go fuck off. I stayed up almost all night weighing the pros and cons, came real close to calling you and asking for advice.”

Lauren smirked. “Betcha you can guess what my advice would have been. It would definitely not have been to tell you to become this – this little subservient slave girl you’ve turned into. Why in the hell did you ever agree to something so ludicrous, Angie?”

Tears shimmered in Angela’s huge brown eyes. “Because it was the first time in my life that anyone ever tried to impose rules on me,” she whispered unevenly. “And even though I know he doesn’t love me – will probably never love me – at the very least he cares enough about me to set down those rules. In his own way it feels that he cares more about me than my own family ever did. I don’t expect you to understand, Lauren, and certainly not approve, and I know this is all sorts of fucked-up. But he makes me happy and that’s not something I’ve been able to say too many times in my life.”

Lauren nodded, sliding a hand over her friend’s and giving it a squeeze. “Okay, then. As long as you’re happy and safe and it’s enough for you, I’ll back off. But if you ever need me to kick his ass, I’ll wrap one of my three black belts on and wipe the floor with his sorry ass.”

Angela chuckled. “Now that I’d pay good money to see. After all, he’s more than a foot -”

Whatever she was about to say was interrupted by the ringing of her cell phone. Lauren had noticed that Angela had kept the phone on the table next to her place setting during the entire meal, and had checked it at frequent intervals. She answered it now on the first ring and turned away slightly, speaking in a low, hushed voice.

And then, for the third time in less than two hours, Lauren was shocked speechless again as Angela ended the call, pulled out some cash from her wallet and set it on the table as she stood.

“I hate to eat and run, but, well, I’ve got to go,” Angela told her briskly. “You’re heading back to Big Sur this afternoon, aren’t you?”

Lauren continued to stare as Angela dropped the phone into her satchel. “You’re leaving? You’re just fucking walking out on me this way? I thought we could hang out awhile longer, get caught up, maybe see a movie.”

“I’m sorry. I just saw him last night and honestly didn’t expect to hear from again this soon. But I’ve got to go, Lauren, so please understand. And don’t worry, okay?”

Lauren stood reluctantly and gave her best friend a fierce good-by hug. “Okay. I’ll call you in a couple of days. Hey, I know you can’t give me any details but how about a rating? Like, on a scale from one to ten, is he –”

“A twenty. At least. Gotta go. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Angie.”

But Angela was already hurrying out of the café like the place was on fire. And, despite the half-hearted reassurances she’d given her, Lauren couldn’t help but have a very, very bad feeling about the situation her girlhood friend had gotten herself into.


Chapter Eight

Late November

Nick propped the pillows up against the headboard and lounged back, regarding Angela with barely concealed amusement. “Well, now that we’ve taken the edge off, Angel, why don’t you tell me what’s been on your mind all night? And don’t try to deny it, because you’re strung tighter than a brand new tennis racket right now.”

Angela smiled a bit sheepishly. “Good thing I followed the advice you gave me that first night about never playing poker. There’s really nothing you don’t miss, is there?”

He ran a hand over the curve of her naked hip, then to her buttock. Less than a minute after they’d arrived at her apartment after dinner he’d promptly stripped her, bent her over the side of the bed, and fucked her hard from behind, holding back his climax until he’d made her come twice. Only then had he finished undressing and only then had he spoken a single word.

“Nothing,” he agreed matter-of-factly. “And I knew you were wound up about something the minute you walked inside the Biltmore tonight. So let’s not waste any more time, hmm? What’s bothering you, Angel?”

She worried her bottom lip between her teeth, having dreaded this particular conversation for weeks now, but knowing she couldn’t put it off any longer. After all, Thanksgiving was less than a week away and she had to get answers now.

“I, um, well, that is,” she stammered. “My, uh, family will be expecting me to see them next weekend. For Thanksgiving, you know. And I know I’m not supposed to ask about your schedule, or when we’re going to see each other, but -”

“Relax.” His hand moved to her nape soothingly. “I just assumed you’d be seeing your family for the holiday weekend. And I, very unfortunately, will be spending my weekend with my father and stepmother. One of the very few times I see them all year.”

“Oh.” The relief she felt was like a huge weight being lifted off her shoulders. “Okay, well, I’m glad. I mean, glad that we got that out in the open,” she added hastily. “I’m definitely not glad to be spending Thanksgiving with my family.”

Nick lifted a brow at her inquiringly. “Then why the hell are you going?”

She sighed, rolling onto her side to face him. “Duty. Obligation. Bad habit. It’s expected, you know? My oldest sister is cooking this year and a bunch of her husband’s family will be there, so it would look odd if I didn’t show up.”

He snorted in derision. “What a load of bull. Do you really give a shit what your sister’s in-laws think?”

“No, not really.” She trailed her fingers up and down his bare, sinewy arm. “It’s just – well, I’m already so alienated from my mother and sisters that I don’t want to intentionally do anything to make it worse, you know?”

Nick shook his head. “Can’t say that I do, Angel. Especially since I have no idea why you have such a fractured relationship with them. Maybe it’s finally time for you to spill the beans about that.”

She immediately felt her chest tighten at the very idea and shook her head emphatically. “No, Nick. I’ve told you before that I don’t like to talk about them.”

He reached out and brushed his thumb over her bottom lip. “All the more reason for you to unload. Hey, I never talk about my family, either, so I get it. But I’ve learned to deal with all that shit, sure as hell don’t let it bother me, and you can be damned certain they never try to guilt trip me into spending time with them. Not that I don’t feel a certain sense of obligation like you do, but it sounds like it goes a whole lot deeper than that for you.”

“Yes.” She scooted up to sit beside him, shoving a pillow behind her and pulling the duvet over their lower bodies. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and she cuddled up against him eagerly. It was rare for Nick to indulge her with this sort of behavior, this uncharacteristic affection. On a typical night with him in her bed, he was insatiable and demanding and it usually took two or more rounds of aggressive, domineering sex before he took even a short break. His powers of recovery had to be the stuff of legends, how quickly he could get hard again, and his stamina was undoubtedly record setting. She was surprised, therefore, that he was evidently putting his satisfaction on hold for a bit to initiate this very unwanted conversation on her part.

He kissed the top of her head. “Tell me. All of it. Maybe if I understand it all a little better I can help you find a way to deal with it, and not have it make you an emotional wreck all the time.”

Angela shrugged. “I usually deal with it by keeping my distance. I make the obligatory phone call home once a week to check in – provided my parents aren’t away on yet another vacation, of course – and that very awkward conversation lasts five minutes or less. And I only go home when I absolutely have to. Though with my family, every holiday, birthday, anniversary, graduation, etc. seems to require my presence. To keep up appearances, of course, because it would be too embarrassing for my mother to explain my absence to my aunts.”

“I can’t believe that’s all of it,” soothed Nick. “I mean, your parents must miss you, look forward to your visits.”

She shook her head. “My dad, yes, though he’s pretty much told what to say or think or feel most of the time. My mother – aside from keeping up those appearances to the family, I can honestly say she wouldn’t give a damn if I ever came home again.”

He frowned. “Something pretty major must have gone down between you and your mother at some point for her to feel that strongly. What the hell happened?”

Angela closed her eyes, but couldn’t prevent a single tear from tracking down her cheek. “I was born,” she whispered.”

***

“My mom was forty-one when she had me. Not all that unusual for women to have babies at that age nowadays, but back then it wasn’t quite as common. But that wasn’t even the issue. After having my sisters so many years before, she’d figured her family was complete. And with Marisa and Deanna both in their teens, my mother was already starting to enjoy more freedom, to make plans for when my sisters would be eighteen and she could get on with her life, pursue her interests.”

“What sort of interests?”

“The stuff I mentioned to you at dinner that one night – traveling, joining clubs, taking classes. She was even thinking about going back to college and getting her degree. All the things she had to give up when she got married and started a family.”

“Hmm.” Nick regarded her curiously. “Why did she have to give it up? Your mother’s in her early sixties, I’m guessing? It certainly wasn’t unheard of for women of her generation to go to college.”

“Not for good Italian girls raised by very old-fashioned immigrant parents,” corrected Angela. “My mom was one of seven children, four of them girls. Her parents – especially her mother – were very strict, very set in their ways. It was drummed into my mother from an early age about what was expected – get a good steady job somewhere like a bank or the phone company, marry a nice Italian boy, and have babies. And as much as my mother wanted to rock the boat and have a different sort of life, she gave in and did what her family pressured her to do.”

“Your mother told you all of this?”

She gave a short, bitter little laugh. “Hardly. My mom speaks to me as little as possible, ignores me as much as possible. No, I heard all of this – and a lot more – from her cousin Carla. She and my mom are the same age and grew up together, were even closer than sisters at one point in their lives. It was at my grandmother’s funeral – I was around twelve at the time – and Carla could see how unhappy I was, how much my mother and sisters shunned me. So she tried to explain a bit about why that was, about the things that made my mother the way she was.”

She drew her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them as if for comfort before continuing. “When my mom and Carla were in high school, they started to make all sorts of plans for what they were going to do with the rest of their lives. And while Carla actually followed through with hers, my mother gave up her dreams and caved into family pressure instead. Carla said at one time my mom talked about going away to college – as far away from Monterey and the family as possible – and working as an interpreter since she spoke fluent Italian – like at the U.N. or an embassy. She wanted to travel, have fun, enjoy herself for awhile before settling down and starting a family. Instead, she got a job at my uncle’s insurance agency, married my dad when she was only twenty-two, and got pregnant two years later.”

“I take it Carla followed a very different path?”

“Absolutely. She got her degree from UCLA and settled in southern California. She works in the movie industry, some sort of film editor. She’s been divorced twice, has no kids, no obligations, and in her own words, ‘does whatever the hell she wants whenever she wants’.”

Nick’s mouth quirked up at the corners. “I get that. Sounds like a woman after my own heart. So is that what your mother wanted for herself when your sisters turned eighteen?”

“Not exactly. I mean, as much as she pushes my dad around, she’d never consider a divorce. I think she just wanted the freedom to do her own thing and have more time to herself. What she definitely didn’t want – or plan on – was getting pregnant again. It was a very, very unwelcome surprise. She, ah, wanted to have an abortion, didn’t even want to think about having another baby at that point in her life. In fact, she’d already made an appointment to have the procedure done. And then my dad found out what she was planning.”

“And the shit hit the fan, did it?”

“That’s a gross understatement. My dad is a quiet man, doesn’t say much or speak up for himself very often. But he refused, absolutely refused, to let my mother go through with it. Told her if she had the abortion he’d divorce her, get custody of my sisters, and cut her out of his life for good. It was probably the first and only time he ever stood up to her but it scared her enough to go along with his wishes. As it turned out,” she added sorrowfully, “we would have all been better off if he’d just let her go through with the abortion.”

“Angela.” His voice was reproachful. “Don’t say things like that, hmm? Why would you ever say such a thing?”

She closed her eyes, the lashes wet with tears. “Because it’s true,” she whispered huskily. “My mother gave birth to me but she resented the hell out of that fact my entire life. I’ve spent twenty two years being ignored by her, pushed away, unloved. To make things worse, my sisters resent me, too. It was mortifying for them to bring friends or boyfriends to the house and have them see their forty year old mother was knocked up again. And then, of course, they got stuck with the bulk of the babysitting duties and taking care of me because Mom couldn’t be bothered. Marisa and Deanna have never let me forget that, always harp on the fact that they missed out on all sorts of stuff as teenagers because they had to stay home with me.”

“Didn’t your father help out or notice what was going on?”

“He worked a lot back then. A lot. I know there was a huge building boom for several years, but I think part of the reason he stayed away so much was because my mother was even more of a bitch to live with than usual. She never, ever let him forget that it was his idea to have another baby, that he forced this on her. I think he stayed away as much as possible because he didn’t want to fight with her constantly.”

Nick shook his head in disgust. “I can maybe understand your mother feeling resentful at first about having another baby at her age, about being angry at your dad for forcing the decision on her. But to take her anger and frustration out on an innocent child – Christ, she wasn’t a first time mom, after all, or a young girl. She should have been able to put aside her own needs and take care of her baby, for God’s sake.”

Angela gave him a sad smile. “That’s almost exactly what Carla told her when I was about three years old. They had a huge falling out about it, though they’d already been drifting apart for years. My mom was resentful of the fact that Carla had been brave enough to defy her family and live the life she wanted. And when Carla dared to criticize the way I was being brought up, that was the final straw and things have been completely strained between them since.”

“Sounds to me like your mother is a very unhappy woman. A jealous one, too.”

“Yes.” Angela nodded. “In fact, Carla was convinced my mom was jealous of me. First because my father would have chosen me over her – would have divorced her if she’d gone through with the abortion. And second because – well, because I looked so much like my other grandmother – my father’s mother. Apparently Mom did not like Nonna Isabella at all.”

“Dare I ask why?”

“I don’t remember much about her – she died when I was around six – but I know from what I was told that she didn’t like the way Mom treated my father – how she bossed him around, belittled him, would never let him speak up for himself. There was always tension between the two women and my mother refused to have much to do with her.”

Nick squeezed her shoulder. “And you look like her? Your grandmother?”

“A lot. She was tall, like I am, like my dad. And beautiful, really, really striking. I have a picture of her somewhere around, where she was all dressed up, her hair and makeup all glam, and she looked almost exactly like Sophia Loren.”

“I’d like to see that picture sometime. I can just imagine how much you must resemble her.” He brushed his lips against her cheek tenderly. “In fact, that’s how I want to dress you one of these nights – like a sexy, voluptuous Italian screen goddess.”

She grinned. “I’d need another ten pounds on me – at least – before I could be considered voluptuous. But don’t get any ideas. This is the most I’ve ever weighed in my life right now and I really don’t want to gain another pound.”

“Okay, we’ll settle for sexy Italian screen goddess only. Does this mean your sisters didn’t take after Isabella?”

“Not even a little. They look exactly like my mom – short, kind of plump, wavy brown hair – the three of them could be triplets. So of course I really stick out like a sore thumb when I’m with them. By the time I was nine years old I was already taller than they were.”

“Did your sisters play sports like you did?”

Angela snorted. “God, no! Marisa would have had a fit if she got dirty or her hair got mussed, while Deanna would have cried if a ball hit her or someone shoved her too hard. Plus, my mother didn’t think it was ladylike for girls to play sports, so they got pushed into taking ballet instead. My sisters got bossed around just like my dad, and now history is repeating itself because they’re treating their husbands and kids the exact same way.” She shuddered. “It’s an awful thing to see unfold. And there is no possible way I’ll ever have that messed up kind of marriage. If I ever get married at all, that is.”

Nick fell silent for long moments and she mentally kicked herself for even mentioning the evil “M” word – marriage. But he didn’t seem annoyed or angry, just thoughtful.

“What about kids?” he finally asked. “Do you want a family someday?”

“Honestly, I don’t know,” she admitted. “I had such a screwed-up childhood – dumped off at daycare or with a sitter or at a relative’s – and then virtually ignored by my mother when she couldn’t find anyone else to leave me with – that I don’t have much of a role model to emulate, you know? I don’t think I’d know the first thing about raising a child. And given my lousy genes, I’d probably screw things up big time.”

“I doubt that,” replied Nick somberly. “I think you have a great capacity for love and compassion, Angel. I think you’d be the complete opposite of the cold hearted bitch your mother was to you.”

“Maybe. But it’s not something I even want to consider for a long time yet. Unlike my mother, I haven’t let anything stand in the way of realizing my dreams. I went to college, played on an Olympic team, got a job in my chosen field.”

“Are they proud of you?”

“I doubt it. Oh, my dad probably is, but he keeps everything bottled up inside, isn’t very good at expressing himself. But none of them ever gushed when I got into Stanford, or called to congratulate me when the team won the gold medal.”

He frowned. “Called you? Weren’t they there at the Olympics to watch the games in person?”

She shook her head, glancing away so he wouldn’t see the hurt she knew would be so evident in her eyes. “No. I’m not even sure any of them watched it on TV. My parents had already booked a cruise to the Greek Islands, and there’s no way either of my sisters would have made the trip to the games without their husbands and kids in tow. Lauren wanted to go but she got offered this once in a lifetime internship that summer and I forced her to accept it.”

Nick slid a hand into her hair, tilting her face up as he kissed away her tears. “If I’d known you then,” he whispered, “I would have moved heaven and earth to be there, cheering you on, celebrating with you. You would have been far more important than a stupid vacation.”

Angela clung to him then, burying her face against his neck as the tears began to fall unchecked. “I wish I had known you back then, too,” she breathed. “These past two months with you – they’ve been the – well, they’ve been amazing.”

She’d been about to blurt out that her time with him had been the absolute best two months of her life. But she knew that, despite his uncharacteristic kindness and tenderness this evening, that he wouldn’t appreciate hearing such sentimental drivel, and so, as usual, she kept her feelings tightly bottled up.

He rubbed the back of her neck. “Yeah, it’s been a good time, Angel, no complaints here.” He sifted a long, silky strand of her hair between his fingers as he fell silent again for a time. She closed her eyes and tried to quell the turbulent emotions that all this talk had stirred up. She’d never spoken to anyone this way about her family, not even the twins. Lauren and Julia knew that her mother had always been a cold, distant bitch, but she’d never actually confessed the real truth to them – that Rita Del Carlo had been within twenty four hours of aborting her youngest daughter, stopped only by the threat of divorce. It had been too shameful, too hurtful, to admit to anyone, even her best friends. After all, Lauren and Julia had been blessed with two warm, loving parents and they would have been horrified at the very idea that Angela’s own mother had been so eager to get rid of her.

But Angela had sensed that such a revelation wouldn’t bother Nick the same way, and the words had poured out automatically And even though he’d never chosen to confide even one personal fact about himself to her, even though he continued to keep these impenetrable emotional barriers up between them, and that she knew it would only be a matter of time before he left her for good, she also knew he would be the only person in her life that she would ever entrust these secrets to. Perhaps it was simply because she suspected that his own childhood had been as equally screwed up as hers, even if he’d never spoken about it.

He was quiet so long that she had almost begun to fall asleep. When he spoke again, his words seemed stilted and carefully chosen.

“So, I’m curious,” he began. “Everything you told me about your mother – how she didn’t want you, didn’t pay attention to you, how she pawned you off on everyone else. When she was with you, was she strict? Did she discipline you, enforce rules?”

Angela gave a rather undignified snort. “Hah! You have to actually pay attention to someone in order to do that, and when my mother was forced to look after me herself she never seemed to give a damn what I did. And, naturally, to get her attention I acted out all the time – breaking things, getting dirty, refusing to eat, disappearing for hours at a time when I got older. She never even blinked, never even seemed to notice. After awhile I stopped trying. I mean, where’s the fun in being a brat or breaking rules if nobody even bothers to react?”

Nick nodded. “That’s sort of what I thought. And it explains a great deal.”

She turned her head to gaze up at him, puzzled. “Like what?”

He tumbled her back onto the pillows, rising above her as he drew her arms over her head, shackling her wrists in one hand. “Like why you agreed to obey me, follow my rules,” he murmured. “It was the first time in your life that anyone even tried to do so, wasn’t it? And it’s why you like it so much.”

She thought of denying it, was almost ashamed to admit he was right, but knew she was incapable of lying to him. “Yes,” she whispered. “That’s exactly why.”

Nick ran his tongue along the side of her neck, then bit down sharply on her earlobe. “Lucky me,” he purred.

And then he was securing her wrists to the bedpost with a pair of fleece-lined leather cuffs, and whispering exactly what rules he expected her to obey tonight.


Chapter Nine

March

“Well, Angela, I have to say you’re certainly doing your best to light the world on fire. I see you opened ten new accounts just last week, and brought in almost twenty million in new assets. Not only are you the star of your training class but you’ve even surpassed other brokers who’ve been in production for two years. You’re more than fulfilling your potential, young lady, you’re sending it to the moon. Keep up the fantastic work now, okay?”

Angela beamed at Lloyd Raskin, the office sales manager and her direct supervisor. “Thanks. I’m just trying to do my best. And while I have been working hard, I have to admit to catching a few breaks, too. Three of those accounts I opened last week were actually unsolicited, apparent referrals though none of them actually came out and told me from who. I, ah, suspect they were sent my way via a fellow Stanford alum that I’ve, um, kept in touch with.”

She conveniently left out the part that the aforementioned alumni was most likely Nick Manning. She’d suspected for several weeks, in fact, that he was quietly sending business her way, though she didn’t dare ask him directly and knew he’d deny it even if she could work up the guts to inquire. They rarely discussed business, and definitely not his own practices or methods, but she’d heard via the office gossip mill that Nick had very strict standards when it came to accepting new clients. Any potential new accounts were required to have a minimum net worth in the multi-millions, and be willing to invest a good portion of those assets. In addition, word had it that Nick demanded total and absolute control over each client’s investment strategy, and unless a client was willing to give him almost complete discretion over their portfolio, then he wouldn’t take the account.

Ever since she’d passed her exam and been granted her brokerage license in December, Angela had not only met all of the goals she’d set for herself up to this point, but had exceeded them well beyond her wildest expectations. She’d already moved to a much larger and better furnished cubicle, and Lloyd had very recently promised that if she continued to exceed her goals he would move her into the next available private office. Angela knew these sorts of perks were almost unheard of for someone as young and inexperienced as she was, but also knew how hard she had worked to earn such rewards – albeit with some unconfirmed help from her uber successful lover.

Lloyd waved a hand in dismissal. “Does it matter where the accounts came from or who may or may not have referred them? There’s no denying how hard you work, Angela. I know you put in far more hours than any of your contemporaries, and it certainly shows. And let’s not forget that getting the client is one thing. Keeping them happy and investing for them responsibly and successfully is all up to you. So if these accounts did come to you as a little bonus from an old friend, that’s no reason for you to look a gift horse in the mouth.”

She nodded, even though in all honesty she wasn’t terribly comfortable with the idea that Nick was very likely acting the part of puppet master with her career, and without either her knowledge or consent.

“You’re right, Lloyd,” she agreed quietly. “And whoever might be referring these clients to me, I’m definitely grateful. And extremely committed to taking very good care of their accounts. Especially,” she added with a grin, “since I plan on asking all of them for referrals when the chance arises.”

Lloyd grinned. “Now that’s the kind of attitude your co-workers need to adopt more often!” He sighed. “Unfortunately, more than half of your training class is already falling well short of their thresholds. But I guess it’s not really fair to compare you to them. I’ve rarely seen someone as young as yourself who has such an intense work ethic.”

She gave her watch a discreet peek – not the horrendously expensive Piaget that Nick had casually presented her with but a much more affordable Anne Klein that she kept for everyday use. She and Nick had agreed months ago that it would be unwise and indiscreet for her to wear any of the pricey designer clothing or jewelry he’d given her to the office. The very last thing she wanted was to have to dream up an explanation to her co-workers about how she could afford an Armani suit or Manolo Blahnik pumps.

“Speaking of which, I’m supposed to be calling a client in about ten minutes and I want to review my notes first. That is – if we’re done here for now?” she inquired politely.

Lloyd nodded. “Yes, of course. I’m just happy there’s at least one of you I don’t have to worry about or keep pushing. Oh, by the way, Angela.”

She paused, one hand on the doorknob of his office. “Yes?”

Lloyd winked at her conspiratorially. “That office I mentioned to you recently – please don’t say a word just yet, but I think you should start preparing for another move within the next week or so.”

Angela couldn’t hold back the answering grin she gave him. “Wow. I never thought it would be this soon. But I’ll try not to get my hopes up just yet. You know, the old ‘I’ll believe it when I see it’ attitude?”

Lloyd chuckled. “I get it. Though in this particular case you should really start believing. Go on now, we’ll talk again next week. And keep batting a thousand there, slugger.”

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes as she walked back to her desk. It was very obvious from all of the San Francisco Giants memorabilia cluttering up Lloyd’s office that he was a diehard baseball fan. As if that wasn’t enough, he frequently talked about the sport to anyone he could get to listen, even those who had no real interest in the game. And he often used baseball metaphors when he was making presentations or giving pep talks. Still, he was a good manager – supportive without being smothering – and Angela knew he was extremely impressed by the success she’d had thus far.

Even without Nick’s covert maneuvers to sweeten the pot for her, Angela was confident she’d still be at the top of her training class just with the accounts she’d brought in on her own. She knew the others from her class were all struggling, some of them barely hanging on to a job at this point, and she felt badly for them. But she also knew that most of them didn’t arrive in to work until almost two hours after she did, took well over an hour for lunch each day while she brown bagged it at her desk, and were usually done for the day before five p.m. while she continued to plug away. This realization helped to assuage some of the guilt she felt about the accounts she knew – just knew – that Nick had sent her way.

But Lloyd was quite right, she told herself firmly. Getting the account was one thing – retaining it, keeping the client happy, and making sure their investments paid off – well, that was all up to her now and she would only have herself to blame if things didn’t work out. On the other hand, when the clients were happy and chose to send even more business her way – well, then she’d have only herself to credit. Besides, she consoled herself, it certainly wasn’t as though she’d ever asked Nick to help out. In fact, doing so would have been the very last thing she’d have dared to do.

As she began to look over the notes she’d prepared to discuss with her client, Angela paused for a moment to contemplate the current state of her relationship with Nick. She continued to be in disbelief that they were still together at this point – more than six months after that first night. She had never allowed herself to hope that he would still be interested in her, wouldn’t have moved on long ago or grown tired of having a steady relationship with the same person for this amount of time.

Though to call what they had a relationship would be a stretch of anyone’s imagination. What they had, in brutal honesty, was far more of a master/slave relationship, though not the sort generally thought of in BDSM circles. Instead, it was more a case of Angela being at his beck and call, of permitting him to call all the shots, and of molding herself into the sort of woman he wanted her to be at all times. He continued to choose her clothes, though by now she had an extensive wardrobe and knew exactly how he liked her to dress. Nick accompanied her when she got her hair cut – at a salon he’d picked out – and actually oversaw how much the stylist trimmed at one time. She had a thrice weekly session with a personal trainer that Nick had selected for her, at a very private, exclusive gym that he’d also chosen. He ordered her food and drinks when they dined out, and always chose the restaurant. And he kept a very diligent eye on her weight to make sure she didn’t lose any of the twelve pounds she’d packed on at his insistence.

After six months together, they had gradually fallen into an informal pattern of when they saw each other. Nick never called her on Tuesdays or Thursdays, and she guessed he spent those particular evenings working out, entertaining clients or hanging out with his friends. Friday and Saturday nights were always spent together, as well as most Wednesdays. And he’d surprised her more than once by calling on a Monday or Sunday and demanding to see her. Since he had a key to her place, there had also been numerous occasions when she’d arrived home from work or the gym to find him inside waiting for her, often with dinner waiting and always in the mood for sex.

She lived for the times they were together, often counting the hours until she knew she’d see him again, and always wishing she could have more. She longed for him to finally open up to her, to tell her about himself, and to admit he had feelings for her. The nights without him were pure torture, as she would find herself imagining – or trying not to imagine – what he might be doing or who he might be with. Angela knew him to be a man of his word, and one who valued honesty above all else, so she wasn’t overly worried that he was cheating on her with another woman. However, even though having dinner with a female client, or casually flirting with a woman at the gym, or giving one a onceover at a bar wasn’t precisely cheating, the thought that he could be doing any or all of those things filled her with an almost obsessive jealousy. But of course she had to keep her feelings well hidden, would never dare admit to Nick that she fretted over such things. And it was far more than her unwarranted jealousy that she had to keep to herself.

It was becoming increasingly difficult to hide her relationship with him, especially since he expected her to be available whenever he wanted to see her. She was hesitant to make any sort of plans these days, continually refused to go out for drinks with her co-workers, made sure she ran errands and did chores on Tuesdays and Thursdays. She’d made a variety of excuses to several old college friends about why she couldn’t meet them for dinner or attend their parties. She’d even ignored more than a few of Lauren’s phone calls in recent months, not wanting to deal with her best friend’s increasingly nosy questions about her relationship with Nick. Or, worse, to try and come up with an excuse for why she couldn’t spend time with Lauren when she happened to be in the city.

And then, of course, there were the increasingly frequent occasions where she’d backed out of one family event or another. There was no way she could make the two and a half hour drive each way to Carmel for her brother-in-law’s birthday dinner or her niece’s dance recital or her cousin Lisa’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary party – not when all of those events occurred on a Saturday, one of the days she always saw Nick.

She hadn’t told her family the truth, of course – that she was head over heels in love with the sexiest, most exciting man in the entire world and needed to keep her weekends free for him; that he was a man she would walk over broken glass for, just to hold his hand; would give away her Olympic gold medal in exchange for one night in bed with him; would choose him over her family almost every single time. Instead, she’d fobbed her mother and sisters off with a variety of excuses – a meeting with an important prospective client, a flat tire or dead car battery, a terrible cold or severe food poisoning. She didn’t care any longer about making her family angry or pleasing them, or whether any of her excuses were believable or not. Not when she was so completely obsessed with Nick, to the point where nothing else was important – where nobody else was important.

And obsessed she was. In the span of half a year, he’d become her whole world, the one person she’d willingly do anything for and would gladly do everything he asked of her. She adored him, body and soul, and devoted herself entirely to satisfying his every need. She never even considered disobeying one of his rules, and was fanatical about doing everything exactly as he liked.

The way she obeyed him almost slavishly reminded her of a movie she’d seen once on late night TV about a sexy, compelling vampire and the beautiful woman he’d cast a spell over. Angela realized she was just like that woman – held in Nick’s thrall and totally incapable of resisting him in any way.

In bed he was unquestionably the master, and she was more than eager to let him dominate her. Over the months he’d become extremely inventive and more than a little kinky in their sexual encounters. More often than not he seemed to enjoy tying her up in some way, liked to blindfold her and had even gagged her on occasion. He constantly surprised her with new and varied sexual positions, and of course his strength and stamina in bed continued to astound her. She often felt bruised and battered after a romp in bed with him, but the weight training and intense cardio workouts she did several times a week had helped a lot to make things easier on her physically. She never said no to anything he wanted to do, would have gladly given him carte blanche over her sexually, and found it impossible to hold back her wild, consuming reactions to him. In truth, it was Nick who held himself back at times and not her.

She’d asked him once why they had never tried anal sex, given that it was just about the only type they hadn’t engaged in. He touched her there frequently, after all – kissing and caressing her buttocks, sliding a well-lubricated finger inside her anus while he licked her pussy at the same time, pressing a thumb on the small, puckered hole as he fucked her hard.

Nick had shaken his head firmly. “Uh, uh. I don’t do anal. And you should have your head examined to even be asking me that question.”

She’d looked at him quizzically. “I mean, given some of the other stuff we’ve done, it’s hard for me to believe you think that’s taboo or something.”

“That’s not it at all. Come on, Angel. You’ve seen what a big guy I am – and that’s just pure and simple fact, not ego talking. If I fucked you in the ass, I’d break you in half, rupture at least a couple of internal organs. At the very least it would be excruciatingly painful for you, even with a whole tube of lube. So, no, thanks for the offer but I’ll be keeping my dick out of your ass.”

She’d grown used to his very frank way of speaking by now and hadn’t even blinked an eyelash at his forthright explanation. With Nick, she had learned to shed pretty much every inhibition she might have had, something he’d been insistent on. If he told her not to wear panties or go braless or both, she did so without even thinking about it. When they were together at her apartment she walked around stark naked, not in the least bit shy or modest any longer. Nick had taught her to be proud of her body, to be as comfortable in her skin as he so obviously was in his. From the very beginning of their relationship he’d strode around her place in the nude, without the slightest bit of self-consciousness. And she had loved every second of it, of course, nearly drooling each time she got to feast her eyes on his spectacular male beauty.

Angela gave her head a firm shake, rather appalled to realize how lost in thought she’d become, and was alarmed to see that she had less than three minutes now to review her notes before calling her client. Fortunately, she had something of a photographic memory and this certainly wasn’t the first time she’d studied the information.

An hour later, she was feeling on top of the world after finishing the call. The client – a youngish tech firm employee who was flush with cash – had been enthused about the proposed investment portfolio she’d put together for him, and had given her the green light to go forward.

As she made some additional notes, Angela couldn’t help the smile that teased the corners of her mouth. If Lloyd had already all but guaranteed that the next available office on this floor would be her, she couldn’t wait to see his reaction when he learned about her newest account. And her client had already promised to refer several of his equally affluent co-workers to her. At this rate, she thought somewhat smugly, Lloyd might not wait for an office to become available by natural attrition and decide instead to demote one of the brokers who hadn’t been toeing the line in order to create a spot for Angela.

Life was undeniably good these days. She loved her job, loved her gorgeous, sexy lover, loved being alive. For the first time in her twenty two years she was learning to distance herself from her family, and therefore from all the years of feeling left out, unloved and unwanted.

Of course, life could be even better were Nick to suddenly change his ways and make a real, lasting commitment to her. But she had never been a greedy person and wasn’t about to become one now. She was grateful for what she did have with him, and determined not to screw things up by wanting more.

As if on cue, her cell phone rang, and she knew it had to be Nick. Even though his number continued to be blocked, she always had a certain feeling, could always sense when it was him calling.

“Angel. Got any plans for the weekend?”

Today was only Monday, and she rarely allowed herself to think more than a day or so ahead as far as Nick was concerned. She glanced briefly at her calendar and stiffened in mild alarm when she noticed what day it was on Saturday – Deanna’s birthday. She vaguely recalled getting an email from Marisa sometime last week about a birthday dinner for their sister at a restaurant on the Monterey Wharf, but she hadn’t bothered to reply just yet. Knowing Marisa and her almost OCD organizational skills, Angela guessed there were at least two follow up emails from her, each one sounding increasingly irritated because she hadn’t replied yet.

It would be nearly unthinkable to blow off her sister’s birthday. She’d never dared to do anything like that before, and knew there’d be serious hell to pay as a consequence if she did. But then she remembered how snotty Deanna had been to her during a recent visit, and how Marisa had barely even acknowledged her presence, and Angela’s hackles rose up something fierce. Why should she care what her family thought anyway, when they clearly didn’t give a shit about her? It was well past time that she started thinking about herself, considering her own feelings and wants. And what she wanted, more than anything else, was Nick.

She deliberately flipped the cover to her desk calendar shut as she told him, “No plans whatsoever. What did you have in mind?”

***

Angela took a long drink of her icy cold margarita before setting the glass down and reclining back on the chaise lounge. After an exceptionally cold and rainy San Francisco winter, relaxing out here in the hot Mexican sun felt like heaven. And spending a long weekend with her devilishly handsome lover was beyond her wildest dreams.

Nick had convinced her to take a couple of well-deserved days off, and once she’d told Lloyd the news about her new account – the one that came with the promise of several referrals – he’d actively encouraged her to take a little break. She sensed she could have asked for two full weeks off and he would have agreed without hesitation.

She wasn’t sure if Nick had made previous arrangements for the trip and just arrogantly assumed she’d accept his invitation, or if he’d simply thrown it all together on short notice. Whatever the case, he’d dazzled her with the opulence of it all – the chauffeur driven limo ride to the airport, first class flight to Cabo San Lucas, another limo drive to the hotel. They were staying in a detached casita at the ultra-luxe Gregson Resort, and Angela hadn’t known it was possible to be so pampered. The casita boasted its own private butler who was at their constant beck and call; spacious, airy, beautifully decorated rooms equipped with state of the art electronics and every amenity she could have ever dreamed of; and the private patio where they were sunning themselves now, complete with its own pool and hot tub.

During the flight down on Thursday evening, she had decided against telling him about blowing off Deanna’s birthday this weekend. After that night when she’d opened up to him about her family, Nick had seemed completely disinterested in hearing anymore about them and so she generally kept such things to herself. She’d conjured up a weekend seminar that her bosses at work “absolutely insisted” everyone had to attend, and made her excuses to Marisa via a rather brief email. She’d known it wouldn’t be that simple, of course, and hadn’t been all that surprised when her mother had called her the very same day. Rita had been scathing and irate, telling her she should be ashamed of herself for choosing work over family, and it had taken every ounce of self-control Angela possessed not to yell back at her mother that she’d learned that sort of thing as a very young girl, time and time again as Rita had chosen her social life and independence over the child who’d needed her desperately. But she’d lacked the courage to pick that particular fight, and had merely told her mother that she didn’t have a choice in the matter, that her job required it, and that Deanna wouldn’t even notice her absence.

To assuage her guilty conscience, she’d sent Deanna a gorgeous floral arrangement and a gift card to a restaurant in Carmel, as well as an email apologizing for her absence. But apparently Deanna was good and pissed off because thus far there had been zero acknowledgment of either the gifts or the email.

She forced herself now to stop dwelling on it, reminding herself that neither of her sisters or her mother had even once made an attempt to drive up to Stanford and watch one of her volleyball games. Gino had tried to attend as many games as possible, which usually amounted to one or two each season, since Rita kept their social calendar chock full of events. With another swig of her margarita, Angela firmly resolved to stop thinking about her family and to focus instead on the remaining time she had here with Nick.

They were due to return home on Monday evening, two days from now. Nick had already insisted she indulge in a massage, a mani-pedi, and a facial, and they had worked out both mornings at the resort’s world class fitness center. She’d barely been able to focus on her own workout, however, mesmerized instead by the sight of Nick lifting weights and doing chin-ups and push-ups. His powerfully sculpted body was like a work of art, and it hadn’t escaped her notice how many other women – and men – had openly ogled him

They’d slept in, had brunch delivered to the casita, sunned themselves out by the pool. Last night he’d taken her to dinner at one of the resort’s four-star restaurants, and tonight Nick had made reservations for a twilight dinner cruise on a sleek Catamaran. Tomorrow they were going on a snorkeling expedition and having another massage in the late afternoon.

He’d bought her several new outfits from the resort’s designer boutiques, including three bikinis, one of which she wore now. The two scraps of white fabric that bared a great deal of her smooth olive skin had cost an obscene amount of money, just like everything else Nick had picked out for her with an offhanded, careless regard for prices. Though she honestly didn’t know why he had bothered to buy her anything, since she’d spent more than half of their time here thus far naked. And she knew it was only a matter of time before she would shed the pricey white bikini – along with a few more of her inhibitions.

Nick had just laughed when she had timidly expressed concern about sunbathing in the nude, waving a hand arrogantly in dismissal.

“Relax, Angel. No one can see us here, or hear a thing. I made sure of that when I booked this particular casita. Several of the top level managers at the Gregson Group’s U.S. headquarters are my clients, including the facilities manager. The guy has a memory like an elephant, knows the layout of every hotel the group owns in North and South America. He assured me that next to the owner’s suite this particular casita was the most private accommodation in the place. So the only Peeping Tom you have to worry about is me. Speaking of which.”

Angela gulped as he removed his aviator sunglasses and his dark eyed gaze traveled over her barely clothed body with great interest. The way he smiled made her nipples peak instantly, her breasts feel full and achy, and her pussy was suddenly wet and needy.

Nick reclined back on his chaise, the really magnificent display of his bare torso making her mouth water. But it was what he did next that caused her heart to race triple time, and her legs to feel incapable of supporting her much longer.

He crooked one long finger at her, his grin unholy. “Come here, Angel.”

Mesmerized, unable to look away from his compelling gaze, she walked the few steps from her chaise over to his, stopping in front of him as he swung his long legs over the side.

Nick’s big, warm hands caressed the curve of her hips, bared by the tiny string bikini bottoms.

“You should live in a bikini,” he rasped, bending his head to lick her navel. “Or be a swimsuit model. But as hot as you look in a bathing suit, Angel, I prefer you wearing just your birthday suit.”

She gasped as he deftly undid the ties at either side of her hips and drew the swimsuit bottoms away. He splayed his hands over her naked ass and pulled her forward, burying his face between her legs.

“Ah, Nick,” she breathed in surrender. Her hands clutched thick strands of his hair, still damp from a recent swim in their private pool.

He took his time, ignoring her plaintive whimpers, running his tongue along her slit, sucking her swollen clit between his lips, feasting on her like she was the sweetest, most succulent dessert ever created. God, he was so good at this, so immensely skilled, an expert at wringing one orgasm after another from her quivering body. He pumped two fingers deep inside her wetness several times before replacing them with this tongue, and then slowly, carefully, inserted one lubricated finger up her ass.

She bit down on her lip to suppress the scream he would have otherwise torn from her throat, the dual stimulation of his tongue deep inside one opening and his finger in the other more than her overloaded senses could take. He gripped her fiercely by the hips as the orgasm rippled through her, his lips caressing the moist, sweat dampened skin of her belly.

Nick swiftly divested her of the bikini top, squeezing both of her bare breasts before running his tongue over the nipples.

“Hmm, another day or so of sunbathing au natural and your tits will be the same skin tone as the rest of your body,” he murmured wickedly. “Your beautiful ass, too. And as soon as you take care of me, Angel, I’ll be very, very happy to rub plenty of sunscreen into every inch of your skin.”

He pushed her gently but firmly to her knees as he stood and shoved his dark blue swim trunks down his legs, baring his intimidatingly huge erection.

“You know what I want, Angel,” he crooned. “And exactly how I want it.”

She was thrilled to hear the sharp intake of his breath as she slowly ran her tongue up and down the full, throbbing length of his cock. Nick always kept such a tight rein over himself, rarely showing any reaction during their sexual encounters, no matter how hard she tried to provoke him. But that brief, betraying indication that she was, in fact, giving him pleasure was all it took to spur her on. She was determined to get a real reaction out of him this time, to make him lose control, and began to use every trick he’d ever taught her. She speared the tip of her tongue deep inside the slit of his cock head while stroking him with a steady, unceasing rhythm. She relaxed the muscles at the very back of her throat and then worked her mouth a little further down his cock with each devouring pull. And then, when she’d taken all of him, every inch of that spectacular cock as deep into her throat as possible, she reached back to lightly squeeze his balls. Even with the blood pounding fiercely in her ears, Angela could hear him groan, felt his hands fisting in her hair and pulling it taut. Knowing he was still holding back, was still in control, she became more determined than ever to make him lose it for once, to make him be the one shaking uncontrollably. Impulsively, before she lost her nerve, she carefully inserted her index finger inside his anus and pressed down hard, hoping wildly that what’d she read once in Cosmo about this particular little trick was accurate.

“Fuck, Jesus, fuck!” yelled Nick as his hips began to buck frantically, the head of his cock butting up against the back of her throat and threatening to gag her with each violent thrust.

He came hard, much harder and longer than she could ever recall, even as she continued to stimulate his prostate gland. The hot, sticky bursts of cum flooded her mouth, shooting down her throat faster than she could swallow, and she could feel rivulets of it trickling down her chin. She winced in pain as his grip on her hair grew even tighter, holding her head still as he continued to empty himself. Her jaw was sore from swallowing, the back of her throat tender from taking him so deep, and thick white beads of his semen clung to her cheek and neck and even her breasts. But it was all worth it to hear his grunts of pleasure, to feel him continue to shudder in reaction, to know that he’d finally lost control and just allowed himself to feel. She felt an almost giddy sense of triumph, especially when she finally dared to glance up at him from beneath her lashes and saw the way he was gasping for breath, his skin darkly flushed and his eyes tightly shut.

Nick released the death grip he’d had on her hair, sliding his cock out of her mouth, and then turned and stalked over to the pool. Without a word he dove into its crystalline depths and began to swim laps with focused precision. She knew he was deeply shaken by what had just happened, and cursed herself for having made him lose control, knowing how pissed off he must be right now. She carefully got to her feet and grabbed a towel from the neatly folded stack next to the pool. She wiped off her mouth and upper body before glancing over at Nick as he continued to swim with steady, purposeful strokes. Conscious of her nudity and the hot Mexican sun beating down on her, she wrapped the oversized towel around her body and began to pick up the discarded pieces of her bikini.

“Get your ass in this pool. Now.”

Gulping, she looked over at Nick who was treading water at one end of the pool. His dark eyes were stormy and his mouth a taut line of disapproval. She didn’t dare protest, dropping the towel where she stood before easing herself into the water.

He was on her in an instant, wrapping the long length of her hair around one big hand and jerking her head back to meet his burning gaze. She swallowed with some difficulty and was grateful when he wrapped his other arm around her waist to support her.

“I don’t especially care for surprises,” he growled in a dangerous voice. “So the next time you feel like experimenting with something new – don’t. And that little trick you just pulled – unless I specifically tell you, don’t try it again. Clear?”

Incapable of speech, and terrified that she’d messed up big time, she could only nod.

“Good.”

His mouth crashed down on hers, kissing her brutally. She clutched the brawny muscles of his biceps desperately as he made her grow dizzy with his punishing kisses. She whimpered when he bit down deliberately on her bottom lip, not hard enough to break the skin but she knew it would swell up within a few short minutes.

Without warning he hoisted her up to sit on the edge of the pool, her long legs still immersed in the water. He was rock hard again, his incredible powers of recovery never ceasing to astound her. But as he spread her thighs apart, she glanced around apprehensively.

“Nick – should we – I mean, are you sure -”

He snickered and shook his head in disbelief. “Angel, you have got to be kidding. Just a few minutes ago I was shoving my cock as far down your throat as you could take it, and a few minutes before that I had my tongue in your cunt and my finger up your ass. And now you’re worried about someone overhearing us?”

His eyes darkened as he lowered his head, his mouth sucking at her nipples until she was groaning. He gripped his cock and positioned it at the slick entrance to her body.

“Relax,” he murmured. “No one is going to hear us. Besides, what’s the worst that could happen? Even if they did hear us, you’ll never see any of these people again.”

“Ah, God.” She cried out in a low, startled voice as he rammed himself inside of her with one savage thrust. She wrapped her legs around his hips, her arms around his neck, and held on for dear life as he fucked her hard and deep.

She had just enough presence of mind to gasp, “C-condom.”

“Tough. You’re protected, I’m clean, and it feels too fucking good to pull out now. In fact,” he bit her shoulder, lifting her legs even higher up until they circled his waist, “doing you bareback is something I should have done a long time ago. And definitely something I’m going to do a lot more of in the future.”

He screwed her roughly, almost brutally, and without any of his usual finesse. He was wild and frantic and Angela knew she’d crossed a line, pissed him off, by making him lose control earlier. And this, now, was her punishment, his way of letting her know in no uncertain terms that he was still in charge, would always be in charge. But it was the sweetest kind of punishment, she though shakily, the sort he could dole out for hours or days at a time, the sort she’d welcome with open arms.

It was almost unheard of for him to climax before he’d gotten her off at least once, but she knew this, too, was part of her punishment – the denial of her pleasure – and he came quickly and silently deep inside of her. But, as though he instantly regretted his selfishness – not to mention his brutality – he lifted her back into the water and held her close as they floated in place. She couldn’t hold back the hot rush of tears that spilled from her eyes, and buried her face against the side of his neck as her shoulders shook with quiet sobs.

“Shh. It’s okay, Angel,” he soothed her. “I can be a mean bastard sometimes, I admit it.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s okay. And I’m – I’m sorry, too. For what I did. I know you need to be in control and -”

“Hush. Let’s not talk about that now. And I’d have to be a real asshole – or a moron – to be pissed about having the best orgasm of my life, wouldn’t I? Come on, let’s get dried off and then we’re going to have some real fun with that bottle of sunscreen.”

She shivered in anticipation as he murmured in her ear, “Good thing I bought an extra-large bottle, because when I’m through with you it will be your turn to return the favor.”


Chapter Ten

June

As she looked around at the three hundred or so guests assembled inside the church, Angela thought yet again that if it wasn’t Gabriella who was getting married today she would have definitely found a way to blow this off. She’d never been a big fan of weddings, having been dragged to an indeterminable number of them since childhood. And since she had at least thirty cousins on her mother’s side of the family alone – all of whom were now married – that added up to a lot of these affairs over the years.

Gabriella, in fact, was her second cousin. Gabriella’s grandmother was Angela’s Aunt Paula, who was a full fifteen years older than Rita. Paula’s oldest child – Marta – was Angela’s first cousin, and the mother of Gabriella. And since the bride was herself a year older than Angela, the two of them had spent a lot of time together as children, playing at all the various family events and parties. It was only because of their closeness growing up that Angela had given up a weekend with Nick to attend the wedding today.

She’d fretted for weeks over telling him about the wedding, knowing there was zero chance he’d actually offer to go with her, and worrying that he’d be annoyed about her decision. But she’d given up so much for him already – blowing off both of her sisters’ birthdays plus a handful of other family events – that she’d hoped he would be understanding.

She had told him about the wedding over dinner three weeks ago, her words halting and unsure.

“And you know how much I dislike all these family functions but this one – well, this one is special. I mean, a birthday is one thing – you have those every year, after all. A wedding – you’d like to think it’s once in someone’s lifetime.”

Nick had rolled his eyes. “Try telling my mother that. I’ve lost track of how many husbands and boyfriends she’s had. My father as well, considering he’s on wife number three right now.”

“I’m sorry.” She’d reached over to squeeze his hand, sensing from his caustic tone that his parents’ multiple relationships were a source of considerable emotional distress for him.

“Forget it.” He’d moved his hand away to pick up his wine glass. “So which cousin is the one being stupid enough to get hitched?”

Angela had sighed. “Gabriella. Second cousin, really, maybe even a third. I’m not exactly sure how that works. Her mother is my first cousin but because of all the various age differences that I won’t confuse you with Gabby is a year older than I am. We were pretty close growing up, hung out together as kids at all the family doings.”

Nick had shook his head in disgust. “And she wants to tie herself down like that at age twenty-three? Hasn’t anyone told her this isn’t the nineteenth century we’re living in?”

“Actually, I think most of my female cousins were right around the same age when they got married, some even younger. The Italians are like that, at least in my family – get married young, have babies young, and then watch the next generation repeat it all over again.”

“Is that what you want, Angel?”

She’d glanced up at him, startled by the question and the serious manner in which he’d asked it. She had recovered quickly, shaking her head emphatically. “No. God, no. At least not for a long time. We’ve had this discussion already, Nick. You know my feelings on the subject.”

He’d shrugged and refilled his wine glass. “Feelings can change, Angel. People can change. Here’s the girl you grew up with, played with as a child, and she’s tying the knot. It’s only natural that you might be feeling like you suddenly want the same things as – what was her name?”

“Gabriella. Gabby. And, no,” she’d insisted. “I don’t want that for myself. You’re absolutely right that twenty-two, twenty-three is way too young to get married. And the very last thing I ever want to do is be like the rest of my family.”

He had seemed mollified after that, changing the subject without really saying for sure if he minded her being away for the weekend of the wedding. It was only as they were getting ready to leave the restaurant that he brought the subject up again.

“You go to your little cousin’s wedding, Angel. I’m guessing they’d all be pretty pissed off if you missed it.”

She’d nodded, touching him lightly on the arm. “Okay. You – you don’t mind?”

He’d chuckled then. “I didn’t say that. Of course I’ll miss not having you at my beck and call for two whole nights. You’ll just have to think of some very creative ways to make it up to me.”

She had thought about asking how he’d spend the weekend without her, then abruptly decided not to push her luck. And then he’d startled her anew by declaring he was taking her shopping the next day for a new outfit to wear to the wedding.

“And I’ll expect pictures to prove that you actually wore it,” he’d warned her. “No chickening out at the last minute. I’m going to pick out an outfit for you that makes a statement. The sort of statement that will have everyone staring at you instead of the bride.”

And the stares had definitely been obvious, beginning with the startled looks she’d received just a short while ago from her parents as she’d descended the staircase at their house.

“My God, where did you get that dress?” her mother had gasped. “It’s – isn’t it a little short for an afternoon wedding?”

Angela had shrugged, trying valiantly to appear nonchalant. “It’s not that short, Mom. Don’t forget that I’m so tall everything is automatically a few inches shorter on me.”

Rita had looked down at her feet disapprovingly. “And why such high heels? You already look like a giant compared to all the other girls. With those shoes you’ll be even taller than the men. You won’t get asked to dance even once.”

Angela had rolled her eyes. “So what? I’m not fifteen and going to a high school dance, after all.”

Rita had thrown up her hands in frustration. “As usual you have to be difficult, have to be different from the rest of us. No one else is going to be wearing that color or such a short skirt. I can just imagine what your aunts are going to say about you.”

It had been on the tip of Angela’s tongue to reply that she didn’t give a flying fuck what her annoying, gossipy aunts had to say. Over the years they’d undoubtedly said plenty, and she could just imagine some of the mean, catty things they’d whispered about her.

But this weekend was already proving to be difficult enough, and since the last thing she wanted to do was start a big fight with her mother, she kept her mouth shut. Fortunately, her sweet, soft spoken father came to the rescue as he’d done so often over the years.

He’d given her a gentle kiss on the cheek, ignoring the look of displeasure Rita sent his way at the gesture. “You look beautiful, Angie,” he’d assured her. “Like a movie star. Nobody’s going to be looking at the bride because they’re all going to be staring at my little girl instead.”

Rita had snorted. “Little? In those slutty shoes she’s taller than you, Gino. And stop filling her head with nonsense. Of course everyone is going to be looking at Gabriella. She’s going to make a gorgeous bride. Such a sweet girl, and what a nice boy she’s marrying.”

Angela had been sorely tempted to correct her mother about the so-called “slutty shoes” – to tell her that the strappy cream sandals were in fact Christian Louboutins that had cost a thousand dollars, and had been purchased at Neiman Marcus, the classiest store in San Francisco. But she’d continued to keep her mouth shut, not wanting to alert her parents to the fact that her entire outfit had cost Nick more money than either of them could ever imagine spending on clothes.

The short aqua lace sheath dress was a Valentino, the cream quilted shoulder bag Chanel. At her throat she wore a new choker-style necklace – this one of cultured pearls with a diamond clasp in the center – and matching drop earrings. The dress admittedly bared an awful lot of her long, deeply tanned legs, but it was one of the loveliest, most exquisite things she’d ever seen.

The wedding was as carefully orchestrated and elaborately planned out as all of the others she’d been to over the years. Her cousins tended to be very competitive, much as her mother and aunts had always been, and they were constantly trying to one up each other, with each birthday party, bridal shower, baby shower, more elaborate and over the top than the one before. As Angela took in all of the tableau – the whimsically printed wedding programs; the soprano crooning “Ave Maria” from the choir loft as guests continued to arrive; the lavishly beribboned floral bouquet that adorned the end of each wooden pew; the seven bridesmaids with their frothy, petal pink gowns and wreaths of pink roses in their identically coiffed hair.

Rita had fretted for weeks when Angela hadn’t been asked to be a bridesmaid. “I don’t understand. I mean, the two of you were so close growing up. Gabriella ought to be ashamed of herself for not asking you. But part of this is your fault, too, Angela. You should have made more of an effort to keep in touch with her instead of spending all your time with your college friends or those McKinnon girls.”

When Rita got on a roll, very little could pacify her. So Angela hadn’t bothered to point out that she and Gabby had begun to drift apart years ago, when they’d attended different high schools, made different friends, developed vastly different interests. She hadn’t blamed Gabby in the least for wanting those closest to her now – her own sisters, best friends, her fiancé’s sister – to be her bridesmaids.

And, thought Angela as she wrinkled her nose in distaste, it was actually a very, very good thing she wasn’t one of Gabby’s bridesmaids because there was no possible way she would have ever willingly consented to wear that ridiculous spun sugar confection of a dress. Not to mention the fact that she was at least four or five inches taller than the next tallest of the bridesmaids, and would have looked and felt horribly awkward standing next to all of them.

Instead, thanks to the exquisite things Nick had bought her, and the self-confidence he’d instilled in her over the past months, she felt poised and beautiful for the first time in her life.

Angela stood with everyone else when the bride began to walk up the aisle, and she could feel the stares of her sisters from the pew just behind her as she did. She just hoped that neither of her rather dowdy siblings would recognize the telltale red soles of the Louboutins, and that they thought the signature Chanel emblem on her bag was a knockoff. She could hear them whispering to each other even above the sound of the processional music, and just assumed they were saying something unkind about her as usual.

But she forgot all about her snotty sisters the moment she glimpsed Gabriella’s happy, glowing face. Of all the weddings she’d been to over the years, Angela didn’t think she’d ever seen a lovelier, more enchanting bride than her cousin. And, quite unexpectedly, it made her long for what Gabby had, made her wish that she was the bride today and that Nick was the one waiting up at the altar instead of Gabby’s rather nerdy – in her opinion, anyway – husband to be.

She was alarmed at her very unexpected – and very unwelcome – reaction. As the wedding Mass began and she took her seat, Angela told herself firmly that she was just getting caught up in the silly sentimentality what with so much lace and flowers and overblown romanticism surrounding her. She did not want to get married – at least not for a long time; did not want to float down the aisle in a big, poufy white dress and veil; did not want to exchange vows and rings with Nick and promise to love and honor each other for the rest of their lives.

But she did, she realized in something of a panic, and, if she was being really honest with herself, probably always had, from the very first time she’d seen him. She’d done an admirable job of convincing not just Nick but herself that she was perfectly happy with the state of their relationship, that she didn’t want or expect anything more. But it was all a big, fat lie and deep down she’d always known it. If Nick were to ask her to marry him – or even to move in with him – she’d be over the moon, the happiest woman in the universe. She’d agree instantly, would willingly and happily accept whatever small scraps of attention he might toss her way. She’d allowed herself to become his slave, his doormat, who was pathetically grateful for every minute she could spend with him.

She should, by all rights, be feeling disgusted with herself right now, should be hurt and angry that Nick could treat her with so little regard. But in the next breath Angela knew that if she’d had to do it all over again, nothing would be different. She’d accept Nick’s conditions over and over again, no matter how much pain she’d endured over the last months. It had all been worth it, she thought despairingly, even for just one hour with him. She would sacrifice anything – her family, her friends, her pride – to be with Nick for however long it lasted.

***

The wedding reception was being held at one of the numerous country clubs on the Monterey Peninsula, and was thus far turning out very much like all the others she’d attended over the years. The champagne was of a mid-range quality, the chicken marsala a tad on the rubbery side, the slightly undercooked vegetables rather bland. Without Nick on hand to watch what she ate, Angela picked at her food but made sure to keep her wine glass full. She ignored the frown of disapproval Marisa sent her way as she reached for the bottle of barely palatable merlot for the third time. Being with Nick all these months had definitely spoiled her, for she was now used to drinking eighty dollar vintages, dining at Michelin starred restaurants, and wearing an extensive assortment of designer clothing similar to what she had on now.

She tried to picture Nick here at the wedding, surrounded by her family and their friends, and shook her head. It would never happen, she realized. Even though he’d been upfront with her from the start, she was honest enough with herself now to admit she’d always secretly hoped he might change. She wanted him here beside her now, to show him off and feel immense pride at being able to introduce him as her boyfriend. She was just about the only one here without a spouse or date, and certainly the only one here at their table of seven – Marisa, Deanna, their cousin Valerie and the three husbands. The place on Angela’s right was glaringly empty, a continual reminder that she was alone, and would always attend these sort of events alone as long as Nick was in her life.

Soon after the entrees were cleared away, Marisa’s oldest daughter Samantha ventured over to their table and plopped down next to Angela. The kids that had been invited to the wedding – teenagers, really, since no one under the age of fourteen had been included – had been seated at separate tables from their parents, presumably because someone had thought it would be more fun for them that way. In actuality, thought Angela with a smirk, it was because their parents were glad for an opportunity to eat a meal and get tipsy without having to deal with all that teenage angst for a change.

Samantha, the oldest of Gino and Rita’s grandchildren, had always been a sweet girl, and Angela had felt sorry for her considering the way Marisa had bossed her around since birth. Lately, however, with the onset of adolescence, Samantha had become something of a brat. Marisa fretted constantly about how sassy her oldest had become, how impossible to deal with, and blamed her behavior on the new group of friends she’d met since starting high school. Angela guessed it was more a case of raging teenage hormones combined with finally standing up to her bossy, domineering mother.

Marisa frowned as her daughter took the empty chair between her and Angela. “What’s the matter? Why aren’t you sitting over with the other kids?”

Samantha rolled her eyes. “They’re all a bunch of dorks, Mom. God, I am so bored right now! And I hate this dress. Why couldn’t we have got the black one that I liked?”

Marisa sighed. “You know why. You’re fourteen and much too young to wear black. Plus, that dress you liked was way too low-cut and tight. You look beautiful in this dress, honey. Ask your Aunt Angie if you don’t believe me.”

Personally, Angela thought the yellow and white floral print dress was too fussy and at least three or four years too young for her niece but wasn’t about to get in the middle of a disagreement between mother and daughter. She’d made that mistake before, only to have Marisa fly off the handle and tell her to butt out of things she couldn’t possibly understand.

Angela picked up one of Samantha’s long, golden brown curls, and smiled at her moody, petulant niece. “You look really pretty, Sam. And black probably wouldn’t have been the best choice for a summer afternoon wedding.” She bent her head to whisper conspiratorially, “But it would be awesome for the homecoming dance in October.”

Samantha giggled, ignoring the irritated scowl her mother sent her way. Marisa and Deanna hated the fact that their kids always seemed to flock to their Aunt Angie, and especially when it was Samantha, who was, after all, only eight years younger than Angela.

“Ooh, I just noticed your dress, Aunt Angie,” gushed Samantha. “Omigod, I swear this is the exact same dress I saw in InStyle magazine last month. I think Cameron Diaz was wearing it to some premier. Or maybe Gisele Bundchen. Hang on, I’ll check.”

“No, don’t bother, Sam. It’s not –” Angela’s protest fell on deaf fourteen year old ears as her niece began to tap on the keyboard of her cell phone.

“Here it is,” exclaimed Samantha triumphantly. “Hah, I knew it! It’s the exact same dress.”

Marisa peeked over her daughter’s shoulder at the phone and gasped. “That can’t be the same dress. I mean, it looks exactly the same but Angela’s has to be a copy, a – a knockoff. I mean, this one in the magazine – it’s what – a Valentino – and costs – how much?” She pressed a hand to her heart. “Thirty five hundred dollars? For one dress?”

Before Angela could stop her, Samantha impishly peeked at the tag inside the dress and squealed, “It is the same dress! It’s a Valentino! Wow, Aunt Angie, way to go! And – Omigod, are those real Louboutins? Mom, did you see her shoes? Those are the ones JLo wrote a song about.”

By now Deanna and Valerie had joined in on the conversation, all of the husbands otherwise occupied in a heated discussion about the NBA playoffs.

Valerie, who worked part-time at a consignment shop in Carmel, honed in on the cream quilted shoulder bag that Angela had draped over the back of her chair.

“And that’s a real Chanel bag,” murmured Valerie in awe. “Definitely not a knockoff. God, Angela, that’s something like a three thousand dollar purse.”

Deanna just stared. “How in the world can you afford all this? I mean, Marco had to call in a favor to get your rent reduced on that apartment in his uncle’s building. Where did you get this kind of money all of a sudden?”

Angela took a much needed sip of wine and tried desperately to shrug the matter off. “I make good money now. I brought in a really big account last month and decided to treat myself to a new outfit.”

Marisa shook her head. “I don’t believe it. You can’t make that much money, you haven’t even been there a full year. And if you got that big of a bonus why didn’t you buy a new car instead of an outfit like this?”

Valerie was inspecting Angela’s jewelry now and she damned the bad luck that had resulted in her snoopy cousin sitting at her table. “These are real diamonds. And cultured pearls. The necklace and earrings must have cost a pretty penny, too.”

Samantha giggled. “I’ll bet Aunt Angie has a rich boyfriend who’s buying her all this stuff. Hey, does he have a younger brother? Or a nephew or cousin?”

Angela fought back a rising sense of panic at her niece’s innocent but potentially disastrous comments. “No, no. There’s no one.”

Marisa scowled. “You always were a terrible liar, Angela. Now fess up – who is he?”

“More importantly,” chimed in Deanna, “why didn’t he come with you today?”

Angela hoped she sounded casual, nonchalant. “Because it’s just not that serious. It’s a very low key, very informal kind of thing.”

Deanna snorted. “He’s dropping – what – like ten grand on what you’re wearing and it’s not serious? Marisa’s right – you’re a lousy liar. We always knew it was you when our stuff went missing or something got broken when you were little.”

“What’s his name? And how long have you been dating? I can’t believe Mom never told us about him,” lamented Marisa.

Angela took another swig of wine, reaching for the half empty bottle to refill her glass yet again. “Mom doesn’t know. Because it isn’t serious and there’s nothing to talk about. So let’s drop the subject, shall we?”

But the others weren’t so easily dissuaded and continued to ply her with questions about the new man in her life. Angela either kept her answers short and non-committal or ignored the question altogether. She was very, very careful not to give the slightest hint that Nick was someone she worked with, and certainly not even the tiniest clue as to who he was. Both of her brothers-in-law were huge football fans, perhaps even more so than her father, and the name of Nick Manning would instantly ring all sorts of bells.

Marisa made a horrible face at her. “Oh, God, this is why you stood us up for our birthdays, isn’t it? You were seeing this man, weren’t you? Why didn’t you just tell us? And if things aren’t serious why are you choosing him over your family?”

Angela was thankfully saved from having to dream up a response by the announcement that the cake cutting was about to commence. Samantha returned to her own table while her sisters and cousin hurried to gather round the bride and groom to snap photos as they playfully fed each other slices of wedding cake. But she knew this temporary distraction wouldn’t last long, and that her sisters would be quick to resume their interrogation of her any minute now.

She desperately wanted to get the hell out of here, to just get in her car and head back to San Francisco – to Nick. But she’d made the unfortunate decision to drive here with her parents and was now dependent on them to get back to their house. And, knowing her mother and the importance she placed on family and keeping up appearances, she’d be stuck here until nearly the bitter end.

And she knew, just knew, that her sisters wouldn’t waste any time in telling their mother all about her new boyfriend and the fact that he was showering her with expensive gifts. She cursed her gossipy, jealous sisters for taking a very untimely interest in her affairs. They nearly always chose to ignore her, rarely asked about her life, and generally didn’t give a crap about her. But, she realized sourly, they also relished any opportunity to make trouble for her, to paint her in an unflattering light to Rita – as though they needed any help to accomplish that.

And she cursed herself, too, for having accepted such an admittedly extravagant gift from Nick. It was one thing to wear expensive clothes when they were out together, especially since the restaurants, clubs, and parties they frequented were patronized by equally well dressed individuals. But she’d never suspected her rather frumpy sisters would even notice what she was wearing, much less figure out how costly it was. And if Samantha hadn’t chosen to venture over to their table, no one would have been the wiser.

She managed to avoid any further discussion about either her outfit or her boyfriend for the remainder of the wedding, though it wasn’t an especially easy task. She alternated between slipping away from the table to chat up other guests or to hit the bar, and simply ignoring her sisters’ more persistent questions.

But there was no avoiding her mother’s demands for answers that started the moment her father began to pull out of the parking lot. She couldn’t very well fling herself out of a moving vehicle – though she was sorely tempted to do just that in order to avoid what she knew was going to be an extremely unpleasant conversation.

“Why didn’t you tell us you had a boyfriend?” demanded Rita. “And why didn’t you bring him to the wedding?”

Angela once again attempted to sound relaxed and totally unconcerned about the matter. “Mom, he’s not really what you’d call a boyfriend. We go out once in awhile, that’s all. Nothing serious at all.”

“Not serious? Marisa said this man – whoever he is – bought you that outfit you’ve got on and that it cost thousands of dollars. “

Angela sighed. “Marisa needs to mind her own business. Or go back to ignoring me like she has all my life.”

“Your sisters are worried about you,” chided Rita. “If you’re accepting expensive gifts from a man you aren’t even serious about, then I would say that’s cause for concern.”

“Well, that would be a first, wouldn’t it?” retorted Angela caustically. “I can’t remember a single time in my life when either of them worried about me.”

Rita shook her head. “You know that’s not true, Angela. Why do you always say such awful things about your sisters? Of course they worry about you. Now, who’s this man you’re dating? Someone from work, I suppose?”

Angela looked out the back window, knowing things were going to get unpleasant very quickly. “I’d rather not talk about him, Mom. And we’re not really dating, just hanging out once in awhile.”

“And yet you chose him over your own sisters, your family? You skipped your sisters’ birthdays to be with this man and yet you still don’t bring him to meet us? Are you ashamed of us or something?”

Angela closed her eyes, feeling the beginnings of an all too familiar tension headache beginning to throb at her temples. “No, Mom. I’m not ashamed of you.”

“Oh, God, are you seeing a married man, Angela?” Rita demanded. “That’s why he gives you expensive gifts, isn’t it? And why you didn’t bring him today to meet your family. Gino – for God’s sake – your daughter is fooling around with a married man. Say something to her.”

Calm as ever, Gino merely asked gently, “Is that true, Angie?”

She reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “No, Dad. He’s not married. But it’s just not that serious between us to bring him to something like a big family wedding. It’s really not a big deal.”

Rita snorted. “No big deal? You let this man – we don’t even know his name – buy you expensive presents and it’s not a big deal? Are you turning into some sort of whore – sleeping with men so they’ll buy you nice things?”

Angela gasped at her mother’s vicious accusation while Gino – ever the peacemaker – made a futile attempt to diffuse the escalating unpleasantness.

“Rita, don’t say those things to Angie,” he pleased. “She just told us everything’s okay.”

“And you believe her – just like that?” asked Rita incredulously. “Well, why would it be any different than when she was a child? You always believed whatever lies she told you, how she always tried to turn you against me and the girls. Wise up, Gino. Angela is lying to us both. I’ll bet you a hundred dollars this man she’s sleeping with is married and has a family. And he buys her designer dresses and jewelry because she’s his puttana. God, I thought I taught you better than that, Angela.”

Furious at her mother’s insults, Angela lashed out almost without thinking. “Taught me? What the hell did you ever teach me? How to ignore and neglect your own child? How to make her feel unwanted and unloved? Well, you did a damned good job teaching me all that, Mom.”

Rita moved too fast for Angela to turn away, and the crack of her mother’s palm against her cheek sounded like gunfire within the closed confines of the car. Even in the dark she could see the blazing anger in Rita’s eyes, the way she was trembling with rage.

“How dare you!” hissed Rita. “You know nothing – nothing!”

“I know everything,” corrected Angela. “How you got knocked up again by accident at age forty, how you were a day away from getting rid of me until Dad stopped you. And how you’ve made me pay for that every day of my life.”

“Angie, no,” pleaded Gino. “That’s not how it was. Who told you such terrible things?”

Rita’s eyes were cold, and Angela shuddered in revulsion at the low, horrible sound of her voice. “No, Gino. She’s got it exactly right. And I don’t know who told her but whoever did left out one fact – I shouldn’t have listed to you back then, shouldn’t have given in. I should have gotten rid of this ungrateful puttana when I had the chance.”

Angela wasn’t sure who was more shocked by Rita’s outburst – her or Gino. Her father paled, his jaw dropping open soundlessly, but somehow he managed to maintain his focus enough to drive the remaining mile or so back to the house safely. Angela, meanwhile, was numb, even though the angry words that had tumbled forth from her mother’s lips were ones she’d always known to be true.

Angela had never been so grateful to see the house – the one she’d always hated coming home to – as she was now. Before Gino had even turned off the engine she was out of the car like a shot. She sorely regretted having had so much to drink, far too much to consider driving even a few miles, much less making the long drive back to San Francisco. She was stuck here in Carmel for the night, and wished desperately that Lauren’s parents weren’t out of town right now. Otherwise, she would have run next door, as she had so many times over the years, knowing that Natalie would have found a way to make everything all right. But the McKinnon’s were in New York right now visiting Julia, which meant that Angela would be forced to stay the night in her parents’ house, a thought that made her want to vomit profusely.

“Angie, wait. Talk to me, honey. It’s not like she said,” Gino called out even as she strode inside the garage.

Angela turned and faced her father, shaking her head even as she recognized the sorrow on his dear, sweet face. “No, Dad. It’s exactly like she said. And, sorry, but there really isn’t anything more to talk about. I mean, Mom pretty much said it all, didn’t she? I’m going to bed now and I’ll be leaving early in the morning. And don’t expect to see me back here for a long time.”

***

It would have been glaringly obvious even to a five year old child that Angela was deeply upset. Given that Nick was just about the most observant, intuitive person she’d ever known, he barely had to glance at her to realize that something was wrong – major league wrong.

He was waiting in her apartment – why she wasn’t quite sure because she’d returned to San Francisco several hours earlier than originally planned – but suddenly being in his arms was more important than breathing. Within seconds of being enfolded in his warm, crushing embrace, she burst into tears – huge, wracking tears.

“Shh. It’s okay, Angel,” he soothed. “Hey, I know it’s traditional to cry at weddings but this is ridiculous.”

But his rather lame attempt at humor failed miserably and she only clung to him tighter as her sobs escalated. She was far too upset over everything that had gone down with her mother and sisters to realize that this was the first time she’d ever really broken down this way in front of Nick, the first time she’d ever been so in need of his comfort. The night when she’d told him about the circumstances of her birth had certainly been emotional, but even then she hadn’t sobbed her heart out as though it was breaking into a million tiny pieces.

Gradually her weeping began to cease, though her entire body was trembling in reaction. She’d barely slept a wink last night, as upset as she’d been, and had consumed way too much coffee this morning to compensate. She hadn’t eaten a thing, her stomach a gnarly mess, and as a result she was shaky and exhausted and extra emotional.

Fortunately, Nick didn’t seem to mind her overwrought state and merely continued to hold her, his embrace making her feel warm and protected and even loved – though she knew the latter was a truly dangerous thing for her to hope for.

“You going to tell me what happened?” he asked quietly.

“Yeah.” She nodded and began to recount – haltingly – what had occurred, starting with her niece’s well-intentioned but ultimately devastating comments about her dress and shoes. By the time she’d finished, culminating with the really dreadful truths her mother had lashed out with, her voice had diminished to a hoarse croak, too wrecked with tears and lack of sleep to go on.

Throughout the re-telling of the clusterfuck of events, Nick had remained silent, his expression blank and carefully controlled. When she finished, he didn’t say a word, merely stood and walked into her tiny excuse of a kitchen and began to brew her some tea.

“Do you have any honey? Or whiskey?” he asked as the water boiled. “Preferably both.”

“No whiskey. I think there might be some packets of honey in one of the drawers along with the ketchup and soy sauce. But I can do it, Nick,” she offered tiredly.

“Forget it. Ah, here they are. Jesus, what don’t you have in this drawer?”

She accepted the steaming mug of tea from him gratefully, the hot, honeyed brew instantly soothing her scratchy throat. “Thanks,” she whispered.

She was alarmed to realize her hands were trembling and she clutched the heavy mug with both hands to steady it.

“No problem.” He sat on the bed beside her, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s the least I can do, considering it’s largely my fault this whole fucked up mess went down.”

“What?” She glanced up at him in surprise. “How is any of it your fault? You weren’t even there.”

Nick shook his head. “No, but I was the one who insisted you wear that dress and those shoes. And it sounds like this whole thing started when your niece honed in on what you were wearing.”

Angela shrugged and took a sip of tea. “I blame myself, actually. I should have known better than to provoke my mother. I should have kept my mouth shut, just acted like nothing had ever happened, and let her continue to sweep everything under the rug.”

He stared at her in disbelief. “You can’t mean to say that this was the first time you ever admitted to your mother that you knew the truth?”

She stared down into her mug. “You don’t get it, Nick. My mother isn’t the sort of person who talks openly about her feelings. She keeps it all bottled up, puts on an act most of the time. And since she barely talks to me at all, it makes perfect sense that she’d try to act like none of that stuff ever happened. In her mind, she probably believes that she’s been an ideal mother to me, and that I’m the ungrateful brat who makes up stories.”

“That’s fucked up, Angel,” he muttered darkly. “Really, deeply fucked up. You should have walloped her back when she slapped you.” He took her chin between his fingers and tilted her head from side to side. “Doesn’t look like she hit you very hard. At least, I don’t see any sort of mark.”

“No, she didn’t hit me all that hard. Or maybe I just ducked in time and missed the full impact. I got pretty good at that over the years.”

Nick’s mouth tightened grimly. “She made a habit of wailing on you, did she?”

“Not exactly. Especially since I was already taller than she was by the time I was nine. But every so often I’d do or say something to really piss her off and she’d give me a swat on the ass or slap my face. As long as my father wasn’t around, of course. He didn’t always stick up for me like he should have but he wouldn’t have stood for her hitting me.”

Tenderly he caressed her cheek and pressed a kiss to each side. “I’m sorry your weekend was such a disaster.”

She rested her head on his shoulder. “Me, too. I should have blown off the stupid wedding, just like I skipped my sisters’ birthdays. None of this would have happened if I’d done that.”

The hand that had been caressing her shoulder stilled. “When did you miss their birthdays?” he asked quietly.

Angela strove to sound casual and unconcerned. “Deanna’s was back in March when we went to Mexico. And Marisa’s was in May, the same weekend as Dante’s big party.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

She gazed at him in bewilderment. “Because I would have much rather gone to Mexico and the party than attend some boring birthday dinner. Besides, it wasn’t like they were special birthdays or anything. Not to mention the fact that no one would have paid any attention to me if I’d gone.”

Nick covered her hand with his. “Angel, I never intended for you to choose me over your family. Especially when it sounds like that’s been causing problems for you.”

She set her mug aside and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I don’t care,” she declared firmly. “And I know you’d never ask me to make that sort of choice. It was my decision, Nick, and I don’t regret it one bit. Besides, I thought you told me that I needed to gain some independence from my family and not care so much about what they think.”

“I did tell you that,” he agreed. “And I meant it. But not to the point where you alienate them. You should have told me about the birthdays, Angel. We could have gone to Mexico another weekend. And Dante has parties all the time. Promise me that from now on you’ll tell me if it’s something significant, okay?”

“All right.” She heaved a sigh. “Though as strained as things are between my mother and me right now, I’m not sure if I’ll be welcomed back anytime soon.”

He squeezed her hand reassuringly. “I wouldn’t worry about that. If your mom is as good as you say she is at sweeping things under the rug, she’ll probably act like none of this ever happened.”

“Unfortunately, you’re probably right,” she agreed tiredly. “And how fucked up is that?”

He slid an arm around her shoulders and lowered her head to rest against his. “You look exhausted, Angel. Did you get much sleep last night?”

She shook her head. “Too wound up and upset. If I hadn’t chugged a full bottle of wine plus pre-dinner cocktails I would have driven home last night.”

“Tsk, tsk. Sounds like someone was a very bad girl,” he chided. “You know you’re not supposed to drink that much. I should tie you up just for that. However,” he added, brushing a kiss on her forehead “what I should really do instead is let you get some sleep.”

“No.” She rose up on her knees, twining her arms around his neck. “I don’t need to sleep. What I need now is to forget. So, please, Nick,” she whispered, “make me forget. Everything but this, that is.”

She swiftly began to strip before his intense, watchful gaze until she was naked and reclining back against the pillows. Wordlessly, his hand trailed down her throat between her breasts to her belly. She was already quivering in arousal and gasped when his fingers slid deep inside of her body where she was wet and needy.

“Your wish is my command, Angel,” he murmured in her ear, just before his mouth closed over hers demandingly.


Chapter Eleven

Within days after that fateful Sunday morning at her apartment, things began to change – or rather, deteriorate – rapidly in her relationship with Nick. It wasn’t any one thing, or anything too obvious, but Angela sensed that he was gradually beginning to put more and more distance between them. He didn’t see her as often, for one thing – no more than twice a week, if that – and when they were together he seemed distant, distracted, and said little. She longed to ask him what was wrong, to beg for his reassurance that everything was still okay between them. But with a horrible, hollow feeling deep in the pit of her stomach, she began more and more to fear that the end of their relationship was inevitable.

Her fears began to consume her, and soon she found herself hanging onto him almost desperately when they were together. She tried harder than ever to be as accommodating and adoring as possible, to do everything in her power to please him. At the same time, though, she also became clingier, silently begging him with her body to stay in her bed just a bit longer, to pull him close for one more kiss, for five more minutes in his arms.

More than once she’d actually pleaded with him to stay with her, to not leave quite so soon. He’d hesitated each time but had given in to her pleas more often than not, holding her until she’d fallen asleep before slipping out of her apartment as was his norm.

Sleep itself became more and more elusive. She’d have trouble falling asleep, tossing and turning as she fretted and worried about how much longer it would last with Nick. Or, if she did manage to fall into an exhausted slumber, it rarely lasted more than a couple of hours and she’d wake up abruptly, unable to fall back asleep.

She was nervous and on edge all the time, and the only thing that distracted her even a little was work. Ironically, she was receiving more referrals than ever, and she wondered wildly if this was Nick’s parting gift to her. Her appetite began to fade rapidly, though she was careful not to let him notice when she lost a few pounds, and would force herself to eat in his presence.

And she began to drink – a lot. She found that having a few glasses of wine or several shots of tequila seemed to take the edge off and calm her down, and helped her to fall asleep. Again she was careful not to let Nick know, kept any liquor bottles well hidden, and only drank sparingly when he was with her.

She consoled herself with the fact that the sex at least was every bit as hot and passionate as ever, that Nick hadn’t seemed to tire of her between the sheets. If anything, the sex was even more intense, more satisfying than ever, and there was an almost savage desperation about the way he took her nowadays. It was the one thing that continued to give her hope that things weren’t falling apart in their relationship, that made her believe that she might just be imagining the distance between them, or that Nick might be preoccupied with work and nothing more serious.

But it became increasingly more difficult to convince herself that nothing was wrong as the weeks passed, and she saw less and less of Nick. She knew, however, that coming right out and asking him what the matter was, or to beg him not to leave her, would be the final nail in the coffin. So she kept her fears and insecurities hidden, as she always had, and, as a result, lost a little more of herself with each passing day.

Her twenty third birthday was in late July, but thus far she hadn’t even begun to make any plans to celebrate. Her relationship with her family these days was strained – to put it mildly – and she knew better than to expect her mother or sisters to organize any sort of celebration for her.

The weekend after Gabriella’s wedding – and the huge, nasty scene with her mother – Angela had reluctantly made her usual phone call home. Predictably, Rita had acted as though their fight had never happened, once again sweeping all the unpleasantness under the carpet. Their phone call had been brief and impersonal as it always was, and Angela knew her mother would never willingly bring the subject up again.

And Rita had evidently not shared the details of their blow-up with Marisa and Deanna, for Angela knew she’d have heard all about it from her sisters otherwise. But they were rather obviously still pissed at her for skipping both of their birthday celebrations because neither of them had made any mention of getting together for her own birthday. Their parents were leaving on a two-week Mediterranean cruise a few days before her birthday, and Angela couldn’t help but wonder if her mother had planned their departure date intentionally. Her father, clueless as he was, never seemed to remember important dates like birthdays so he would have willingly gone along with whatever Rita told him to do – as usual.

By the day before her birthday, Angela had more or less resigned herself to celebrating the occasion alone. There’d still been no word from her sisters, not even a card or an email greeting; her parents were cruising somewhere in Italy; Lauren was on assignment in Nova Scotia; and because she was so paranoid about keeping her schedule free in case Nick called and wanted to see her, she’d more or less alienated all of her friends and co-workers by now, so she certainly couldn’t count on any of them to celebrate with her.

And it had been more than a week now since she’d seen or heard from Nick, a state of affairs that concerned her far, far more than the idea of spending her birthday alone. She wasn’t even sure if he knew it was her birthday tomorrow, given his overall dislike of all things sentimental. She’d never dared to bring the subject up, and didn’t know when his own birthday was.

On the actual day, she received email greetings from Lauren, Julia, and their mother Natalie, and Angela found it both sad and ironic that the McKinnons had remembered her when her own mother and sisters hadn’t – intentionally or otherwise. She received several other emails from college friends, volleyball teammates, and other family members – including her cousin Gabriella and niece Samantha. But the one person she longed to hear from the most – quite frankly, the only person she ached to hear from – continued to remain incommunicado and she was beginning to sink a little deeper into despair with each day that passed without a word from him.

She left work earlier than usual, not because she was anxious to get home and spend another lonely evening by herself – and on her birthday, to boot – but because she was too depressed and unfocused to get any work done. She stopped en route and bought a very pricey bottle of champagne, a red velvet cupcake, and a takeout order from her favorite Chinese restaurant. She’d settle in and get caught up on the last season of The Big Bang Theory while enjoying her dinner, and wouldn’t permit herself to dwell on the fact that she was alone and forgotten on what should have been one of the best days of the year.

But as she approached her apartment building, she recognized the scarlet Ferrari parked in front, and her spirits and her step picked up considerably. She took the stairs at an almost breakneck pace, forcing herself not to burst into the apartment.

She found it impossible, however, to contain the joy that filled her as she saw Nick standing in the middle of the room, a huge bouquet of lush, showy red roses in his hand and a sexy smile on his sinfully handsome face.

“Happy birthday, Angel,” he drawled, holding his arms open.

She rushed to him, never having been so happy to see anyone in her entire life, and never having needed anyone as badly as she did at this exact moment. Heedless of the huge bouquet in his hand, not to mention all of the parcels she was clutching, she flung herself against him, burying her face against the strong, tanned column of his throat.

Nick held her for long seconds, pressing a kiss to the top of her head before gently easing her away. “Why don’t we get the flowers into some water, hmm? And what’s all this?”

He nodded approvingly at the bottle of champagne. “I see that you’ve managed to acquire an appreciation for fine wines, Angel. Glad that my influence has finally rubbed off. But,” he added with a frown of displeasure, “greasy Chinese takeout isn’t a fitting meal for your birthday. And I have a very different dessert in mind tonight than a cupcake.” He bent his head and whispered to her wickedly, “I’d take a taste of that sweet, juicy pussy of yours over cream cheese frosting any day.”

She gasped as he slid a hand past her belly to her crotch, cupping her through the fabric of her skirt. “God, yes,” she breathed. “It’s been so long. I need -”

His hand slid to her ass, pulling her flush against his fully aroused body, his hugely swollen cock rubbing against the notch of her thighs. “I know exactly how long it’s been, Angel,” he rasped. “And exactly how much I need to be inside of you right now. But,” he added as he stepped back, releasing his hold on her, “not until after dinner. And we can’t leave for dinner until you change into your new dress.”

As she hurried to change clothes and touch up her hair and makeup, she realized that he’d offered no explanation – much less any sort of apology – for why it had been nearly ten days since he’d contacted her. Ten days during which she’d suffered the agonies of hell while wondering if he would ever call again or what she’d done to anger him. But of course she couldn’t ask him why, couldn’t even hint about the fact that she’d been so upset. Emotional attachment had never been part of their relationship, and she shuddered to imagine the consequences if she betrayed her feelings to him now.

An hour later they were seated at the best table at her very favorite restaurant, drinking an even more expensive champagne than the one she’d bought earlier. She was wearing her gorgeous new dress of scarlet silk, paired with the sexiest shoes she’d ever seen – ankle strap stiletto sandals of scarlet satin. Angela had been thrilled to note that Nick was wearing her very favorite suit – a dark gray pinstripe teamed with a crisp white shirt and a dark red silk tie. She knew he’d worn it for her, that he knew it was her favorite, and she almost giggled with delight at how he seemed to be going out of his way tonight to please her.

In addition to the dress, shoes, and red satin Fendi clutch, Nick had given her a gorgeous set of ruby and diamond jewelry – another choker-style necklace, drop earrings, and a dainty bracelet.

He reached across the table and trailed a finger along the deep V neckline of the seriously sexy dress. “Red is your color, Angel,” he observed lazily. “Ironic, isn’t it, given that’s typically a color associated with the devil.”

She tugged playfully on his tie. “Maybe you’ve succeeded in corrupting me.”

He grinned, pinching her cheek. “So you’re a fallen angel now, are you? Or more of a scarlet woman? Hmm, no, I don’t believe it. To me you’ll always be my angel, no matter what color you’re wearing.”

She slid her hand over his, turning her face to press a kiss to his palm. “I’ll be whatever you want me to be. Always.”

Nick squeezed her hand. “Tonight I just want you to be the birthday girl. The pampered, totally spoiled birthday girl.”

Angela laughed happily. “I can totally be her. In fact, I’m pretty sure I already am being her.”

He drew her hand to his lips, sucking the index finger into his mouth, and she was glad they were seated – as usual – in a darkened, secluded corner. “You ain’t seen nothing yet, Angel. I’ve got plans for you once we get back to your apartment. And, no, it doesn’t involve sharing the cupcake you bought.”

She giggled, even as a shimmer of desire rippled up her spine and she felt her unbound breasts swell within the fine silk bodice of her dress. Fortunately the garment was fully lined so that the pointed tips of her nipples weren’t glaringly obvious.

Nick had even arranged for a birthday cake, beautifully decorated with her name written across the top, and lit by more than a dozen candles. Several of the wait staff gathered around their table to sing “Happy Birthday” and Angela’s own heart sang with happiness. She was head over heels in love with the gorgeous, compelling man seated across the table from her, the man who had gone to great lengths to arrange this fabulous evening for her, who had hand-picked the stunning outfit and jewels she wore. And she was convinced that he cared for her far more than he would ever admit, for how could he have gone to this much trouble to make sure her birthday was something special if he wasn’t at least a little in love with her?

She was filled with renewed confidence that everything was just fine in their relationship, that they were as solid as ever. The sense of relief that washed through her was incredible, and she told herself firmly that she’d been worrying for nothing, that things were exactly as they should be.

In the eleven months they’d been together, Angela couldn’t think of a time when they’d gone more than a few days without having sex, and she could tell that Nick was as highly strung and needy as she was. Their awareness of each other grew and grew as the evening continued, but he only touched her very fleetingly and casually – a brush of his knuckles against her cheek, a squeeze of her hand, a light touch of her arm. In spite of the privacy their table afforded them, he didn’t attempt even once to touch her more intimately – to slide his hand up her bare thigh and higher, to where she’d been wet and ready for him all evening; or to not so subtly cup her breast, his thumb flicking over the tight bud of her nipple through the silky fabric of her dress. She squirmed impatiently, aroused just from being near him, from inhaling the scent of his soap and his skin, and she almost whimpered aloud with need.

Nick gave her a knowing smile, almost a smirk, as he very deliberately lingered over a post-dinner glass of port. “How well I know that look on your face, Angel,” he told her in an amused voice. “But it won’t do you any good. I’ll fuck you when I decide the time is right. And you’re not quite ready.”

She bit down on her bottom lip as she crossed and uncrossed her legs, struggling not to fidget. “I’m always ready for you, Nick,” she whispered.

“Hmm.” He took another leisurely sip of his drink, regarding her with that maddeningly cryptic smile that both enthralled and infuriated her at the same time. “And here I thought we’d made so much progress on teaching you control, Angel. Perhaps someone needs a refresher course. Like, for example, tonight I could spread you out, tie you to the bed, and then make you wait for a couple of hours in that position.”

Her pulse rate accelerated rapidly and she felt beads of sweat form between her breasts. Her breathing grew uneven as she visualized the erotic picture he’d just painted for her. “But what about – how can you wait -” she asked hesitantly.

Nick grinned wickedly. “I never said anything about waiting. In fact, I can’t think of a bigger turn-on than watching you that way.” He leaned in close, his hot breath tickling her ear. “Watching you spread and bound while I come all over your belly and breasts, and then rubbing my cum into your skin. Next, I’ll flip you over and come on your back and your ass. The third time,” his teeth bit down on her earlobe and she shivered as his voice grew huskier, “I’ll fuck your mouth, come so hard down your throat that my cum will be running down your chin. And then, finally, I’ll give you what you want so badly.” He slid a hand up her thigh to cup her crotch. “I’ll ram my cock inside this hot, tight pussy so hard you’ll scream, fuck you so long and so deep you won’t be able to walk straight for a week.”

Angela was shaking, so turned on that she thought wildly if he kept talking to her in that deliberately seductive voice she could have an orgasm just from listening to him.

He must have sensed her distress, for he quickly summoned their waiter over and settled the bill, then hustled her out of the restaurant. She could sense his own impatience now, could feel the way his big, hard body throbbed with need as they waited for the valet to bring the Ferrari around.

He drove with his usual precision and control, but also at a faster than normal speed. Angela breathed a sigh of relief when he found a parking space close by her building, fearful that he would have rammed another car out of the way otherwise.

He didn’t speak as he tugged her along in his wake, not breaking stride until they were inside her apartment. He wasted no time in unzipping her dress, the red silk sliding to the floor like a pool of blood around her feet. She was naked except for her towering high heels and the tiny scrap of her red lace thong.

Nick’s hard, fully aroused body pressed up against her back, his hands cupping her breasts as his lips caressed her throat. “I want you to get on the bed now, Angel,” he rasped. “This is going to happen exactly as I described to you in the restaurant.” He pinched her nipples hard enough to draw a startled gasp from her throat. “However, if you’re a very, very good girl I might be persuaded to improvise every so often. Like right now, for example.”

She cried out as he penetrated her soaking wet slit with two long fingers, hooking them inside her pubic bone while his thumb rubbed over her clit. She came instantly, her hands clutching his muscular forearms desperately as her whole body shook.

He’d barely given her time to recover before giving her a hard smack on the ass. “Back on track now, Angel,” he growled. “Get on the bed.”

Angela complied instantly, too accustomed to his domineering ways by now to even think of hesitating. He tied her to the bedposts with red silken cords, the binds feeling tighter than usual to her for some reason. Nick ran a hand over her still quivering belly, his heated gaze inspecting her body carefully, critically.

“You’ve lost weight,” he told her with a disapproving frown. “At least five pounds, I’m guessing. Why haven’t you been eating, Angel?”

She thought briefly about denying the fact, then considered fobbing him off with a story about working too many hours or having upped the amount of cardio she’d been doing, but knew he’d see right through any lie she could dream up. So even if hearing the truth angered him, she had no other option but to tell him.

“I missed you,” she whispered. “I worried that you weren’t going to call again.”

Nick shook his head, his fingers plucking at the narrow, lacy band of her thong. “That’s no reason to stop eating, Angel,” he told her quietly. “I’m sure as hell not worth you risking your health over. I want you to promise me now that you’ll never do that again.”

She nodded, too mesmerized by his dark gaze boring into hers to deny him anything. “I – I promise.”

He bent and kissed her cheek softly, his hand sliding around to squeeze her ass. “Good girl. Always so obedient. And always so sexy.”

Nick kissed her mouth then, with long, deep swoops of his tongue, kissed her until she groaned beneath his lips and her hips began to lift off the mattress involuntarily. His deep, drugging kisses went on for long minutes, but aside from his fingers holding her jaw in place he didn’t touch her.

By the time he lifted his mouth from hers and stood up to begin undressing, she was panting – breathless from his devouring kisses, and with every nerve ending in her body so tightly strung she knew she’d be able to come long and hard with the most subtle of touches.

But Nick was intent on following his game plan to the letter – undressing without the slightest bit of urgency, smiling carnally as he watched her reaction to the sight of his bare skin. His cock was enormous, so long and thick and hard that she whimpered at the sight of it, longing to feel its heavy girth thrusting deeply inside her body. Instead, he began to stroke himself, his hand moving slowly and deliberately up and down the considerable length from root to tip, over and over again, until he began to breathe a little harder with each stroke. She licked her lips as her pelvis thrust up off the bed, almost as though she could feel him inside of her already, as if each time his hand stroked his penis it was her pussy engulfing him instead.

A low shout was the only sound he made when he came, the thick, hot streams of semen landing all over her body – belly, breasts, thighs. As he’d tantalized her with back at the restaurant, he took his time rubbing every drop of his essence into her skin, bathing her in his scent, and the experience was so erotic, so deeply personal, that tears streamed from her eyes and she had to choke back a sob.

“Shh.”

He kissed each eyelid, his thumb prying her bottom lip open until she sucked on it. His mouth moved hotly down her throat to her breasts, and she yelped in surprise as he bit down hard on one of her nipples. He squeezed both of her breasts roughly as his mouth moved from one to the other, suckling on her over-sensitized nipples until she was squirming in renewed arousal. Her arms strained at their bonds, and she longed for her hands to be free so that she could clutch his head closer to her swollen, aching breasts.

Without warning, Nick slid down her body and swiftly drew her clit between his lips. Her body was already so highly stimulated that it took mere seconds for her to shatter again.

Afterwards, he returned to the script he’d recounted for her back at the restaurant – flipping her onto her belly; stroking himself to another climax and coming on her back and buttocks; then turning her again to lay on her back as he straddled her head, guiding his insatiable cock between her eagerly parted lips. Without the use of her hands she had to rely solely on her lips and tongue to bring him pleasure, and on Nick himself to control the depth and frequency of his thrusts. She took him willingly, opening up her throat to accept every hard, throbbing inch he gave her. He murmured to her in a low, guttural voice what it was he wanted, and she complied instantly, desperate to please him. And when he came, her jaw was too sore from the endless minutes of sucking him off to swallow, and the hot, sticky streams of semen overflowed her mouth, running down her jaw to her breasts.

He untied her then, and had to lift her arms and legs to wrap around his body since she was too wrung out, her muscles too sore, to do it herself. Nick pressed a kiss to her bruised, bee-stung lips.

“You’ve pleased me well, Angel,” he crooned. “As always. But I’m forgetting that this is your birthday and that tonight should be about your pleasure.”

She cupped his cheek in her hand. “But your pleasure is my pleasure,” she murmured huskily. “Pleasing you is what I live for, Nick.”

His eyes darkened at her words, but he was unsmiling as he trailed a finger between her breasts. “I’ve taught you well, haven’t I, Angel? Sometimes I think too well.”

She shook her head. “No, never. I want -”

Her protest was swallowed up by the incessant demand of his kisses, his tongue taking renewed possession of her mouth. And then her protests were forgotten as he lavished attention on her body – kissing, caressing, licking, squeezing. It seemed there wasn’t even an inch of her body he didn’t touch or kiss, and he kept it up until she was writhing in arousal, her hips thrusting up at him frantically, and she was begging him plaintively.

“Please, ah, God, Nick, please,” she panted. “God, I need you so much, need to be fucked so badly. Do it now, please!”

Angela screamed as he wrenched her thighs apart and rammed inside her body with one commanding thrust. He’d aroused her to the point where she came immediately, her body so primed and ready that it had only needed the feel of him sheathed deeply inside her to start the convulsions. And as he began to stroke in and out of her, the tremors only grew in intensity until it felt as though the orgasm was never going to stop. She wasn’t able to discern if there were multiple orgasms happening one after the other, or if the bliss she was feeling was simply one long, continuous climax. Either way, she had no choice but to hang on tight and enjoy the sweetness of the ride, her arms wrapped around Nick’s neck, her face buried against the side of his throat. Her long legs were entwined around his pistoning hips, her heels digging into his buttocks as she urged him on. He was wild, more out of control than she’d ever recalled him being, and he continued to drive into her relentlessly, fucking her until she was limp and sobbing from the demands he was making on her body. She was so far gone, so caught up in the wildness, that she wasn’t even aware of the cries she emitted, or that his body suddenly stiffened and went still at the words that slipped out from between her lips, as naturally as breath.

When she looked back on it afterwards, she thought perhaps she might have passed out for a bit, for she honestly had no clear recollection of uttering the words. Either that or it had simply been a case of having had to suppress her true feelings for far too long, and her emotions finally reaching the breaking point.

When he withdrew from her, she was barely aware, too weak and drained to murmur even a feeble protest. She fell into a deep, dreamless sleep, almost a state of unconsciousness, and it wasn’t until she awoke late Saturday morning – alone, of course – that she finally realized what she’d done.

“Oh, God, no,” she gasped, her long hair falling around her like a curtain as she buried her face in her hands. “Please, God, tell me I didn’t actually say it, that I didn’t tell Nick I love him.”

But even as she bolted for the bathroom, her stomach revolting violently at the realization of what she’d said, Angela knew it had really happened. In the very height of passion, she hadn’t been able to suppress her feelings any longer and had cried out her love for him. And as she vomited into the toilet, shuddering with the effort, she knew it was as good as over between them now – her punishment for having broken one of his most steadfast rules.

***

When the better part of a week had already passed without a single word from Nick, Angela lost a little more hope each day that she would ever hear from him again. So when the text pinged on her phone late Friday afternoon, she had to re-read it several times just to make sure. It was brief and to the point, as most communications from him usually were, and she tried valiantly to tamper down the sense of relief she felt as she read it for the fifth time.

“Dinner tonight. Biltmore Club at seven.”

He hadn’t told her what to wear, but over the past two or three months he’d done that less and less. She knew now what he liked, what he expected, and since they were dining at the rather stuffy private club he belonged to, she’d make sure to wear something on the conservative side. She was also going to make damned sure that she looked as stunning as possible, that she pulled out every trick she knew to make herself irresistible. Because even though she’d been filled with dread all week, had been a walking basket case, convincing herself that she’d totally ruined any chance she had of keeping Nick, she was now filled with renewed hope. As she mentally ran through the contents of her extensive wardrobe, she vowed that she wasn’t going to let him end things without a fight. She’d find a way to convince him that the words she’d uttered in the heat of passion had been completely unintentional, had just slipped out unthinkingly, and that of course she wasn’t really in love with him. She was just like him, after all – not believing in love or commitment, being way too focused on her career right now to even think about the future, being more than content to keep things casual and low key between them, just as they had done so successfully for almost a year now.

She left work earlier than normal, needing the extra time to get ready for what could very well be the most important dinner of her life. She tried on nearly a dozen outfits, rejecting one and then the other as being too short, too sheer, too innocent, too sophisticated. She fretted over the sort of image she wanted to project tonight, not wanting to come across as too young or vulnerable, but also not wanting to seem too much the experienced, mature woman of the world.

In the end, she chose a simple white sheath dress, its starkness relieved by the black button detail on the yoke and a thin black patent leather belt. She left her hair long and straight, the way she knew Nick preferred, and her makeup was all smoky eyes and dark red lips. The only jewelry she wore were diamond stud earrings and a gold and diamond cuff bracelet, both gifts from him, of course.

He had left instructions for her with the club’s receptionist to head directly up to the dining room, an action that made her feel a bit uneasy since it wasn’t his usual way of doing things. Typically when she met him at a restaurant he would be waiting for her in the bar or at the entrance. Now, as she followed the hostess across the dining room floor towards their usual corner table, Angela kept her fingers crossed that her suddenly shaky legs would continue to hold her upright, or that her wobbly ankles wouldn’t cave in on her towering black patent stilettos.

Nick was already seated, a heavy crystal tumbler of what looked like whiskey in his hand. She frowned, for he rarely drank whiskey, preferring vodka as she did, or wine, and she tried not to make anything of it. He wore a light gray suit, unusual for him since he typically favored dark colors. He stood as she arrived but he was unsmiling and there was a strained look about his eyes.

A waiter brought her drink, her usual Absolut Citron, and she took a long swallow, not caring for once if Nick chided her. But he remained almost morosely silent, finishing off his whiskey and signaling to the waiter for a refill.

“I hardly ever see you drinking whiskey,” she commented, her voice sounding hollow to her.

He shrugged, glancing away. “I just wasn’t in the mood for vodka tonight. Seemed more of a Maker’s Mark evening.”

“Oh.”

The tension was heavy in the air and grew increasingly thicker as the meal dragged on. She let Nick order for her, but she had no appetite and no real idea of what she was even eating. For once, he didn’t harass her about picking at her food, and he himself ate little. Angela’s stomach was churning, as it had been all week, and she wondered distantly if she was developing an ulcer. Or acid reflux. Or IBS. Or –

“Do you want dessert?”

She shuddered at his question. “No. Maybe some tea, that’s all.”

“Okay.”

He skipped dessert, too, and even declined coffee in favor of a glass of port. It seemed to Angela that he’d had quite a bit more to drink than usual tonight, but she didn’t dare bring up the subject. They’d barely said a word during the entire meal, and Nick had been broody and unsmiling throughout. She’d wondered despairingly why he’d even bothered asking her to dinner, why he hadn’t just broken up with her over the phone or via text. Or just not contacted her at all. Anything would have been better than this ominous silence, this awful, menacing quiet.

She took a sip of her tea, though she really longed for another vodka. “Nick,” she ventured timidly. “Is something wrong? Why are you -”

“Not here, Angel,” he interrupted, holding up a hand. “We’ll talk in a bit, but not here. Finish your tea and then we’ll go for a drive or something.”

He was driving his SUV tonight, something he rarely did when he was with her, yet another difference in what had been an evening filled with unsettling changes. The uncomfortable silence continued as he drove with uncharacteristic care – no doubt because of the amount of alcohol he’d consumed – across the city until they reached the Presidio. Nick parked at Crissy Field, cutting the engine before getting out of the car. He helped her out, keeping a grip on her elbow as they slowly began to walk along the beach promenade. It was mostly deserted at this time of the evening, the sun having set almost three hours ago, but the weather was still balmy. It had been hot in the city today, reaching into the 80’s, but Angela had felt cold for days now and shivered a bit as they continued to walk along in silence.

“Is it too cold out here for you?” he asked abruptly. “We can go back to the car. Or find somewhere to get coffee.”

She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

Nick let go of her elbow then, shoving his hands into the pockets of his suit trousers, almost as if he didn’t trust himself to touch her. He stopped suddenly, staring out at the bay where the waves lapped gently at the shore. The silence continued to hang between them, growing heavier and more uncomfortable with each passing second, and Angela felt like screaming to relieve the unbearable tension. But when he finally spoke, his voice sounding rusty, she longed for the silence to return – for the words that came out of his mouth were the very ones she’d hoped to never hear.

“It’s over, Angel,” he said quietly, almost matter-of-factly. “I’m ending this – whatever it is we’ve shared for the last year. Tonight. I won’t be contacting you again and I trust you’ll respect my decision and accept that it’s done.”

She couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. She felt frozen in place, her entire body engulfed in ice as she began to shiver uncontrollably. She tried to say something but even her throat felt frozen over, and she couldn’t seem to open her mouth. A single tear began to track its way very slowly down her cheek, hovering near the corner of her mouth, but her hand didn’t seem capable of moving enough to brush it away.

Nick shut his eyes, shoving his hands even deeper into his pockets as he continued to speak in that deep, raspy voice. “I never, ever, expected things would last this long, you know. In my entire life I’ve never been with a woman more than a few weeks at best, and most of them a hell of a lot less time. So this – you – was definitely a first for me, Angel. But it needed to end sometime and that time is now.”

“No.” She was finally able to speak, though the sound that escaped her throat was barely a croak. “Please, Nick. Don’t – don’t leave me.”

He turned to her then, one of his big hands threading into her hair as the other wiped the tears from her cheeks as they fell more rapidly now. “I have to, Angel,” he muttered roughly. “I should have ended this weeks ago, months even. But I was too weak to do it then, couldn’t make myself say the words.”

She wrapped her arms around herself in a futile attempt to stop shivering. “Why?” she whispered on a sob. “Why now?”

“Because you’ve gotten too close,” he told her flatly. “You’ve allowed yourself to feel too much, feel things you weren’t supposed to feel for me. Things I can’t – don’t – feel in return. And you deserve someone who can return your feelings, Angel. Someone who can love you. Someone who’ll offer you all the things you know deep down you really want – love, marriage, kids.”

“But I don’t want that stuff!” she protested wildly. “You know I don’t! Nick, please. When have I ever asked you for anything, ever once hinted I wanted more from you?”

“You haven’t,” he replied gently. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t want them. And you’re lying to both of us when you keep denying the truth. I’ve probably known all along that you really weren’t this modern, independent woman you try so hard to be. But it was after your cousin’s wedding – when it was so obvious how much your family’s behavior had affected you – that I finally recognized the real truth. And I knew then the time had come to let you go.”

“No! No!” She flung herself against him desperately, clinging to him fiercely. “You can’t let me go, Nick. Please! I need you in my life, I can’t bear the thought of not being with you. I don’t care how it has to be, I never have. All I’ve ever cared about is just being with you, on your terms, no matter what. Besides, I’m way, way too young to even think about getting married, that’s not even close to what I want right now. All I want,” she sniffled, twining her arms about his neck, “is you.”

“Angel.” He held her close, stroking her hair soothingly. “You say that now, but I know differently. Even before you told me last Friday night, I knew you were in love with me, knew that you’d felt that way for a long time. And I should have ended things the moment I realized the truth, should never have let things last this long. You might not agree right now, but one day you’ll see that I’m doing you a favor. Because as long as you’re mixed up with me, you’ll never be truly happy. I told you from the very first time that I was a selfish, fucked-up bastard and that’s never going to change.”

“I don’t care.” She was weeping openly now, the tears streaming down her face faster than she could wipe them away. “It doesn’t matter, nothing matters as long as you don’t leave me. Please, Nick. I’ll do anything, but please don’t end this.”

“Stop.” His voice deepened, became less raspy and more commanding. “You have to stop this now, Angela. Nothing you say is going to change my mind. And seeing the way you’re reacting now, how emotional you are, makes me realize that this is the right thing to do. We need to end this before I hurt you even more than I already have. Now, come on. You’re shaking like a leaf. Let’s get back in the car so I can take you home.”

“No. No.” She shook her head, refusing to budge, refusing to accept what he was telling her. “It can’t be over, it just can’t. I love you, Nick, it’s true. I’ve loved you from the beginning. But that doesn’t mean I won’t put my feelings aside. I’ll never say the words again, will never, ever expect you to say them back. I just want you in my life, on whatever terms you’re willing to give me.”

“No.” He took her firmly by the arm and began to propel her back towards his car. “I’m not willing to go along with those terms. While I’ve never apologized for being a selfish, cold-hearted prick, even I have my limits. And I refuse to go on hurting you intentionally, Angel, refuse to let it last even one more day. Because I’m finding it a little bit harder each day to live with myself. So it has to end now. For both our sakes.”

Angela was limp and unresisting as he practically hefted her inside the car, even buckling her seat belt when she was too unresponsive to do it herself. When she continued to shiver almost violently, Nick quietly switched on the automatic seat warmer but she barely noticed. The chill she felt was coming from deep inside of her, and she knew that nothing would help warm her. Nothing except Nick’s declaration that everything he’d said tonight had been a lie, that he hadn’t meant a word of it, and that nothing had changed between them.

The SUV pulled up outside of her building before she knew it, the drive having taken a revoltingly brief amount of time. Nick kept the engine idling and made no move to come around and assist her out.

“You should go now.” His voice was soft but firm. “There really isn’t anything more to say. All the things I’ve given you – the clothes, jewelry, furniture – obviously it’s all yours to keep.”

She couldn’t – wouldn’t – move, was stubbornly prolonging this, making it as difficult for him as possible. “Don’t do this,” she began to plead.

“It’s already done.” He cut her off brutally. “And there’s nothing more to say. Let’s just say good-by and go our separate ways.”

She clutched his arm. “No. We can make it work. Please give me another chance.”

His fingers were almost crushing hers as he forcibly removed her hand. “It’s over, Angela. Don’t humiliate yourself any further by begging. It won’t make a damned bit of difference. And don’t try contacting me, either. The phone number I gave you – the one you’ve been so diligent about not using – it’s been disconnected. And if you try to enter my office, my staff will be given very specific instructions to stop you. You’ll only embarrass yourself if you try. So let’s just finish this now and part with some semblance of dignity.”

“Nick.” Her voice broke as she began to weep again.

He reached across her with barely concealed impatience and flung her door open before unlatching her seat belt. When she didn’t budge he gave her a slight shove. “Get out, Angela. It’s over and I don’t want to see you again. Now, go, before I have to come over there and lift you out by force.”

He gave her another little push and she half-stepped, half-fell out of the vehicle, teetering wildly as she landed on the sidewalk. Without another word Nick closed the passenger door and drove off.

Had he bothered to glance back, he would have witnessed her crumpling to the ground right there on the sidewalk, her legs buckling underneath her, and sobbing as though her heart was breaking.


Chapter Twelve

Having been brought up a Catholic – and thereby subjected to more than a decade of religious education classes – Angela had always thought herself familiar with the concept of hell. But any of her previous images of that dark, evil place didn’t even begin to compare to the torturous depths she’d plummeted into over the past two weeks. Ever since the night Nick had broken things off between them, each waking moment had been far worse than her most vivid imaginings of hell had ever been. And since she hadn’t been able to sleep more than a couple of hours each night, nearly every moment in the day had been a waking one. Moments where she lived in constant agony, where she existed in a state of dazed disbelief, and where her body took over when her mind shut itself off.

She operated on auto-pilot round the clock, somehow managing to get dressed and off to work and go through the motions there. Except for her clients, she rarely spoke to anyone at the office, didn’t notice the looks of concern her co-workers sent her way, and she’d often spend half an hour or more at a time simply staring numbly into space.

She had no appetite whatsoever and was subsisting on power bars, black coffee, and booze – a whole lot of the latter. Most every morning since the break-up she’d woken with a hangover – bloodshot eyes, pounding headache, roiling stomach. Over the course of two weeks she’d already lost six more pounds, and her clothes hung loosely on her frame. She’d stopped paying attention to how she looked, not bothering with makeup, scraping her hair back into a messy ponytail, and not especially caring if her clothes were wrinkled.

She checked her phone almost obsessively for the call or text from Nick that never came, no matter how hard she willed it to happen. More than once she’d actually taken the elevator up to his floor and paced around the foyer for almost half an hour, hoping that he’d walk by. She was still too much under his control to outright disobey him and go directly to his office.

She kept telling herself that this was just a temporary break, that any day now Nick would realize what a terrible mistake he’d made and call her up, begging her to take him back. She imagined any number of different scenarios where this reconciliation took place – where he told her he couldn’t live without her, confessed he’d always loved her, promised to always be with her.

Her daydreams, her hopes, were the only things that kept her from snapping completely. Some part of her recognized that she was a complete and utter fucked-up mess and was barely hanging on to reality, but she couldn’t summon up enough strength to roust herself out of her stupor.

And after so many months of letting Nick control every aspect of her life, of organizing her schedule to accommodate and always be available for him, she was suddenly at loose ends – lost and adrift without any idea of what to do with herself. She was alienated from the family she’d never really been close to anyway; had pushed Lauren away so many times that she was good and pissed off by now; had basically cut off contact with nearly every friend she had. She had no one to talk to about what had happened, no shoulder to cry on. She’d never in her life felt so lost and alone, and part of her badly wanted to reach out to someone – to Lauren or Julia or even one of her sisters – but she felt too frozen inside to make the attempt.

She worked ridiculously long hours and would have spent even more time at the office had the constant temptation to try and see Nick not been present. She filled the empty hours without him by running, sometimes more than three hours in a session, and had lost even more weight as a result.

She’d dropped so much weight, in fact, that she had to begin wearing some of her older clothes. When Nick had ruthlessly plowed through the contents of her closet and they’d filled several large garbage bags with stuff to give away, she had stored the bags temporarily in the basement of her apartment building. She’d become so obsessed with Nick, so caught up in their relationship, that she had forgotten all about the bags until recently. One by one she dragged each one back upstairs, leaving them smack in the middle of her apartment, and pulled things out as she needed them.

Angela had always been a fairly meticulous housekeeper, but now the apartment was quickly becoming a mess. She didn’t bother changing the sheets or making the bed any longer, had let the laundry pile up as well as the few dishes she used, hadn’t swept the floor or dusted the furniture or even taken out the trash.

And she would probably forget to shower each day if she wasn’t always so cold. Even with the warm Indian summer weather in San Francisco as of late, Angela was cold all the time. She’d stand beneath the shower for long minutes, the water almost blisteringly hot, and still had trouble getting warm. When she was at home she kept the heater on continually, and more often than not was huddled beneath the bedcovers, shivering even with sweats on and several blankets piled on top of her.

And she cried at what felt like the drop of a hat. Almost anything, it seemed, would trigger an hours-long weeping jag – a sad song on her iPod, a romantic show on TV, looking at all the beautiful things Nick had bought her – the clothes, shoes, jewelry, even the locking display cabinet he’d bought for her early on in their relationship so that she could keep her medals and trophies secure. She’d considered boxing up all of the things he’d given her and either donating them to charity or storing them in the basement, but every time she gave the matter serious consideration she’d decide she couldn’t bear to be parted from them just yet.

On one of the weekend trips he’d taken her on, a T-shirt of his had wound up in her suitcase and she’d kept it carefully hidden away. But since the break-up she’d pulled it from its hiding place and had begun to sleep with it beneath her pillow. The scent of his body no longer clung to the soft cotton fabric, but if she closed her eyes and focused hard enough she could still smell his clean, masculine essence.

She’d forgotten to call home the past couple of weekends, too dazed and distraught to remember, but it hadn’t seem to concern Rita overmuch since there’d been no communication from her end. Under normal circumstances Angela might have felt hurt – or angry – that her mother cared so little about her that she couldn’t be bothered to check in after not hearing anything for two weeks. But right now the only thing Angela cared about was Nick, and how she continued to hope and pray that he’d come back to her any day now.

At the office she hadn’t received any new referrals since the break-up, and knew instinctively that this was one more way he was cutting off ties with her. It was fortunate that she was so far ahead of her goals and the thresholds she needed to meet, because the last thing she was capable of doing right now was networking and cultivating new clients. A few days ago, when she’d been able to focus her attention long enough to work it out, she had calculated that it would probably be several months yet before she’d have to concern herself about bringing in new business. But she simply couldn’t think ahead that far right now, couldn’t bear to imagine the empty loneliness that stretched ahead of her.

As two weeks became three, Angela became increasingly obsessed with seeing Nick again, telling herself that if he caught sight of her surely that would make him realize how much he missed her and wanted her back. She’d wait outside their office building, staying discreetly out of sight, and wait for him to exit or enter. When that failed to produce results, she started driving by the restaurants and clubs she knew were his favorites, searching the nearby streets for a glimpse of one of his cars, but again to no avail. She toyed with the idea of calling one of the few friends he’d introduced her to – in particular Dante Sabattini whom Nick considered his closest friend. She wondered if Nick had mentioned their break-up to Dante, if he’d ever discussed his feelings about her with his friend. She didn’t have Dante’s personal phone number but knew where he worked, and even went so far as to look up the contact information for the venture capital firm he co-owned. But even as her fingers hovered over the keypad of her phone, ready and willing to dial the number, she set the receiver down with a resigned sigh. Even if Nick had talked about her to his best friend, there was no guarantee Dante would consent to take her call, much less share details of a private conversation. And, of course, he’d be certain to tell Nick she’d called, which would not only anger him but also drive the point home even further that he’d made the right decision to end things.

It was on a Thursday, nearly four weeks since Nick had broken things off, when the final blow was dealt. She was sitting at a little outdoor table at the coffee shop across the street from the office when she saw him. Her heart began to beat rapidly, and she smiled for the first time in nearly a month as he exited the building. He looked as fit and strong and gorgeous as ever, wearing a navy pinstriped suit. His hair had been cut recently and his skin was darkly tanned. It didn’t matter in the least to her at this moment that the break-up hadn’t seemed to have had any sort of impact on him whatsoever, that he looked just the same as always while she was a complete mess. Self-consciously, she tucked a loose strand of hair back into the untidy braid she’d clumped it in this morning, wished that she wasn’t wearing one of the old trouser suits that Nick hated with a passion, and that she’d made some effort to slap on makeup. But none of that really mattered as she drank in the sight of him hungrily, as though she was virtually starved for it, memorizing each beloved feature of his face and body. She began to rise from her seat, fully intent on dashing across the street just so she could talk to him for a minute.

And then she sank back down again abruptly, her legs suddenly threatening to give out from under her. Because instead of glancing across the street to where she sat, Nick was greeting the beautiful blonde he had obviously arranged to meet. She was tall and shapely, wearing a black sheath dress and towering heels, her glossy hair falling to her shoulders in thick waves. And as Nick bent his dark head to give her a kiss, Angela made a little sound of distress, her hand fluttering up to her mouth. She knocked over her coffee but didn’t even notice until the hot liquid spilled onto her lap. Even then she didn’t bother to blot it up, staring instead in mingled horror and despair as Nick slid an arm around the blonde’s waist and they began to walk off in the opposite direction.

Angela remained frozen in place for long minutes, shivering despite the warmth of the day and the hot coffee that had stained her suit trousers. She was oblivious to the stares she received from other patrons or from passers-by, oblivious to anything but the heartbreaking realization that Nick had well and truly moved on, forgotten her. He was seeing someone else now, fucking someone else, and for all she knew the blonde was only one of several women he’d been with over the past month. While she’d been grieving so deeply, had longed for him constantly, he’d already replaced her.

Somehow she managed to stumble back to the office, long enough to gather her things and mumble to her assistant that she didn’t feel well and was headed home. The bus ride back to her place was a blur, and she’d marvel at a later date how she’d ever managed to get aboard the correct one. She was half a block from her apartment before she turned around and backtracked until she reached the small neighborhood liquor store she’d been frequenting more and more as of late. The clerk on duty wasn’t the one she normally saw, given that it wasn’t even two o’clock, and she ignored the quizzical look he gave her when she plunked her purchases down on the counter.

“Uh, will that be all?” he asked dubiously, eyeing the half dozen assorted bottles of vodka, tequila, and whiskey.

“For now.” She held out her credit card, silently daring the clerk to comment further.

Back at her apartment, she tossed off her suit and shoes and dug items out at random from her trash bag stash. The paint-stained, holey sweat pants and worn out monkey slippers felt like old friends, as did her high school sweatshirt. But her new best friend quickly became the bottle of vodka that she broke open and began to steadily work her way through as the afternoon faded into evening.

***

Lauren figured she was just about the only person on the nearly ten hour flight arriving in San Francisco from Tokyo who was wide awake and refreshed. And that included the other members of her crew, all three of whom still had an additional connecting flight to make before reaching their respective homes. The four of them had left Vietnam some eighteen hours ago, changing planes in Japan, having spent ten days on their most recent assignment. As usual, she’d fallen into a deep, restful sleep almost immediately upon takeoff from Tokyo, and had woken up about ninety minutes ago, just in time for breakfast and several cups of heavily creamed and sugared coffee. Her co-workers – all men – looked like they’d been through the wringer by contrast and all three were glaring at her as they stumbled off the aircraft.

“Okay, boys, don’t dawdle now or you’ll miss your next flight,” she chirped cheerily. “Meanwhile, I’m going to go bail my car out of long term parking and have myself a nice leisurely drive home.”

Chris, the crew’s videographer, glared at her. “Bitch,” was all he muttered, though in a good-natured, teasing tone. He, like the others, knew better than to ever use a derogatory term in Lauren’s presence and actually mean it.

She chuckled evilly and pressed a quick kiss to his stubbly cheek. “Maybe you can get some sleep on your flight to New York,” she offered innocently.

Chris mumbled something unintelligible beneath his breath, but Lauren knew it was something he’d never dare to repeat out loud. Grinning, she gave her other crew members – Karl and Stefan – a hug good-by. All three men looked even worse under the harsh lights of the airport terminal, like they’d been drop-kicked by an especially angry mule.

“Ah, come on, ladies,” she teased. “Just console yourselves with the fact that we have a whole ten days off until we have to reconvene for our next assignment. Take care of yourselves – Christina, Karla, and Stefanie!”

Within the first few weeks of her joining the crew, she’d chided them about how much they tended to whine at certain times and had not so teasingly referred to them as a bunch of high school girls. From there, the feminine versions of their names had quickly evolved, and she was merciless about using their nicknames when the occasion called for it.

Lauren was still chuckling to herself as she sauntered leisurely to baggage claim, pulling out her phone as she did so. There were a few texts from Julia, an email from her parents, and three new voice mails. The first she deleted immediately since it was from a guy she’d been stupid enough to give her number to last month; the second was an appointment reminder from her dentist; and the third was from Angela.

At least the number was Angela’s. She wasn’t quite so certain about the garbled, nearly incoherent voice, and had to replay the message three times before she could understand even a portion of it.

“Hi, it’s Angie. Sorry I’ve blown you off so much lately. I – been busy – it’s – ah shit, it’s all over now, he’s got someone new. Doesn’t matter. Sorry, I know you’re pissed, don’t blame you. Bye.”

Lauren frowned as she stuck the phone in the pocket of her cargo pants, grabbing her overstuffed duffel off the baggage carousel easily with one hand. Angela had sounded ill, confused, almost incoherent. She’d sounded, Lauren realized with a sigh, stinking, falling down drunk.

‘Damn you, Angie,’ she cursed beneath her breath as she walked outside of the terminal toward the parking shuttle. ‘And here I was counting on spending a few peaceful days back at the cabin. Now it sounds like I’ve got to pull your drunken head out of your ass. What the hell have you done to yourself?’

***

It was worse, much, much worse than she could have imagined, as Angela’s very irritated landlord – a grouchy old Italian guy who reeked of garlic and cheap red wine – grudgingly let her inside the apartment. When Angela hadn’t answered her phone or responded to the persistent ringing of the outside doorbell, Lauren had all but threatened the recalcitrant old fart into letting her in, telling him in no uncertain terms that if her friend was sick or hurt it would be his responsibility.

But Lauren had never envisioned this – this chaos, this total disarray, this – stink. She wrinkled her nose as she shut the apartment door behind her and more closely surveyed the scene in front of her.

Smack in the middle of the room were half a dozen large black trash bags, from which a variety of clothes and shoes were spilling out. The tiny kitchenette looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in weeks, with dirty dishes and empty wrappers littering every available surface. The smell of rotting garbage was vaguely nauseous, even for someone like Lauren who normally had a cast iron stomach. Among the debris, she noted with a grimace, was an alarming number of empty liquor bottles.

As for Angela herself, Lauren assumed that the lifeless lump sprawled out beneath a pile of bedcovers was her friend. She was snoring rather loudly, the only part of her visible a few straggly locks of black hair. As Lauren drew closer, she was repelled by the combined odors of sweat, booze, and vomit, and puzzled when she noticed one of Angela’s hands clutching what looked like a man’s black T-shirt.

“Okay, it’s bad enough you’ve got trash bags filled with old clothes in the middle of the room, and that your apartment smells like a beer hall. But, honey, no offense. You really, really need a shower,” drawled Lauren. “Time to wake up now and get your ass in gear.”

Angela groaned as Lauren gave her a firm shake, burrowing her head deeper under the pillow and pulling the bedcovers up over her head. “Go ‘way,” she mumbled. “Leave me alone.”

Lauren glared down at her. “I should do exactly that, you know. It’s what you deserve after blowing me off so many times over the past year so you’d be available to go fuck that asshole whenever he snapped his fingers. But from what I could interpret from your message, I’m guessing he’s not in the picture any longer?”

As Angela began to sob loudly and uncontrollably, Lauren cursed – first in English, then French, and finally, for good measure, in Spanish. And even though she’d always been a firm believer in tough love, she found herself comforting her best friend as Angela cried her heart out over the louse who’d broken that same organ into a million tiny pieces.

Between crying jags, Angela managed to stutter out what had happened with the cold-hearted bastard whom she’d devoted the better part of a year to. Maddeningly, she still refused to reveal his name or any other details, and Lauren forced herself to stay calm and not scream at her friend to stop being such an idiot over a guy who’d treated her like scum on the bottom of his shoe. She was seldom tactful, and had spoken what was on her mind since she’d been a small child, but for once she held her tongue, knowing that her usual candor would only make Angela cry harder.

Then, when she couldn’t handle the incessant weeping – or the rank body odor – a minute longer, she half-pushed, half-dragged Angela into the bathroom, shoved a towel and a robe into her hands, and forced her to take a long, hot shower. Hot evidently being the operative word, since it took mere minutes for the tiny room to fill up with steam.

Lauren didn’t waste any time after that, carrying out bags of trash and recycling to dump down the chute in the hallway. By then she was wiping sweat off her brow and opened up the single window in the apartment to get some fresh air. She frowned to notice the heat had been cranked up to eighty, and quickly dialed it down to a reasonable temperature. As she heard the water shut off in the bathroom, she stripped the sheets from the bed and pulled open the drawer built into the bed frame to get clean ones out.

She froze when she saw was else was stored in the drawer next to the spare set of sheets. “Holy shit!” she exclaimed, shaking her head in disbelief as she spied several sets of silken cords, a variety of scarves, and even a couple of blindfolds. There were other items, too, some of which she recognized and others she wasn’t sure she’d ever want to become acquainted with.

“What are you doing?” asked Angela in alarm.

She emerged from the bathroom clad in a robe and a frayed pair of slippers, her hair wrapped up in a towel. She hurried over to the bed and pulled the clean sheets out of the drawer before shutting it firmly. But Lauren knew what she’d seen and wasn’t about to ignore it.

“So in addition to letting him control every second of your life, you also let this prick tie you up?” she asked incredulously. “What the fuck, Angie? Did you lose your mind along with your free will?”

Angela glared at her darkly. “It’s not what you think. He never hurt me or did anything I didn’t consent to.”

Lauren shook her head. “Jesus, this is like a David Lynch movie or something – all this dark, twisty, bizarre stuff. And getting weirder by the minute.” She pointed a finger at Angela. “The one thing you’d better not tell me is that you ever let this bastard hit you. Am I going to find any other kinky shit lying around if I keep poking – you know, like whips and chains?”

Angela shook her head vehemently. “No, nothing like that. He – he wasn’t into any of that stuff. You know, like Erika’s parents used to keep in that strange dungeon room. And he never hit me, not even close.”

“But he did hurt you,” Lauren murmured quietly. “Maybe not physically but in a whole lot of other ways. At least if the number of empty booze bottles I just threw away is any indication. When did the sonofabitch break things off anyway?”

Tears welled up in Angela’s bloodshot eyes again. “About a month ago,” she whispered. “But I kept hoping he’d change his mind, that he’d call me and say it was all a mistake.”

Lauren stared at her, aghast. “You’ve been like this for a month?”

Angela shrugged. “Not – quite this bad. I mean, not -”

“Not on a bender and passed out drunk?” finished Lauren. “When did that start and why?”

The tears started to stream down Angela’s gaunt cheekbones, and for the first time Lauren noticed how much weight her friend had lost since the last time they’d seen each other. Admittedly, Angie had packed on a much needed ten pounds or so and had looked terrific, but Lauren was guessing she’d lost at least that much now and maybe more.

“Thursday,” whispered Angela brokenly. “Two – two days ago I – I saw him with someone else. He was meeting her for lunch and when I saw him kiss her, that’s when -”

“When you really lost it.” Lauren shook her head. “I’m sorry, honey, sorry that you had to see that. Do you think he intended for you to see him?”

“N-nno.” Angela sank down onto the bed, heedless of the fact that there weren’t any sheets on it. “He didn’t know I saw him. I’d, uh, been hoping to run into him so I was hanging out at a coffee shop near his office when he walked out of the building.”

“Christ.” Lauren ran a hand over her face, suddenly feeling in dire need of more coffee. Or some tequila. “So you were basically stalking this guy is what you’re saying.”

The towel wrapped around Angela’s head began to slip off. “I guess a little,” she admitted in a small voice. “I just wanted to see him, that’s all. I don’t think I would have had the nerve to actually go up to him. But I guess this proves you should be careful what you wish for, doesn’t it?”

Lauren sat down on the bed next to her, wrapping a comforting arm around her shoulders. “More often than not, yes. So you saw him with his new bimbo and went off the deep end. Does that about cover it?”

Angela’s long, wet hair fell about her face as she gave a little nod. “More or less. That’s when I knew – when I realized it’s over. Really and truly over. He’s not coming back to me and I have no idea how to go on from here.”

She curled herself up into a fetal position as she began sobbing again, and Lauren rolled her eyes heavenward.

“Oh, this is so not how I wanted to spend my down time,” she grumbled as she went in search of coffee making supplies. “I should have waited until I was home before checking my messages. Sometimes I think I should just stamp a big ole S on my forehead for Sucker.”

She unearthed some crumpled paper filters and found a package of ground coffee in the fridge. The pot had almost finished brewing when Angela dashed into the bathroom, a hand over her mouth, and a decidedly green cast to her features.

“Aw, fuck,” groaned Lauren. “And I really, really didn’t figure on holding anyone’s head over the toilet this weekend. Someone in this apartment is going to owe me big time.”

***

Lauren ended up staying for four days, bossing Angela around the entire time and refusing to let her feel sorry for herself. Between the two of them order was restored to the apartment, starting with the discarded sacks of clothing. They went through them again, pulling out suits and other items that Nick had hated but that were perfectly all right for the office. This time Lauren carted the actual giveaways directly to Goodwill, not allowing Angela the opportunity to re-stash the bags in the basement. At some point Lauren had rummaged through the extensive wardrobe Nick had bought, emitting a low whistle when she’d realized just how much there really was. She’d offered to get rid of the whole lot, but Angela had stubbornly refused to let go of anything just yet, even though all of it was at least a size too big after her sudden weight loss.

“I’ll, um, go through everything soon,” she’d promised. “When I’m in a better frame of mind to deal with it.”

Lauren had scoffed. “Oh, bullshit. You’ll hang on to every single thing. Just like you sleep with that stupid T-shirt of his like it’s a damned security blanket or something. I’d be burning it in effigy if it was up to me. After I’d sliced a couple of dozen holes in it first.”

“Don’t,” Angela had warned. “I know it’s unhealthy but I’m not ready yet.”

In the time she’d hung around, Lauren had forced Angela to eat, shower, go for long walks, and go out to the movies. By the time Lauren headed home to Big Sur, Angela felt marginally calmer and more in control, even though she was always freezing now and never felt hunger pangs. Lauren had made her promise to keep in close touch, vowing to return and move in if she didn’t hear from her at least three times a week.

“I don’t care if it’s a phone call or a text or an email,” Lauren had stated. “No matter where I happen to be, I always have access to my messages. So don’t make me try and track you down while I’m in Borneo or Kenya because my office manager gets pissy if I rack up too many roaming charges.”

“Okay, I promise.” Angela had given her a fierce good-by hug. “And – thanks. For everything. I’d probably be sleeping in a pool of my own vomit right about now if you hadn’t badgered Mr. Musante to let you in.”

Lauren had wrinkled her nose at the mental image. “Eww. Really gross visual there, Angie. But I’m glad I was here, glad you drunk dialed me when you did. And I’m always here, understand? Even if I’m half a world away I’ll always be there for you. You might have forgotten that fact over the past year but it was always true.”

Angela had felt tears begin to well up in her eyes until Lauren had given a firm shake of her head.

“Uh, uh. No way are you going to cry again. I swear I don’t understand why you aren’t completely dehydrated by now considering how much you’ve cried over the past four days. So stop it,” she’d ordered sternly. “Nobody is worth that much grief. Nobody.”

And as the next couple of weeks passed, Angela tried – really tried – to remind herself of that fact. She attempted to throw herself back into her job, even going so far as to make cold calls to a list of prospective clients.

She started calling her parents again on the weekends, and was surprised when Rita scolded her for making them worry when they hadn’t heard from her for over a month. And when she broke down crying over the phone, her mother had been uncharacteristically sympathetic.

“It’s that man you were seeing, isn’t it?” she’d asked baldly. But there had been no scorn or condemnation in her voice for once. “What’s the matter? He didn’t hit you or anything, did he?”

Through her tears, Angela had wondered wildly why everyone seemed to think Nick had been physically abusive to her.

“No, Mom,” she’d sniffled. “He would never do that. And we’re not seeing each other anymore. It’s been over for more than a month.”

“Good.” Rita’s voice had been firm, non-nonsense. “He wasn’t good for you, Angela, wasn’t the right man. What kind of man doesn’t want to meet a girl’s family, lets her go to her cousin’s wedding all alone? I hope you got rid of those things he bought you or gave them back to him. And I hope you have enough sense not to take him back if he calls you again.”

“He won’t be calling again, Mom,” she’d murmured brokenly.

It was as though saying those words out loud to her mother had made her realize once and for all just how true they were. Nick had quickly and thoroughly locked her out of his life, and had very obviously forgotten all about her with the same sort of arrogant ease that he sailed through life with.

She’d had another good, long cry after that conversation with her mother, and then, despite her half-hearted vows to Lauren, had made a trip to the liquor store. But she did force herself to keep the drinking under control, limiting herself to just enough shots to dull the pain and enable her to fall asleep.

She couldn’t, however, drink at work and thereby block out the hurt and misery she felt each time she overheard the renewed gossip about Nick. During the long months they’d been together, the gossip mill had pretty much ground to a halt, the overall conjecture having been that Nick finally had a steady girlfriend, though her identity had always remained a mystery. But once it had passed the four or five month mark in their relationship, any talk about Nick and his unknown amour had pretty much dried up.

Until now, that is. Apparently he was back on the market in a big way, if the gossip could all be believed, and Angela felt like another piece of her heart was being crushed each time someone shared a new tidbit of information about him.

“There was a picture of him in the newspaper the other day at some charity auction, and he had this gorgeous blonde with him. I think the paper said she was a model or an actress.”

“Manning is definitely back to his old ways from the sound of it. He was seen with three different women in one week. And I’m guessing each one was hotter than the last.”

“I saw him at that cocktail party at the Four Seasons – you know, the one to celebrate the engagement of two of his staff members. He had a redhead with him and it sure looked to me like they couldn’t wait to go have a private party of their own.”

Each time she was forced to hear about yet another new woman Nick had been seen out with, the pain was more than she could handle. She took to keeping her office door closed, to shunning contact with the worst of the gossips, and to leaving the room the moment she heard his name mentioned.

But it was when she saw him again in person – at one of those mandatory, all-hands-on-deck meetings, the very same kind where they’d first connected – that Angela began to realize she needed to start her life over. And that, unfortunately, included finding a new job.

She’d known he’d be at the meeting, of course, given that the firm’s top market analyst would be speaking. In one of the limited number of conversations she and Nick had had about business, he’d spoken highly of this particular analyst, calling him one of the few people in the financial industry who knew what the hell he was talking about.

Knowing that she’d be seeing Nick, she had actually taken care with her appearance for the first time in weeks – making sure her hair was clean and falling in the long, loose style he preferred; applying enough makeup to conceal the pallor of her skin and the near-permanent dark circles under her eyes; digging out one of the dresses he’d bought her – a slim fitting sheath of dark green that wasn’t quite as loose on her as most of her other things. Quite intentionally, she’d also worn one of the choker necklaces he’d given her, as though to send him the silent message that he could still own her if he desired, that all he had to do was crook a finger and she’d come running to him at full speed.

But the only thing Nick did when he happened to glance her way at the meeting was to look right past her as though she wasn’t even there. Angela stood there in stunned disbelief that after all they had shared, all the months she’d spent devoting herself to him, that he could ignore her so completely. Especially since the mere sight of him was making her feel alive in a way she hadn’t felt since that awful night when he’d all but dumped her on the sidewalk. Her eyes drank in the sight of him, how sexy and powerful he looked in his black pinstriped suit, and she longed to rush over to him, fling herself into his arms, and beg him to come back to her.

It was then, when she realized how low she’d sunk, how desperate and pathetic she’d become, that she quietly made her decision.

***

Lloyd Raskin stared at her in shocked disbelief. “I don’t even know what to say, Angela. I would have never in a hundred years expected this. Are you – I mean, I thought you were happy here. You’ve certainly been one of the most successful young brokers we’ve ever had. Is it about money? I can’t increase your payout until you’ve been here two full years but -”

“It’s not the money,” she assured him quietly. “I know I get paid fairly, no complaints there. And I am – have been – happy here.”

He shook his head. “Then why the hell are you leaving? Let’s talk this through, okay? See if we can’t find a way to convince you to stay. Unless,” he added in a stern voice, “you’ve already got another job. Is that it, Angela? You got recruited away from us with the lure of a big bonus? If that’s the case -”

“No. That’s not it either,” she confirmed. “It’s – well, it’s personal, Lloyd. There’s some stuff I’m working through right now, and being here makes it impossible to get past it.”

Lloyd frowned. “Personal, huh? Well, I know that no one is harassing you, because you’re too strong a person to take that kind of crap. So it’s got to be a man. And tell me if I’m wrong, but I believe that man is none other than Nick Manning.”

Angela’s jaw dropped open in alarm, but she could tell from the expression on her manager’s face that there was no point in denying it. She looked down at her lap, wringing her hands in agitation. “No,” she whispered. “You’re not wrong.”

“Damn it,” Lloyd cursed angrily. “I should have known. Some of those accounts that came your way – I knew they’d asked for Nick first but that they didn’t meet his criteria. I should have put two and two together then. But I convinced myself that he was just doing what you’d claimed – helping out a fellow Stanford alum.”

“I never asked him for help,” she declared defensively. “When we were together we rarely even discussed business. And I’ve brought in plenty of my own accounts.”

“I know that,” Lloyd replied firmly. “No one would ever accuse you of not working your ass off, Angela. You deserved those accounts. Especially since it seems that Nick’s done a real number on you.”

She glanced up at him in alarm. “What does that mean?”

“No offense, but you look like hell these days,” Lloyd told her bluntly. “Like you haven’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks. You’re a bundle of nerves and I’m betting you haven’t eaten a decent meal since he broke up with you.”

Angela gave a little shrug. “You’re assuming he’s the one who broke things off.”

Lloyd hooted. “Yeah, and rightly so. Women don’t say no to guys like Nick Manning. Ever. And if you’d been the one to end it, you wouldn’t be looking like a ghost right now. Or be resigning from a job you’re damned good at. Tell me what I can do to convince you to stay.”

“Nothing.” Her voice was barely audible. “I just can’t handle it any longer, Lloyd, being in the same office as Nick. Not that I actually see him all that often, but, well, the gossip is flying around fast and furiously since he’s been back on the dating scene. I try to block it out but it isn’t always possible. And knowing that he’s in the same building, so close and yet I can’t see him. It’s just – too hard.”

“Here.” He handed her a wad of tissues as she started crying. “I won’t even ask how badly that bastard hurt you. Nick’s a great guy in a lot of ways – one of the best football players of his generation, a hugely successful broker, a very generous benefactor to several charities. But he’s also a number one asshole most of the time. Damn him to hell,” cursed Lloyd. “What was he thinking of anyway? You’re too young for a shark like him, and he had no business messing with you.”

“I’m – I’m sorry,” sobbed Angela. “I should have never gotten involved with him. I’d heard all the gossip, knew he wasn’t a forever kind of guy. But I couldn’t help myself. The first time we met – it was like touching live flame.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” consoled Lloyd. “If Nick wants something he goes after it with no holds barred. You never had a chance, kid. That’s why I blame him for all of this. He should have left you the hell alone.” He picked up her letter of resignation again and sighed. “So, no chance I can talk you out of this?”

“No. I need to move on and make a clean break. This is the only way that’s going to happen.”

“You realize you won’t be able to take any of your accounts with you, right?” asked Lloyd. “Standard industry rules, except maybe for some family accounts or if the clients insist on following you.”

Angela nodded. “I know. It doesn’t matter. Besides, it’s not like I honestly earned most of those accounts anyway. I’m prepared to start over – in every way.”

“Hell of a waste,” said Lloyd in disgust. “Christ, I wish I had the guts to march into Manning’s office right now and give him a piece of my mind. Or punch him.”

“No!” Angela protested. “Lloyd, please. You can’t say a word. He can’t ever know that I told you about us. He – I promised him.”

Lloyd’s gaze narrowed. “I’d say he can shove those promises up his arrogant ass. But don’t worry, I won’t say anything to him about you. I may be a manager here but Manning’s got a hell of a lot more power. And I happen to like my job.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it. And please don’t say anything about my leaving,” she begged. “The last thing I need is for everyone to start asking me why. Or, God forbid, to throw me a going-away party. I just – want to leave quietly.”

Lloyd nodded. “Agreed. Do you have any idea of where you’re going, what you’re going to do next?”

“Not really,” she admitted. “I’ve got some money saved so there’s no huge rush. I’d like to stay in the brokerage business, of course, but I’d consider banking, venture capital, financial planning.”

He hesitated. “I might have an idea. I had lunch with an old buddy who works at Morton Sterling now. Although, you might hate my guts within a week just for suggesting this.”

Angela smiled at him. “I can’t imagine doing that. I’d be grateful for a referral.”

Lloyd grimaced. “Hold onto that thought until you’ve met Barbara Lowenstein for the first time. There’s a reason why her nickname is the She-Wolf of Wall Street.”


Chapter Thirteen

Four Months Later

“Close the door behind you. The last thing I need is for any of those nosy bastards out there to overhear us. And, Jesus, hurry it up, will you? I swear for someone as skinny as you are you sure as hell move at a snail’s pace at times.”

Angela shut the door to her boss’s office as instructed and took a seat at one of the chairs facing Barbara’s desk. The chair, she noted without surprise, was practically the only surface in the entire office not covered with untidy stacks of papers, file folders, magazines, and binders. Barbara’s desk was unquestionably the messiest area, with empty food containers and wrappers and half-full cups of coffee joining the piles of papers.

And Barbara herself was a mess, though Angela knew her tough as nails boss didn’t give a rat’s ass about her appearance and never had. At sixty one years old, Barbara Lowenstein had been a stockbroker for more than thirty-five years, and had had to fight and claw her way up the ladder of success in what she’d often referred to as the “good old boys club”. There had been very few female brokers when she’d been hired at Morton Sterling over three decades ago, and certainly no successful ones. Barbara prided herself on being the one who’d not only broken the mold but shattered it in the process. Aspiring young brokers of both genders looked up to her with awe, and many had tried over the years to cultivate her as a mentor. But Barbara had neither the time nor the patience to share her considerable expertise with any of them, and she’d developed a well- earned reputation as a scary, temperamental old witch.

She was a short woman, whose lifelong plumpness had now spread into borderline obesity. Her fashion sense was non-existent, evidenced by the out-of-date, ill-fitting burgundy suit that clashed badly with a light blue blouse. She had short, frizzy hair dyed an odd shade of red that was closer to purple. Barbara didn’t bother with makeup, except for an occasional slash of lipstick, and the only jewelry she ever wore was a plain, masculine looking watch.

Years of being both a heavy smoker and drinker had taken their toll on her features, leaving her skin saggy and wrinkled, her teeth yellowed, her voice raspy with a perennial smoker’s cough. She was also mean as a snake, insulted everyone in the office – including the managers – and went through assistants almost as quickly as she did a carton of cigarettes.

But, as Angela had discovered during the four months she’d worked for the so-called She-Wolf of Wall Street, Barbara also had possibly the most brilliant financial mind she’d ever been exposed to. And in between being screamed at and having insults hurled her way constantly, she had also learned more in the past months about stocks and financial planning and market trends than she had during her four years at Stanford.

Barbara glared as Angela took a seat. “You look like crap this morning, missy. Got another hangover? And don’t try bullshitting me. I’ve been hungover way too many times not to recognize the signs.”

Angela shrugged. “Not exactly hungover, no. Just a bad night is all. What’s up?”

Barbara chuckled, though with her hacking smoker’s cough it sounded more like a witch’s cackle. “Getting right to the point, are you? Or are you just avoiding the question? Doesn’t matter, I’ve always appreciated the fact that you never try to waste my time with worthless chitchat. So here it is, missy. I have never even considered doing something like this in my career but I realize I’m not getting any younger. I need a partner, Angela, and you’re the only person I’ve ever even thought about asking. So what do you think?”

Angela seldom showed emotion these days, her face a permanent, carefully controlled mask of unsmiling indifference. But the news her boss had just shared was more than enough to get a reaction out of her.

“You’re really serious?” asked Angela haltingly. “I mean, the way you’re always yelling at me or telling me I’m stupid and incompetent -”

Barbara waved a hand impatiently. “Jesus, I talk to everyone that way. Always have. And unfortunately most people I’ve had the misfortune to work with in this industry have been stupid and incompetent. You at least have potential, someone I think I can actually work with. Besides, you’ve never once tried to answer me back no matter how awful I was to you. Or worse – cried.”

Angela looked down at the floor, her hands clasped quietly in her lap. “I don’t cry. At least, not any longer.”

“Got all that out of your system when that bastard Manning dumped you, huh?” asked Barbara with her usual candor. “I’m glad to hear you don’t cry anymore over that worthless piece of shit. It’s bad enough he turned you into some sort of zombie woman. I’d hate to think you were wasting even one more minute of your life on him.”

Angela had been startled when her boss had confronted her a couple of months after she’d begun working here. Barbara had grown increasingly frustrated when, no matter how loudly she yelled, or how nasty the insults she flung became, that none of it seemed to phase Angela even a little bit. She did her work like a robot, never smiling or showing any sort of reaction, and definitely never crying. Barbara’s current admin assistant – a woman in her late forties named Ginger – had marveled at Angela’s ability to take the verbal abuse.

“I swear there are some days I want to wring the evil old bitch’s neck,” Ginger had confessed. “They warned me about her when I transferred here from Salt Lake City, but I never expected it to be this bad. And let me tell you, I worked for some real assholes in my old office. But she makes them look like a bunch of puppies. You must have to recite the Serenity Prayer like ten times an hour in order to put up with everything she dishes out.”

No one really understood just how frozen Angela was inside these days. When she’d made the decision to leave Jessup Prior, she’d ruthlessly shut down her emotions at the same time. It wasn’t so much about achieving a state of serenity or even calmness as it was about simply not allowing herself to feel anything. She’d found it was much easier to get through each day that way, and she’d become an expert in a very short period of time at not caring about anything.

But Barbara’s curiosity had been piqued about this young, rather waifish looking girl who never smiled, never got upset, never seemed to change expression, and she’d called Angela into her office for an extremely rare personal chat. Barbara had never allowed herself to become friendly with her staff, fearing that to do so might actually make her seem human. And she’d worked too damned hard over the years to cultivate a reputation as a ballsy, cold-hearted bitch to ease up in her old age.

With a rapid-fire series of questions, Barbara had finally managed to pry the truth out of her new associate – that the reason for Angela’s complete lack of emotion was because of a man.

Barbara had given a “humph” of disdain at this revelation. “Figures,” she’d said with mild disgust. “Bunch of bastards, every single one of them. But I’m surprised that someone as tough and smart as you are would let a man fuck her over so badly. I know some of the guys at your old stomping grounds. You don’t spend almost forty years in this business without getting to know your competition. So who was it?”

When Angela hadn’t replied, Barbara had begun to toss out names of the dozen or so male brokers she knew at Jessup Prior. And when Angela’s spine had stiffened at the mere mention of Nick’s name, Barbara had known instantly that she’d struck pay dirt.

“Nick Manning, huh?” Barbara had shaken her head in bemusement. “What were you thinking of, missy? He’s a shark, that one, and you must have been awfully easy prey for someone like him. And he’s an even bigger dickwad than I thought if he messed you up this badly. How long were you together – couple of months?”

Angela had given a brief shake of her head. “Almost a year, actually.”

Barbara’s small, deep set eyes had bugged out as much as was physically possible. “Are you shitting me? From what I’ve heard Manning’s the ultimate love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of guy. You must have a magic snatch or something to have kept him interested that long.”

The stark pallor of Angela’s complexion had flushed a bright shade of pink at her boss’s extremely frank way of speaking. “Uh, actually, if you don’t mind, I’d really rather not talk about him.”

Barbara had shrugged. “Fine with me. I’ve never been one for girly gossip, as you’ve probably guessed by now. Just answer me one question, though – is Manning the reason you gave up everything at Jessup Prior to come here?”

Angela had given a brief, curt nod. “Yes. That’s why I left. I – well, couldn’t handle knowing he was in the same building. I was afraid that one day I wasn’t going to be able to stop myself from barging into his office and groveling at his feet to take me back.”

Barbara had made a disgusted sound. “You’re an even bigger idiot than I first thought, then. To sacrifice a year’s hard work for a man? All right, you can take you bony ass back to your desk now, I’ve got clients to call. But a word of advice, missy – don’t ever, ever let a man control you like that again. Men always look out for their own interests first, so don’t forget that.”

Now, Angela gave a shake of her head. “No, you were right, what you told me a couple of months back. Men are out for themselves, and I’m not about to let one ruin my life ever again. Especially not – Nick.”

His name was difficult for her to speak out loud, and she hadn’t done so in a long time. But with each day that passed she thought about him a little less often, ached for him a teeny bit less; and what she’d told Barbara was entirely true – she hadn’t shed one more tear for him, didn’t know if she would ever be able to feel enough to cry over anything again.

“Good. Glad to hear it,” replied Barbara firmly. “Because if you agree to the terms of this partnership – and goddamn, girl, you’d have to be a half-wit not to – then you’re going to work harder than you ever have in your life. There won’t be time for you to weep and wail over a man who kicked you to the curb like last week’s recycling.”

Angela listened intently as her boss laid out the relatively simple terms of the proposed partnership. A fifteen percent cut the first year, twenty five by the second, and then increasing in gradual increments over the next few years.

“By then I’ll have either retired or dropped dead,” Barbara stated dispassionately. “I’ve already got emphysema, you know, not to mention high blood pressure, clogged arteries, and diabetes. My doctors are constantly nagging me to lose weight, stop smoking, start exercising. But fuck them all – I’ve worked too hard to live like some monk eating brown rice and broccoli all the time. No one’s going to tell me how to live my life, I don’t care how many degrees they have. So, what do you say, missy?”

“I say yes,” agreed Angela impulsively. “You’re absolutely right – I’d have to be a moron to refuse. Even aside from the percentage, just the opportunity to learn from you is enough to help me decide.”

Barbara gave a hoot of laughter. “Oh, honey, that’s awful pretty but you don’t have to flatter me. I’m already impressed by your smarts and how tough you are. Anyone that can take the crap I’ve offloaded on you these past few months is worthy of being my partner. Let’s go tell McReynolds, shall we? He’ll shit his pants, but he almost always does that anyway when he sees me coming.”

***

If Angela had thought she’d worked hard during her year at Jessup Prior, she quickly realized how wrong she’d been. And while she’d certainly had a staggering workload during the months she’d spent as Barbara’s associate, it was nothing compared to what the older woman expected of an actual partner.

But Angela never complained and certainly never regretted her decision. Becoming Barbara’s partner had been a stellar career move – the opportunity to be mentored by one of the most brilliant financial minds on the West Coast a once in a lifetime break. She was pleasantly surprised at just how much responsibility Barbara had delegated to her, and how she’d begun to meet and work with clients right from the start. And while Barbara continued to work insanely long hours herself, it seemed to Angela that her boss was at least a little less stressed and didn’t fly off the handle quite so often.

She had also discovered that Barbara had both a wicked sense of humor and a rather odd maternal streak. In her own, gruff, tough love manner, Barbara took more interest in Angela’s life and wellbeing than Rita ever had. Barbara nagged at her constantly to eat something, made tactless comments about how skinny she was, and advised her not to wind up a bitter, dried up old maid the way she had.

“I got married to my job thirty years ago,” admitted Barbara. “But you’re just a kid, so take my advice – work hard now, be a success and make a bunch of money, but don’t wind up alone. And if you do get married one day, remember two things – get a prenup and make damned sure you keep your money in a separate account. Don’t ever give a man control over you ever again, and especially not over your money.”

Predictably, the news of Barbara’s new partnership with Angela had sent shockwaves reverberating through the office. Any number of the brokers had come up to Angela, most offering congratulations, others commiseration, but all of them had given off vibes of professional jealousy. Over the decades that Barbara had been a fixture in the office, many aspiring young brokers had been brave enough to approach her with the idea of taking on a partner, only to be banished from ever setting foot in her office again. Even older, more established brokers had proposed the idea of a partnership to her, largely to give their sagging careers a much needed boost. She’d sent every one of them away with their tails tucked between their legs as well.

Angela’s income also reaped the benefits of her new partnership, enough that she was able to buy a new car and move to a bigger apartment. It was a flat, actually, located in trendy Lower Pacific Heights, and boasted a separate bedroom and a real kitchen. Not that she actually cooked or even ate a real meal these days, but it was nice to have so much space after her cramped studio apartment.

The flat was somewhat sparsely furnished, since she’d only had a few pieces in her old place, and it was rare for her to have either the time or the inclination to go shopping. Lauren had forced her to buy a futon so that she’d have a place to crash when she was in town, and Julia, who was an interior designer, had promised to go furniture shopping with her the next time she came out from New York for a visit.

Her relationship with her family was as strained and distant as ever, though she didn’t seem to care as much these days, an unexpected benefit that came with closing off her emotions. She still called her mother dutifully each Saturday, attended all the important family functions, but merely went through the motions each time. She said little when she was with them, kept to herself as much as possible, and left for home as soon as she was able. If Lauren was at home, she would drive up from Big Sur to spend the night at her parents’ house so that she could spend a little time with Angela.

And when Deanna had exclaimed in alarm about how skinny her younger sister had become, Angela made sure to pile on extra layers each time she visited her family in order to disguise her extreme weight loss. The ten pounds she’d lost during the first few weeks after Nick had broken things off had rather quickly become twenty, and was now approaching thirty. She’d had to use some of her increased earnings to buy several new suits, everything in a size zero, and even then she’d had to have the waistbands taken in a few inches. She ate the bare minimum of calories needed to subsist, and usually had to force food down.

But despite what everyone who looked at her must certainly think, Angela wasn’t anorexic or bulimic. She didn’t intentionally starve herself, didn’t think she was overweight. She knew very well that she was too thin, didn’t think she looked at all attractive this way, and realized her lack of appetite was both dangerous and unhealthy. She didn’t eat because she simply didn’t care, because food was unimportant, and she couldn’t summon up enough effort most days to remember to eat.

She’d also upped her running miles significantly, especially on the weekends when she didn’t have work to fill in the empty hours. On a dare from Lauren, she had entered a half marathon race the previous month and had enjoyed it enough to set her sights on running a full marathon in a few months’ time. Angela quickly discovered that running for fifteen or twenty miles helped her get into a zone where she could easily block out anything besides her workout. She’d pop her headphones in, crank up the hard rock mix on her iPod, and then it was just her and the road or the trail. She ignored the other runners, walkers, and cyclists around her, just as she shunned most people these days. She had zero desire to run with someone else, and was an admitted loner.

And dating was definitely off the table. Even all these months after things had disintegrated with Nick, the very thought of going out with someone else – much less sleeping with them – made her shudder in revulsion. The wounds he’d inflicted on her were still raw and oozing, and there was no possible way she was going to willingly let herself be hurt again. Nick had damaged something deep inside of her, had made her wary and unable to trust or open up to anyone.

And then, of course, there was the stark realization that any other man would forever pale in comparison to Nick. How could she ever be happy or satisfied with someone else when Nick had been so – so much? He’d had everything a woman could possibly want in a man – fantastic looks, an incredible body, wealth, power, intelligence, success, sophistication, an often wicked sense of humor. And she knew that there would never be anyone to compare to his mind-boggling sexual prowess. He was a God, incomparable, one of a kind. He’d ruined her, spoiled her, for other men, and she was destined to spend the rest of her life knowing she would never come close to what she’d had with him ever again.

It was odd, really, that everyone seemed to have assumed she’d moved on, had put her eleven months and five days with Nick behind her. Her family, Lauren, Barbara – they all thought that because she worked so many hours, ran so many miles, that she must simply fall into an exhausted slumber each night, too worn out to even think. No one knew that it was the nights that were the worst – that the nights were when the memories would flood in and threaten to drown her each time. And because she’d vowed to never cry over a man again, that was when she reached for the bottle of vodka or tequila and drank until the numbness began to seep back in.

But there were nights when no amount of alcohol could ease her pain, and those were the times she was forced to do the unthinkable – feel.

***

Thirteen Months Later

Angela was vaguely surprised at how many people were in attendance today, the chapel at the cemetery nearly full, though mostly with co-workers and clients. Barbara hadn’t had much of a family, just a nephew she hadn’t seen in years and a couple of distant cousins. It made Angela sad to realize that she’d likely been closer to her boss than almost anyone else here today.

Barbara’s sudden death from a massive heart attack shouldn’t have been such a shock, given her steadfast refusal to obey any of her doctor’s orders. Up until her dying day she’d continued to smoke several packs of cigarettes a day, eat a greasy, calorie-laden diet, and rarely take her prescribed medications. She’d collapsed at her desk just after lunch, and had been dead before the paramedics could arrive. For once Angela had been grateful she’d mastered the ability of shutting off her emotions, as it had helped her get through the trauma of seeing her boss – and her friend – die before her very eyes.

It was less than a week after the funeral when Angela was called into her manager’s office, a summons she’d been expecting, and had mentally prepared herself for. In the thirteen months she’d been Barbara’s partner, the older woman had taught her well and Angela was more than ready to fight for what she knew she was entitled to – namely fifty percent of Barbara’s clients.

“You’re a very lucky young woman, Angela,” began Paul McReynolds as he closed the door to his office.

Angela arched a brow at her manager. “Really? Is that what you’d call watching someone drop dead right in front of you?”

Paul had the good graces to look vaguely ashamed. “I’m sorry for what you had to go through that day. I can’t even imagine how upsetting it must have been. Still, you seemed to keep your head on straight and not fly into a panic.”

She shrugged. “Sometimes you just operate on auto pilot in these situations, do what has to be done. Not that my remaining calm helped poor Barbara in the end, did it?”

“No. Look, Angela, I don’t mean to sound insensitive. I realize that you were probably one of the few people in this world who actually liked Barbara. But there’s also no denying the fact that you stand to benefit from her death.”

According to the firm’s policies, so long as a partnership between two brokers had been in existence for at least a year, then the surviving partner was entitled to fifty percent of the accounts upon the death of the other. The surviving partner was also entitled to choose exactly what accounts they wanted to keep from that fifty percent.

Knowing this meeting with Paul was imminent, Angela had gone through the client lists with a fine tooth comb to identify the most desirable and lucrative accounts. She quietly handed Paul the list of those clients now.

“This is approximately fifty percent of Barbara’s account book,” she told him matter-of-factly. “The ones I’ve chosen to keep as my entitlement. Let me know who the rest of the accounts get distributed to and I’ll make sure everyone gets their client files.”

Paul glanced at the list and gave a low whistle of admiration, no doubt having recognized a good many of the names. “Well, you certainly knew what you were doing when you made your choices, didn’t you? You sure you’re going to be able to handle some of these, Angela? Barbara had a lot of high profile clients, you know.”

“I’m sure.” It had been a long time since Angela had felt this self-assured about anything. “Barbara had faith in me and she taught me a lot. Plus, I’ve already met all of these clients and they like me. My decision is final.”

Paul chuckled. “She did teach you well, didn’t she? Just don’t turn into a ballbreaker like she was, okay? You’re too young and have too much potential to become a cranky old shrew like your partner was.”

Angela gave a casual lift of her shoulder. “My personal life has nothing to do with my professional one. But I fully intend to make Barbara proud of me and do the right thing by these clients.”

Paul sighed. “Fine. Now, I can’t let you have her office, unfortunately. That would really set off fireworks around here. I’ll warn you that a lot of people are going to be royally pissed off about the percentage of her book you’re getting – not that you’re not legally entitled to it, of course.”

Up until now, Angela had been sitting at a cubicle just outside of Barbara’s office, but with her acquisition of half of the book she was now well within her rights to get a private office.

“I don’t care about her office,” replied Angela. “In fact, I don’t think I could work in there without reliving the day of her death over and over. What other spots are open?”

Paul hesitated. “Right now the only other one is at the very end of the hallway, the one in the corner. It’s not very big or -”

“I’ll take it,” interrupted Angela. “It will be fine for me. I don’t need much space and I like the idea of being a bit isolated. I don’t like a lot of distraction when I’m working.”

“Well, that was easy,” said Paul in relief. “I wish I could tell you that it’s going to be as easy for you these next few weeks. Watch your back, Angela. Legally entitled or not, you’re bound to get a lot of backlash, a lot of petty professional jealousy from people who don’t think you earned it.”

She gave a short, bitter laugh. “Didn’t earn it? Did anyone else work eighteen hour days, plus take work home at night and on weekends? Did any of them get called an idiot twenty times a day, or have to tiptoe around a boss who could fly into a rage at a moment’s notice? I sure as hell earned every one of those accounts, Paul, and I’ll gladly tell that to anyone who thinks otherwise.”

Paul grinned. “I think my warning has come too late – you’re already turning into a ballbreaker.”


Chapter Fourteen

Thanksgiving, two and half years later

It was a cold, foggy morning in Carmel, typical for this time of the year, but once she’d completed five miles or so of her planned twenty mile run, Angela finally began to warm up a bit. Doing these long runs not only provided her with the solace and peace of mind she needed so badly, but also helped to dispel the perennial chill that at times seemed to seep into her very bones. Running made her blood pump faster, warmed her up, so that her extremities didn’t feel quite so icy.

And today this early morning run through the streets of her old neighborhood, and then connecting to a new bike path, also provided her with an excuse to get out of the house. She never liked coming home, and a big family dinner such as today’s Thanksgiving celebration was one of her least favorite occasions. So she welcomed these next few hours when she could be blissfully alone and not have to be confronted with the unhappy memories being inside her parents’ home invariably dredged up.

She bumped up the volume on her iPod at some point, as though she could drown out the voices in her head that always threatened to distract her. But the song that came on next did nothing to help the cause, and she cursed softly, belatedly recalling that she’d meant to delete this particular entry from her playlist months ago. And yet, even as her finger hovered over the forward button, she continued to listen to the heartrending lyrics of O.A.R.’s Shattered. She’d listened to this song so many times after the break-up with Nick that she’d half-jokingly begun to think of it as her theme song.

As she listened to it now – for the first time in months – Angela wondered if she would ever feel whole again. As the singer asked the question of how many times he could break until he shattered, she knew exactly how he felt.

But when she felt the unwelcome shimmer of tears begin to well up behind her eyes, she ruthlessly advanced the iPod to the next song, gratified to recognize the throbbing beat of a Papa Roach song. There was nothing the least bit sad or sentimental about a song like Last Resort, and once again she was able to push any depressing thoughts from her head and just run.

She hit the ten mile mark, her turnaround point, and stopped to take a long swig from her handheld water bottle, taking a brief walk break as she did so. She’d learned over time to take these little breaks during her long runs, especially since she’d moved into ultrarunning over the past year. She’d taken to the marathon distance easily, and after completing three of them within six months, she’d sought out bigger challenges – fifty kilometers, fifty miles. In the coming year, she had plans to run a couple of hundred kilometer races, with the goal of completing a hundred miler after that.

She was about four miles from the end of her run when another runner pulled up beside her. As was her norm, she ignored the person to her left, remaining focused on her music and her running. But the guy she could glimpse from her peripheral vision evidently wasn’t taking the hint easily, keeping pace with her as they ran side by side. Her first impression was that he was unusually tall, something she typically noticed about a man since she tended to tower over so many people. The second thing she noticed was that he seemed to be keeping up with her easily, though she’d admittedly had to slow down over the last few miles due to increasing fatigue. And the third thing she noticed, as she stole another sideways glance at him, was that the somewhat goofy grin he gave her seemed oddly familiar.

She pressed the pause button on her iPod and gazed at her uninvited running companion quizzically. “Um, do I know you from somewhere?”

He brushed a lock of his shaggy, sandy brown hair out of his eyes and grinned even wider as he nodded enthusiastically. “I didn’t think you’d remember me, Angela, but yeah, we went to high school together. I’m Dwayne Conroy. Uh, it’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

Angela’s eyes widened in surprise. “Dwayne? Ah, yeah, it has definitely been a long, long time.”

The Dwayne Conroy she remembered from high school – the same guy Lauren had caustically nicknamed Dwayne the Dweeb – had always been – well, a real dweeb. Astonishingly tall – at least half a foot taller than she was – he’d also been skinny as a rail, incredibly clumsy, and quite possibly the goofiest guy she’d ever seen. Back in high school his jeans had always been too short, his glasses too thick, his braces too shiny. He’d hung out with the other nerds and geeks, and Angela couldn’t recall ever associating with him during their school days.

But the years since their senior year had been kinder to Dwayne, as her quickly assessing gaze took note of. The glasses were gone, and his light blue eyes twinkled at her merrily. Gone, too, were the braces and he grinned at her with a set of straight, gleaming white teeth. He was still incredibly tall, of course, but not nearly so skinny and seemed to have finally grown into his height. No one would ever call him built or muscular, but he was certainly lean and fit and wore his workout clothes well. He might never fit anyone’s opinion of a cool guy, but he was definitely not a dweeb any longer.

“I never knew you were a runner,” he was telling her now. “From what I remember in high school, you played a lot of other sports, though – soccer, basketball, volleyball.”

She nodded. “You’ve got a good memory. And, no, I didn’t really run in high school, at least not seriously. I started running about three years ago. What about you?”

As they ran along at a comfortable pace, Dwayne chatted happily about his college days at Texas A & M, where he’d been a national collegiate champion in the high jump. Somewhat guiltily, Angela realized she’d never took notice of the fact that Dwayne had also been a standout on their high school track team, good enough to have been recruited by several colleges.

She told him about her own years at Stanford on the volleyball team, the NCAA titles they’d won, and her Olympic experience.

Dwayne gave a low whistle. “Wow. That’s my goal, you know. To make the next Olympic team. My coach thinks I’ve got a great shot, especially since I took the silver medal at this year’s national championships.”

“Oh, so you still compete?” she asked in surprise. “I mean, it wasn’t just something to get you through college?”

Dwayne shook his head. “Nope. That’s what I always figured, too, but my college coach was the one to suggest I stay the course awhile longer. He knew some people at Nike and helped me to get a sponsorship deal after graduation.”

Angela gazed at him in amazement. “Wow, that’s fantastic, Dwayne. I guess I never paid much attention to the track team back in high school, never -”

“Never paid much attention to me,” he finished. “Hey,” he added soothingly when she flushed with embarrassment, “don’t worry about it. Hardly anyone noticed me back then. Or if they did it was to laugh because I walked into a door or tripped over my shoelace. I never expected a girl like you to notice me.”

Angela quirked a brow at him. “Huh?”

Dwayne chuckled. “You never knew I had a huge crush on you back then, did you?”

She was instantly flustered. “Um, I, ah, never noticed, no. But in all fairness I didn’t really date much in high school, didn’t pay attention to guys in general. I was so much taller than most of the guys that I always felt -”

“Awkward? Ungainly?” finished Dwayne. “Yeah, I know the feeling. Still do, matter of fact. But that was one of the things that attracted me to you. I figured we had our height in common.”

“Yeah,” she mumbled, not sure what else to say. She’d had zero idea that Dwayne had been attracted to her, and guiltily acknowledged that even if she’d known it would never have amounted to anything back then. He’d been far too much of a dweeb, and she’d been too screwed up to even consider dating someone.

They were now two houses down from Angela’s parents’ house, and had stopped running as they continued to chat.

“So where do you live these days?” inquired Dwayne. “You’re not still here in Carmel, are you?”

Angela shuddered. “God, no. Oh, I like Carmel just fine, just not living – here.” She indicated the house. “I’m only home for the holiday. I actually live and work in San Francisco now.”

She told him about her job and her flat, and he nodded in acknowledgment.

“You always were really good at math as I recall,” he replied. “I’ll bet you’re incredibly successful at what you do. I’d, uh, love to discuss it with you sometime – the stock market, that is.”

“Sure, we could do that. Where are you living now?” she asked, feeling oddly at ease with a guy she hadn’t seen in over seven years, and whom she hadn’t exactly known very well in school.

Dwayne looked a bit uncertain. “Eugene, Oregon, actually. That’s where Nike has a big training facility. I share a house with a bunch of other track people, but I also travel a lot during track season – mostly in Europe.”

“So you don’t get down this way very often?”

He shook his head. “A few times a year to visit my family is all. But, ah, I usually always fly into San Francisco when I do, so maybe we could meet up for coffee or lunch sometime?”

The polite but firm brush-off Angela usually gave to the few men who tried to ask her out these days froze on her lips. The hopeful puppy dog look on Dwayne’s face touched something in her, made her smile in a way she hadn’t done in a very long time. He was such a nice, genuine guy, clearly still awkward and goofy, that she found herself replying, “I’d really like that, Dwayne.”

The grin he gave her threatened to split his face in half and made him look oddly appealing. “Wow, that would be great, Angela! In fact, how long are you staying in Carmel this weekend?”

She’d had more than half a thought about leaving early tomorrow morning, even though she knew such a decision would be met with disapproval from the family. Now, she impulsively told Dwayne, “Sometime on Saturday, I think. I’m not exactly sure when.”

His grin grew even wider. “Would you – that is, how about if we met up sometime tomorrow? Like for coffee or lunch? We could even do another run together in the morning and then have breakfast. Unless,” he added soberly, as though the idea had just occurred to him, “you’re here with a boyfriend or something. Or have other plans with your family.”

Angela gave him a reassuring smile. “No, to both questions. No current boyfriend and no plans with the family. I’d love to meet up for another run and then maybe grab coffee afterwards. I’m, uh, not much of a breakfast eater.”

His gaze traveled quizzically, assessingly, up and down the tall, skinny length of her body, and, rather amazingly, he blushed. She wasn’t sure when the last time a guy had actually blushed in her presence – if ever – had been but if so it had surely been way back in grade school.

“Yeah, you’re, uh, slimmer than I remember from high school,” Dwayne replied tactfully. “Guess you must run an awful lot of miles. You’re about the same build as a couple of the female marathon runners in my training group.”

“I’ve actually taken it to the next level and started running ultras,” she told him. “Kind of crazy, huh? At least, that’s what most peoples’ reaction is when I tell them I’ve run a fifty mile race.”

Dwayne shrugged. “Not crazy, just different. But, seriously, Angela, if you’re doing that sort of mileage you really need to keep up your calorie intake. I, uh, majored in nutritional sciences at school, figure on becoming a dietician when this high jump thing eventually ends for me. We could – that is, if you want to – discuss a good nutrition plan for you sometime.”

She scuffled the heel of her shoe against the curb, gazing downward. Discussing her drastic weight loss was never easy for her and usually put her on the defensive. But once again Dwayne sounded so sincere, so caring and just so nice that it was downright impossible to feel any sort of annoyance or anger at him.

“Maybe,” was all she mumbled in reply. “And, well, that’s nice of you to offer. It’s just – food and I – we have sort of a weird relationship these days. But I’m not anorexic, despite what everyone thinks. I just – well, it’s complicated.”

Dwayne gave her shoulder a quick, reassuring squeeze. “Okay. Maybe you’ll feel like talking about it one of these days. In the meanwhile, why don’t you give me your number?”

Angela hesitated briefly before reciting her cell phone number and email address, watching as he entered both into his phone. She told herself firmly that agreeing to meet Dwayne for a run and coffee didn’t constitute an actual date. This was Dwayne Conroy, after all, “Dwayne the Dweeb” that she’d known in high school. He was just a guy, an old school mate, and it was just coffee. There was no need to panic, she reminded herself, no cause to be alarmed despite the fact that she hadn’t been out with any male in more than three years.

Oh, Lauren and Julia had both done their damndest to, as they’d so succinctly put it, “get her out there”. Julia had moved back to San Francisco almost a year ago and was occupying the flat just below hers. She was also dating a seriously gorgeous guy – the co-owner of the firm she worked at – and had tried on numerous occasions to fix Angela up with one of Nathan’s friends. Julia, who was admittedly a fantastic cook, also tried on a regular basis to make Angela eat more. Thus far, her efforts on both counts had been largely unsuccessful.

And Lauren, whenever she happened to be in San Francisco, practically manhandled her – not an easy feat, considering the eight inch difference in their height – to go out to dinner or dancing or drinking – usually all three. She continued to bully Angela to move on, find someone else, enjoy life again.

Thus far, however, Angela had continued to resist getting involved with another guy, whether it be a full-fledged relationship or simply a meaningless one night stand. She was surprised – given her gaunt frame and total indifference to her appearance – when men still approached her at clubs or bars, leading her to wonder just how desperate some of them were.

But now she sensed it wasn’t like that with Dwayne, that his intent in befriending her wasn’t solely to get her in bed. He was just, she realized with something of a shock, being a good guy.

And as she let herself inside the house, a rare smile crossed her features as she realized it had been a long, long time since she’d felt like this – like maybe, just maybe, life could be worth living again.


PART THREE

The Angel


Chapter Fifteen

April, Present Day

The view of the San Francisco Bay and Sausalito harbor from the back deck had been one of the primary reasons Nick had bought this grand home nearly a decade ago. There were other reasons, of course – its size and spaciousness; the clean, sleek lines of its design; the complete privacy it afforded him; and its close proximity to San Francisco, just a quick drive across the Golden Gate Bridge. But if pressed to pick the one thing that had really sealed the deal for him when it had come time to make a final decision, the view had very likely been the deal maker.

He stood at the deck railing now, cradling a glass of merlot in his hand as he watched the sun begin to set over the harbor. The dozens of houseboats and other sailing craft moored there were all beginning to turn their lights on, creating something of a fairytale atmosphere, and from a distance he could glimpse both tourists and locals alike as they strolled along Bridgeway, the main thoroughfare in town where most of the shops and restaurants were located.

He had felt an affinity with this house the moment he’d walked inside accompanied by the real estate agent, and knew he had to have it. Over the years the house, with its stellar waterfront views and sheltered back deck and garden, had become far more than a home to him. This was his private place, his sanctuary, and he could count on one hand the number of people he had ever invited inside – just his parents and a couple of very close friends. And he’d never, ever, brought a woman here, refusing to share his sacred space with any of the ones he’d had brief, fleeting relationships with. And, even though they’d been together for nearly a year, he’d never brought Angela here, either.

“Fuck.”

His breath expelled in a sigh of frustration as he realized where his thoughts were taking him once again. Ever since he’d seen her earlier today it had been nearly impossible to get her out of his head. A whole gamut of emotions had been twisting him into knots for hours now, emotions that he’d rarely if ever allowed himself to feel. For the most part, Nick had lived his life without a single regret, had never permitted himself to look back and wish he’d done something differently, and he’d certainly never felt the least bit guilty about the choices he’d made. With one exception to all of these things – namely, Angela Del Carlo.

He’d struggled with the guilt for years now, ever since the night he’d cruelly broken things off with her, had practically pushed her out of his car. He had forced himself to harden his heart on that awful night, to block out the sounds of her pitiful sobs and desperate pleas to give her another chance. It had been the only way he’d been able to actually go through with it, to end the relationship he should have never entered into in the first place.

But the guilt and regret he’d experienced during these past few years were nothing compared to the overwhelming remorse that he’d felt the moment he had seen Angela again today. She’d born little resemblance to the sultry, sexy beauty who’d more or less been his sexual slave for nearly a year. Little by little he’d deliberately molded her to fit his picture of the ideal woman – urging her to put on weight so that she’d have curves in exactly the right places; picking out the sort of clothing for her that he found the most alluring; teaching her exactly how to please him in bed. The image of how she’d looked that last night was burned into his memory banks, never to be forgotten – the way her long, dark hair had fallen in shimmering waves nearly to her waist; how that white dress had clung to her sleek, toned curves and bared a great deal of those gorgeous, shapely legs; how her beautiful dark eyes and wide, full-lipped mouth had been perfectly made up, not overdone or flashy, but just enough to enhance her natural beauty.

But the woman he’d seen today was nothing like the beautiful, passionate woman who’d been his lover once upon a time. The woman who’d stood across that desk, staring at him with an empty, soulless expression, was a shadow of her former self – in more ways than one. Painfully thin now, practically a goddamned walking skeleton, her ugly pantsuit had hung loosely on her emaciated frame. Her once glowing complexion was sallow, her cheekbones hollowed out and her big eyes sunken in. She hadn’t worn a scrap of makeup, and there had been dark circles under her eyes. Her hair had been ruthlessly scraped back into a knot, and at first glance he hadn’t noticed her wearing any jewelry at all, not even a watch.

But it had been the look in her eyes – or lack thereof – that had really disturbed him. Her voice had sounded hollow and lifeless, and Angela herself looked like all the life had been sucked out of her.

And then there had been her hands – their extreme iciness startling - and he’d had to force himself not to flinch when he’d touched her. She’d always had such soft, warm hands, and he’d loved the feel of them as they’d caressed every inch of his body. Now they were as pale and bony as the rest of her, and their coldness made him worry that she was sick. Or anorexic.

Nick reached for the bottle of wine he’d left on the deck table, grimacing slightly when he noticed how much of it he’d already consumed. But, what the hell, he thought in disgust. He needed something to help numb these feelings of guilt that were threatening to choke him. He’d never imagined that Angela wouldn’t get over him, wouldn’t have moved on a long time ago. She’d been so young, had so much going for her – beauty, brains, ambition. He’d been shocked to learn she had pretty much just up and left Jessup Prior, leaving behind an impressive book of clients – many of whom he’d directed her way – and started from scratch at Morton Sterling. And then to learn she’d chosen to work with a soul-sucking bitch like Barbara Lowenstein rather than remain in the same office as himself – well, that had really made him feel like shit. He had never meant to drive her away, to make things so painful that she’d had no other choice but to leave her job.

Nick gave himself a mental kick in the ass when he recalled the last time he’d seen Angela before today – at another of those useless office meetings. He’d known she would be there, had been half afraid that she would try to approach him, and had wanted to avoid an awkward scene at all costs. So he’d been even more of a prick than he’d already been to her and looked right past her as though she hadn’t existed. It was ironic that he’d never had a problem blowing off women in the past, but when he’d had to do the same to Angela he’d felt like the biggest asshole in the history of the world.

In fact, he realized in disgust as he took a slow sip of wine, he’d been a total, complete, and revolting asshole to her during the entire duration of their relationship. When he’d laid out his admittedly ridiculous conditions to her that night at the Biltmore, he had never really believed she’d accept. And when she had agreed, he had certainly never expected it to last for more than a month or two. The fact that she’d hung in there for so long continued to amaze him, and made him realize just how strong willed she really was.

But there was almost nothing left of that woman now – the one who looked like a strong wind would blow her over, whose arm had felt alarmingly thin and frail beneath his fingers, whose eyes looked dead. He had done that to her, he realized now with a groan. She’d devoted herself to him, had given him everything he’d asked of her, had loved him for God’s sake, and he had thrown all of it away – he’d shoved her out of his life just as he’d shoved her out of his car that night.

When he’d finally accepted the offer to join Morton Sterling, it had been with the knowledge that Angela worked for the same firm. The decision to leave Jessup Prior – and all that he’d built up there – had been a tough one, a decision he’d thought about and planned for nearly a year. He had grown increasingly concerned about the company’s financial stability over the years, was dissatisfied with its earnings and cash reserves, and had begun to hear mounting rumors of potential buy-outs or takeovers. But when he’d shared his concerns with fellow brokers or upper level managers, they had all brushed him off, either unwilling to believe the cold hard facts or choosing to ignore them for reasons of their own. Nick had been determined not to go down with a sinking ship, and to leave on his own terms. He’d discreetly met with three different rival firms, carefully weighing what perks and bonuses each one offered, and taking his time to plan his ultimate departure. Management at Jessup Prior had been in shell-shocked disbelief when he’d rather casually announced he was leaving, and though he hadn’t been able to outright take his accounts with him, he was supremely confident that nearly every one would follow him to his new firm. He had also taken three of his team members with him, and had the guarantee of being able to hire a fourth as part of his signing package.

Even before his new manager – Paul McReynolds – had brought him to “meet” Angela, he’d heard grumblings from a few of the other brokers about the “ice queen in the corner” and “Ballbreaker Barbara’s protégé”. After leaving Angela’s surprisingly small corner office – surprising given the level of production she’d achieved – he had casually asked Paul about her. Nick had felt immensely proud to learn how she’d built up her portion of Barbara Lowenstein’s client base into a truly impressive book. True, she’d received something of a lucky break but, given what he’d known of the older woman, there was little doubt Angela had more than earned those accounts.

And seeing Angela again today after all this time had definitely sent him on a little trip down memory lane. In the years since he’d ended things between them, he hadn’t allowed himself to think of her very often, largely to avoid the guilt that invariably accompanied such thought. He’d moved on, of course, easing back into his old routines without blinking an eye. But while there had certainly been other women, none of them had lasted more than a week or two, and he couldn’t honestly remember any of their names by now. And for the last eighteen months or so, he’d been without a woman altogether, had been celibate for perhaps the first time since his teens.

He’d told himself the reason for his self-induced celibacy was simply because he’d been too focused on transitioning his business to another firm, getting everything in order, and making sure he took the best possible offer. But a big part of his abstention was because he was tired of the whole dating scene at this point in his life, weary of all the work involved, and the inevitable nasty scene that occurred when he told a woman he wouldn’t be seeing her again. During the year he’d been with Angela, it had been a tremendous relief not to have to engage in all of the various dating rituals, to know that for once he had a steady woman in his life. It had really been the perfect arrangement, especially since she’d been so completely keen to obey his rules and had never tried to ask him for more than he was willing to give. And as each month of their relationship had passed, Nick had been increasingly surprised that he hadn’t grown bored or dissatisfied with her, or that he hadn’t felt the restless need to move on to someone new.

Yes, everything had been near to perfect until she’d come home from that damned family wedding looking like she’d been emotionally tortured and drained. He’d silently cursed her total bitch of a mother, had wondered how a woman could say such awful things to her own child, and had felt tremendous empathy for Angela. Granted, his own mother and father would never win any awards for Parent of the Year, but at least he’d never felt unwanted or unloved.

Nick had sensed all along that Angela secretly wanted more from their relationship – even though she’d been extremely careful, almost paranoid about voicing such needs – and had seen the hurt on her face that she couldn’t always hide when he’d left her bed after several hours of hot, intense sex. The air of casual sophistication she’d always assumed in his presence had begun to ring false, and by the end she’d started clinging to him in near-desperation, as though she knew the end was near for them.

It had been on the night of her birthday when he’d realized things had to end once and for all. When, at the very height of passion, she’d let the words slip out, the three words that had felt like an electric shock to his system. And he’d realized then he had known all along that she’d fallen in love with him, and had deliberately chosen to ignore that fact. He’d continued to take advantage of her willingness to be with him under any conditions – conditions that any other woman would have balked to even consider. But Angela had wanted him badly enough, had loved him that much, that she’d put up with his neglect, his control, the deliberate way he always kept her at a distance. And he’d decided that he couldn’t keep leading her on, couldn’t live with himself another week under such conditions, so he’d done what he believed to be the right thing and cut her loose.

In the weeks following their break-up, Nick had resisted the urge to call and check up on her, and make sure she was okay. He’d told himself over and over that this break was the best thing for Angela, and that now she’d be free to find a nice guy who could treat her right and with whom she could form a normal, healthy relationship. God knew after the way he’d been brought up, and after what he’d seen firsthand of so-called normal relationships, that he had zero idea of how to have one himself.

Nick had thought many times over the years that a list of the more unfortunate twists of fate in the history of mankind most assuredly had to include the day his parents met. There was no other logical explanation for why two people who were almost polar opposites, and who had nothing even remotely in common with each other, would have met, hooked up, conceived a child – accidentally, of course – and then muddled things up even more by deciding to get married. But fate eventually corrected itself when his parents got divorced less than three years later, going their separate ways to live the sort of lives they had always been intended to. All would have been right with the world from that point on except for one major complication – the child they had conceived together, namely Nick.

It was hard for Nick to imagine how his stern, uptight, and by-the-book father had ever let his hair down long enough to get involved with his fun-loving, amoral, and irresponsible mother. But, having seen photos of the two of them when they’d still been in their twenties, he’d had a fairly good idea of the one thing that had brought them together – sex.

Roger Manning’s own father – Nick’s paternal grandfather – had made it very clear to his only son from a young age about what would be expected of him –just as several prior generations of Manning men had done with their own sons. Roger attended a prestigious private high school, obtained his undergraduate degree at the family alma mater Yale, and then enrolled in law school at the same university. After passing the bar exam, he’d be expected to join the family firm in Boston, and perhaps eventually become a judge or a member of the Presidential cabinet. There was no question of Roger not obeying or going against his father’s wishes, and until he met the gorgeous Sheena Sumner during spring break of his final year of law school, he wouldn’t have even considered doing so.

Sheena – blonde, buxom, and beguiling – had been a young, up and coming TV actress when she’d met the darkly handsome but rather prudish Roger. She’d been visiting the same Florida beach town where Roger was enjoying spring break with several of his school friends, even staying at the same resort. His friends had dared him to approach her, having found it hilarious that he was possibly the one man in America who didn’t know who the sexy, provocative actress was. After several drinks to bolster his courage, Roger had asked her to dance and the rest was history – tawdry as it was.

They had fallen in instant love/lust and spent the rest of the week together. With her TV series having wrapped for the season, Sheena had followed Roger back to New Haven where they’d continued their steamy, passionate affair. And then two things happened almost simultaneously that changed everything – Sheena’s series was cancelled and she discovered she was pregnant.

She’d begged Roger to marry her, vowing to give up acting to become a full-time wife and mother. They’d eloped, choosing not to break the news to his parents until after the fact. Very predictably, his father had hit the roof but none of his threats or insults could convince Roger to annul his ill-advised marriage. Time and the course of nature would wind up taking care of that matter instead.

Extremely ambitious and intent on advancing his career as quickly as possible, Roger had grown impatient and intolerant of Sheena’s lack of formal education, her unwillingness to play the part of devoted wife, and her careless, irresponsible attitude. For her part, Sheena swiftly became bored with being a stay-at-home wife and mother, missed California and all of her celebrity friends, and longed for a more exciting, glamorous life. So when Nick was barely two years old, his parents divorced, and none too amicably. And while Sheena left her marriage with a considerable financial settlement, the shared custody arrangements for Nick were far less generous to her.

Nick remained in Boston with his father, who wasted little time in remarrying – this time to a fellow attorney, an ambitious, intelligent woman who understood and supported Roger’s rapidly advancing career. Nick was left largely in the care of nannies, sent to the same elite private schools that his father and grandfather had attended, and had been subjected to the exact same sort of rules and controls that they had had to endure as well. But from the time he’d been old enough to think and speak for himself, Nick had rebelled against those rules, had chafed against the controls. Roger had blamed his son’s continual defiance on the bad genes he’d inherited from Sheena, and dealt with Nick’s rebelliousness by imposing still more rules. By the time Nick had entered his senior year of high school, he’d been counting the days until he turned eighteen and would finally be free to make his own decisions and control his own life.

The very first thing he’d done in preparation for his liberation had been to rather calmly inform Roger that he had no intention of following in the family footsteps, either by attending Yale or becoming an attorney. Roger had stared in speechless shock when his only child had announced very matter-of-factly that he would be attending Stanford instead, courtesy of the athletic scholarship he’d been offered, and would be majoring in finance. Roger had protested, of course, had shouted and threatened and had very nearly taken a swing at the son who now towered over him by several inches and outweighed him by more than thirty pounds. But all of his yelling and theatrics had been of no avail in the end, because Nick had intimidated his father in more than a physical way and Roger had thrown up his hands in exasperated surrender.

From that point on, Nick had immediately begun to make his own rules, control his own life, and for the past twenty-odd years no one had ever tried to defy him or bend him to their will. Not his teachers, his coaches, his employers. It helped, of course, that Nick had always come to class or football practice or the office more than fully prepared, having thoroughly studied the lesson or the game plan or the investment, and by doing so had gained the respect of his superiors and colleagues along the way.

Roger had certainly tried many times over the ensuing years to re-assert his control over his son, but had not so graciously conceded defeat each time. As for his mother – well, that was a whole different story, wasn’t it? Because if his father had been an uptight control freak who lived his life according to an archaic rule book, then Sheena had delighted in breaking every single one of those same rules and then some.

Had it been under Roger’s – and the rest of the Manning legal team’s – complete control, then Nick would likely never have been allowed to see his mother at all. But even though Sheena was something of a fluttery birdbrain with little common sense, the same could not be said of the sharp, streetwise attorney who managed her business affairs and contracts. It had been due to his influence that Sheena had set her stiletto-shod foot down and insisted on having summers and holidays with Nick. Roger hadn’t been able to block his ex-wife’s access to their son, and thus Nick had spent his summers and most holidays in various parts of the globe with his glamorous, fun-loving mother – in Monte Carlo, Buenos Aires, St. Bart’s, Mallorca. And Sheena had more than lived up to her well-earned reputation as a free-spirited party girl. Wherever they happened to be staying for the summer – a rented villa in the south of France; on her current boyfriend’s yacht sailing around the Greek Islands; in the luxury condo in Acapulco that belonged to her agent – there were always lots of other people hanging about, always a party of some sort happening. Sheena’s vibrant personality attracted an entourage wherever she went, and Nick never knew who he’d find sleeping in a guest room or passed out cold on the living room sofa. Sheena had a constant parade of husbands, boyfriends, and lovers, was always in love, always happy, and had never learned the meaning of the words privacy or discretion. Whenever Nick stayed with his mother, it was a sure bet that the paparazzi was also close by. He’d still been a young boy when he had become repelled by their persistence and intrusiveness. His own image had been plastered all over the tabloids, usually next to a photo of Sheena drinking and dancing with the current man in her life – men who had gradually become younger and younger as the years passed. Nick had been angry and upset at this gross invasion of his privacy, especially when he returned to school in the fall and had to bear the brunt of jokes from his friends who’d seen one or more of the photos.

So when he’d left for Stanford at the age of eighteen, it had been with the intention of never allowing anyone to either control or exploit him ever again. He would no longer be pushed and pulled between a father who tried to enforce rules that controlled every aspect of his life, and a mother who lived with no rules whatsoever. Nick quickly found a happy medium to exist in, one where there were certainly rules but only ones of his own making and where he was always the one calling the shots.

When he’d become a professional football player, he had tried his best to avoid interviews and press conferences, and more often than not was photographed in his full uniform – helmet included – in order to conceal his face as much as possible. And he’d learned early on how to steer clear of women who craved the spotlight, who adored the idea of dating a professional athlete and all the media attention that went along with it. He was scrupulous about keeping his private life private, one of the reasons he rarely dated the same woman more than a few times.

And the control he insisted on was never more present than it was in his business dealings. Almost from the very start of his career as a stockbroker, Nick had made it very clear to his clients that he expected them to follow his recommendations to the letter. Those who had disagreed or resisted had been politely referred to a different broker. He hadn’t cared much who he turned away, either – CEO’s, business owners, celebrities, pro athletes. More often than not those who had initially refused his proposal had wound up opening an account with him anyway, especially when they heard from friends and associates just how gifted Nick was at the art of making money.

Yes, Nick liked his life just fine, liked the fact he had no obligations, no one to dictate to him or make demands, no one to answer to. His schedule was entirely his own, he could decide how and where to spend his leisure time and with whom. But here he was, approaching forty in less than three years, and exactly what did he have to show for it? Certainly a staggeringly large bank account and stock portfolio; a fantastic waterfront home here in Sausalito; several expensive cars. Then there was the Super Bowl ring, the MVP trophy, years and years worth of other trophies and awards accumulated during high school, college and his time in the NFL. He had a wide network of friends and acquaintances, though he considered less than a handful of them to be in his so-called inner circle; and he had managed to forge a distant but acceptable relationship with his parents. Roger was a federal appeals judge, still living in Boston but now with his third – and much younger – wife. Sheena still flitted from one glittery locale to another, in between making movies and TV appearances. After her fourth marriage had ended in a very predictable divorce, she’d sworn off getting married again and simply took lovers. The last one, Nick recalled with disgust, had been several years younger than he was.

By almost anyone’s point of view, Nick had it all – the perfect life, certainly everything he had ever wanted for himself. But he was honest enough to admit that it was a lonely, solitary existence, and that he had a great deal of difficulty in allowing anyone to get close to him. It was why his relationships with women never lasted very long, and why he’d pushed Angela away so hurtfully when she’d gotten too close.

He missed her. And now he wanted her back.

Nick grabbed the bottle of wine and poured the rest into his glass, resisting the urge to bolt it down as he grappled with the truth he’d just admitted to himself.

During the years they’d been apart, he hadn’t allowed himself to think of her too often – half-afraid that he’d give in and call her up, and even more afraid that she would tell him to go fuck himself if he did. But he recognized now that the time they’d spent together had been one of the best of his life. He’d enjoyed her company – her wit, her mildly sarcastic sense of humor, all of the things they’d had in common. And the sex, of course, had been phenomenal. She’d always been eager, hot, and willing to do anything he asked, always anxious to please him. He’d taken other women out after the break-up with Angela – to dinner or a party or for drinks – but it had been several months before he’d actually felt the need to take any of them to bed. And the sex had always been casual, impersonal, even meaningless, strictly a normal physical release with zero emotional involvement. Sex had become so unsatisfactory, in fact, that his self-enforced celibacy had been due at least in part to the strange ennui that had overcome him in the last few years.

He hadn’t realized until he had seen her today exactly how much he needed Angela back in his life and in his bed. Her bed, technically, since he still wasn’t ready to bring a woman here to his sanctuary. And now, seeing how skinny and pale and despondent she’d become, he vowed to do whatever it took to make her snap out of her ghost-like existence. He’d bring her back to life, and then he’d bring her back to him.

Nick knew without being told that things would have to be different between them now. He’d hurt her badly, used her, broken her. There would have to be some compromises made on his part, while still retaining control over the relationship. But one way or the other, he was going to claim his angel again, and this time he wouldn’t be so foolish as to let her go.


Chapter Sixteen

Late May

“Okay, looking great there, Angela!

“You got this, girl!”

“Three miles until the finish. You’re killing it!”

Angela gave a brief little wave of acknowledgment to the aid station volunteers as she headed back out onto the trail towards the finish line at Stinson Beach. Today’s fifty kilometer race had been a challenging one, with some of the steepest climbs and rockiest terrain that she’d ever run. But she felt strong, even after twenty eight miles out here, and knew from reports she’d been given at the various aid stations along the way that she was one of the top women in the race right now.

She was virtually alone on the trail as she left the aid station, entering a section of the course than ran through a rainforest-like environment. It was cool and shady, overgrown with ferns and moss, and at this point largely downhill. She glided over rocks and tree roots with relative ease, but remained cautious, having suffered more than a few nasty scrapes or a twisted ankle from falls on trails like this.

Today, in particular, she’d badly needed the release that running always brought her, had needed it more than ever before during these past few weeks. Ever since Nick Manning had arrogantly swaggered his way back into her life and started chipping away at the impenetrable walls she’d erected around herself.

When they’d both worked at Jessup Prior, it had been an extremely rare occasion when she caught a glimpse of Nick at the office – a chance encounter in the elevator, seeing him across the room at a meeting. She’d longed for such rare moments, had had to constantly fight the temptation to walk past his office just for a brief glimpse of him. But now, when he was the last person she wanted to see, it seemed he was hanging around constantly. Scarcely a day went by when he wasn’t poking his head into her office and making some sort of half-teasing, half-caustic comment that never failed to make her blood boil. And Nick, the evil bastard, would merely chuckle when she made a cutting remark in response, or asked him in her very best ice queen tone to leave her the hell alone.

And, after each of his annoyingly unwelcome visits, Cara would almost always pop her cheerful but meddling little head inside her office, either to sweetly inquire if everything was okay or to gush once again about how smoking hot Nick was. And Cara, forever the caregiver, the “little mother” that Angela had dubbed her, would invariably find a way to offer her a package of cookies or a candy bar, or plop a sandwich or a donut left over from an office meeting right in front of her. More often than not, Angela would find herself reaching blindly for whatever Cara brought in, and had, to her astonishment, somehow managed to pack on almost ten pounds over the last month.

She’d gained so much weight, in fact, that she’d had to dig out her size two wardrobe and even some of those things were getting a bit snug now. It was a good thing that her otherwise modest sized bedroom boasted a sizeable walk-in closet, because Angela wasn’t one to get rid of things easily. Lauren liked to call her a packrat or tease that she was going to become like one of those pathetic people on Hoarders, but it really wasn’t all that bad. Admittedly, though, she did have a lot of clothes, and in four different sizes ranging from the tiny size zeroes that had recently become too tight up to the fabulous size six designer wardrobe that Nick had bought her several years ago.

Despite her repeated assurances to Lauren, Angela had never been able to summon up the will to get rid of all the things he’d given her. She would resolve to do just that, would grab a box of extra-large trash bags and march into her closet, prepared to fill the entire box of bags up. But then it would only take one fleeting memory of the night she’d worn a particular dress for her to abandon the clean-out project yet again. At least she’d finally gotten around to covering all of the things he’d bought her with zippered garment bags, so that they didn’t serve as constant reminders whenever she had to grab something from her closet.

“Crap!”

Her thoughts a million miles away, she’d lost focus for a moment and stubbed her toe on a rock, causing her to wobble precariously for a bit before she regained her footing. She couldn’t afford such distractions, she told herself angrily, and blocked everything out of her mind as she covered the last mile or so of the course. Normally she’d have her ear buds plugged in, letting the music drown out her troubled thoughts, but headphones weren’t allowed at most races for safety reasons. So for the final mile of the race she tuned everything out, an ability she’d honed to a fine point these past few years, and just let the pure joy of running take her over.

She could hear the sounds and voices coming from the finish line before she could actually see it, and the adrenaline rush she always experienced at the end of a race allowed her to sprint the final few yards. The trail and ultrarunning community was a tight-knit one, and even though Angela was still an aloof loner for the most part, a lot of the other runners and volunteers had come to know and recognize her. Their shouts of encouragement as she crossed the finish line actually brought a rare smile to her face, and she high-fived several of the finish line crew as they offered congratulations.

Someone handed her a bottle of water, and she was drinking it down thirstily when a familiar voice sounded to her right.

“Congratulations, Angel. That was a pretty impressive sprint to the finish, especially after a thirty mile race. I never knew you were that tough.”

Angela whirled to face the very last person she’d expected – or wanted – to see here this morning. Nick was grinning at her wickedly, and he looked so damned sexy her already weary legs grew even weaker at the knees. Unshaven and wearing a pair of oversized aviator sunglasses, he looked dark and dangerous, his neatly pressed dark wash jeans and pristine white cotton shirt making her acutely aware of her own sweaty, disheveled appearance in running shorts and short-sleeved top. The sight of his powerfully muscled forearms, bared by the way his sleeves were rolled up to the elbow, made her eyes widen, and she couldn’t help but recall exactly how strong those arms were, and how much she’d loved to have them wrapped around her.

But then another image came to mind, that of the night he’d all but shoved her out of his car – and his life – and she glared at him fiercely.

“What in the world are you doing here?” she hissed. “And please don’t tell me you’ve suddenly become a fan of ultrarunning because I won’t believe you.”

Nick chuckled. “Not really much of a spectator sport from what I can see. And not quite as exciting as a basketball game or a tennis match, is it? I actually happened to be meeting with a client who has a weekend house here in Stinson Beach, and was passing by this way as I was leaving. Thought I might as well check it out while I was in the neighborhood.”

She took a drink of water, gazing at him warily. “Why is it I don’t believe a word you just said? But, hey, it’s a free country, isn’t it? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get some dry clothes on.”

But, to her chagrin, Nick didn’t take the hint and ambled alongside her as she walked to her car. As she unlocked the door to pull out her sweats bag, he ran a hand admiringly over the hood of her Toyota 4Runner.

“Nice wheels,” he commented. “I see you finally upgraded from that rattletrap you used to drive around in.”

She nodded, reaching inside her bag for a towel and a clean T-shirt. “It was time. A present to myself when I went into partnership with Barbara.”

Nick grimaced. “How the hell did you put up with that bitch anyway? From everything I’ve heard about her, she was merciless, mean as a snake, and never let anybody get in her way.”

Angela gave a mirthless little laugh as she briskly toweled off her arms and face. “Sounds an awful lot like most of the men I’ve met in this business, yourself included. Except that just because Barbara was a woman in a man’s world, everyone called her a bitch for working hard and going after what she wanted. You know what they’d call a man who did the same thing? Successful.”

Nick held up a hand in defeat. “I know, I know. I sound like the biggest chauvinist ever. But it wasn’t Barbara’s ambition I was dissing. It was her personality. I just hate to think of you having been subjected to all her insults and tirades.”

She shrugged as she pulled her damp running top off over her head. “Her temper tantrums never bothered me. I knew most of it was only for show so I’d just try to block -”

His sharply indrawn hiss interrupted what she was going to say next, and she frowned as he stared at her in shock. His darkly tanned skin paled a little as his gaze raked over her upper body, now clothed only in a black exercise bra.

“Jesus Christ,” he rasped. “How the hell much weight did you lose anyway? I can count your fucking ribs, Angela.”

Her cheeks flushing in anger, she ruthlessly pulled her clean shirt on, covering up her admittedly bony torso. “Leave me alone, Nick,” she told him angrily. “That shouldn’t be too hard for you to do. In fact, I’d say you’re awfully good at that, wouldn’t you?”

“Angel.” He went to take her by the arm but she wrenched it out of his grasp.

“Don’t call me that,” she spat. “I’ve told you over and over not to use that name again. And stop pretending that you give a damn when we both know you don’t. You made it very, very obvious how little you cared about me and I got the message loud and clear.”

This time she couldn’t step away fast enough as he took her by both arms, his dark eyes glittering down at her fiercely.

“I care enough to want to know why you thought starving yourself was a good idea,” he bit out. “You have to know this isn’t healthy, that you look -”

“Like a skeleton. Or an anorexic. Yes, I’m well aware of how I look,” she retorted. “After all, everyone in my life nags me about it constantly. And I’m not trying to be skinny or lose weight. I don’t have a poor body image or think I’m fat. Eating is just – hard.” The last word was a whisper, causing Nick to grimace.

“How much weight did you lose and when?” he prodded.

She rolled her eyes. “God, some things never change, do they? You’re still demanding all the answers but never giving any in return. Well, maybe you should just butt out of things that don’t concern you from now on, Nick. Like me.”

He gave her a little shake, his mouth set in a tight, angry line. “But you do concern me. So, I’m asking again. Exactly how much weight did you lose and, more importantly, why?”

Angela tried to wriggle free but his big hands were like shackles around her frail upper arms. Angrily, she lashed out, “Fine, if you insist on knowing. At my lowest weight I was down a total of thirty pounds, but I’ve gained almost ten of those back recently. And I lost weight because food just didn’t seem very important anymore.” She closed her eyes, desperately fighting to stem the tears she could feel beginning to well up. “Not much of anything seemed important for a really long time.”

Nick uttered a low, succinct curse before releasing her carefully. “Because of me,” he stated flatly. “You stopped eating when we broke up. So this,” he gestured at her ultra-thin frame, “is all my fault.”

She scowled. “Don’t flatter yourself. Hard for you not to do, I know, but at least try. I told you a long time ago that I’ve always been thin and never had much of an appetite. When we – used to date, you’d practically force feed me. I’m just back to my natural weight now is all.”

He shook his head. “Uh, uh. Not buying that one. Granted, you packed those ten pounds on when we were together and looked fantastic as a result. But you were never this thin to begin with.” His gaze dropped to her tiny waist and the concave curve of her tummy before traveling down to her narrow hips and long, skinny legs. “And you never had this before, either. I noticed it when you were finishing the race.”

She made a little squawk of protest as he lifted the hem of her shirt and flicked the jeweled blue dragonfly that pierced her navel. She slapped his hand away and yanked her shirt back down.

“Do you mind?” she asked in indignation.

“I do, actually,” he drawled. “I’m not sure I like the body jewelry, not sure it suits you. What made you do something like that anyway?”

She began to pull on a pair of nylon track pants. “It was an impulse,” she admitted. “Actually, more of a drunken dare from one of my friends.”

Nick crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “Don’t tell me, let me guess – the infamous Lauren. From everything you’ve told me about her, that sounds like something she’d do. Did she get her belly button pierced, too?”

“Not that night, no. But she did get another tattoo.”

His eyes narrowed dangerously. “Please tell me that your so-called friend didn’t talk you into getting inked as well as pierced? Frankly, the more I hear about this woman the less I like her.”

Angela smirked. “That’s okay. Because she really, really doesn’t like you, even without knowing your name. You should actually hope you never meet her in person because she’s usually got a switchblade with her.”

“Nice company you keep,” he replied sarcastically.

She reached inside her bag for the bottle of recovery drink she forced herself to consume after each workout. Unfortunately, the chocolate variety didn’t taste much better than the vanilla.

“Lauren might have a few rough edges but she’s the best friend anyone could ever ask for,” Angela said soberly. “She’s held my head over the toilet plenty of times to prove it.”

She’d meant the words as a joke, as sarcasm, but Nick apparently didn’t think it the least bit funny, given the way his eyes glittered darkly in response.

“Been drinking a lot, have you?” he asked almost menacingly. “I thought we got that under control, Angel.”

She uncapped her drink and took a sip, refusing to let him intimidate her, reminding herself that he had no rights over her any longer, no business butting into her life. “I really don’t see how that’s your business,” she replied tartly. “Especially since the only rules I obey these days are my own.”

“Is that right?” he drawled in a deceptively lazy tone. And then, without warning, he grabbed hold of the long, thick braid of her hair, wrapping it around his wrist and yanking her flush against his body. She gasped in alarm, one hand reaching out to brace herself against his heavily muscled shoulder.

“Thank God you still had enough sense left not to cut your hair,” he muttered, giving the braid a sharp tug. “But as far as I can see that’s about the only sensible thing you’ve done in the last four years. Looks to me like someone needs to be reminded of the rules she once agreed to obey.”

Anger and indignation blazed through her, and she slapped furiously at the hand that held her braid captive. “Fuck you,” she spat, in a tone she would never have dared to use in the past in his presence. “I’ll tell you one thing, Nick. The days of me obeying anything you tell me are dead and buried. So let go of me and then go piss off.”

He only snickered and pulled her even closer against him. She was startled to realize that he was aroused, and bit her lip to stifle the groan that threatened to escape as she felt the thick ridge of his erection brush against her thigh, felt the heat of his body pressed against her chest.

“I’m not used to this feisty side of you,” he said half-jokingly. “But I think I like it. For now, though, I want you to do what I say and come out to breakfast with me. And you’re going to eat whatever I order for you – a full stack of pancakes with a side of scrambled eggs and bacon, plus a protein smoothie. For starters.”

Angela would have sooner died than admit the super-sized meal he’d just described actually sounded delicious, and her tummy rumbled automatically in response. But, determined that he would never have the opportunity to order her around again, she held up the bottle of recovery drink.

“I’ve actually got my breakfast right here, thanks. And if you don’t mind letting me go, I need to get home.”

Nick gave the bottle’s label a quick, scornful glance. “You consider that a meal? Christ, no wonder you look like a scrawny chicken. Where did you buy this crap anyway? It’s not a brand I’ve ever heard of before.”

Defiantly she took a long swig. “It’s not crap. It’s a very healthy, high protein recovery drink, specially formulated for endurance athletes. And I got it from my – my boyfriend.”

Nick scoffed. “Right. The boyfriend. The guy with no name that you keep mentioning. I’m far from convinced this so-called boyfriend even exists.”

She finished off the drink. “He definitely exists. And his name is Dwayne Conroy. I went to high school with him and we met up again last Thanksgiving.”

“So, he was your high school sweetheart or something?” asked Nick sarcastically.

Angela smiled, recalling just how big a nerd Dwayne had been back then, and how she hadn’t even given him the time of day. She’d been touched – and felt more than a little guilty – to have learned he’d had a crush on her for a long time.

“No, we didn’t date back then,” she replied shortly. “And he happens to be competing in a track meet back in New York today that’s going to be on TV in an hour or so. So, sorry to cut this scintillating conversation short, but I need to leave now if I want to catch the broadcast in time.”

But Nick had very deliberately positioned himself to stand in front of the driver’s side door, effectively blocking her entry to the car. His expression looked thoughtful, almost bemused. “So this Dwayne guy – he’s a runner, too?”

Angela shook her head. “High jumper. He won the U.S. indoor title in February, and just missed making the podium at the world championships. He’s got a great shot at making the next Olympic team.”

“How sweet. Maybe you’ll have his and hers matching medals,” smirked Nick. “But tell me – does Dwayne think you’re too skinny? Or maybe he’s into women who have the body of an eleven year old boy.”

Her face burned with indignation at his very intentional insult. “It’s none of your fucking business what he’s into,” she flung back. “Just like I’m not your business. But if you must know, then yes. He does think I’m too thin. And unlike everyone else who’s so quick to nag or insult me about it, Dwayne has actually taken the time to discuss the problem rationally and try to help me with my diet. He’s also a clinical dietician, has a degree in nutritional science. And this recovery drink you just dissed – it’s actually very calorie dense so it’s an easy way for me to try and pack on a few pounds.”

“Fine,” he conceded reluctantly. “But it’s still no substitute for a real meal. You’d probably have to drink a case of this shit a day to get back to a decent weight. Tell Lover Boy he needs to figure out a way to put some meat on your bones in a hurry.”

“Stop nagging me,” she warned. “You’re beginning to sound just like everyone else. I’ll eat when I feel like it and nobody is going to force me to do otherwise. Especially not you. Now, can I please get inside my car?”

“In a minute.” Nick seemed in no hurry whatsoever to move and was deliberately ignoring her growing agitation. “So, are you living with this guy?”

Angela sighed. “Really, Nick? I find it hard to believe that this is the most interesting thing you’ve got to do on a Saturday – quiz me about my private life. And, no. Dwayne and I do not live together, he doesn’t even live in the area. He’s based up at the Nike training facility in Eugene.”

“Hmm. So you don’t even see this guy half the time?” replied Nick scathingly. “Doesn’t sound like much of a relationship to me.”

Her fingers curled into tight little fists, her nails digging into her skin as she fought the urge to ram her fist into his rock hard gut. Or his jaw. Or, better yet, his balls.

“You’ve got some nerve,” she told him through tightly clenched teeth. “As though what you and I had was any sort of relationship, huh? I may not see Dwayne all that often but at least I can call or text him whenever I want to, I don’t have to lie about him or keep him hidden away from my family and friends, and he doesn’t expect me to obey his asinine rules like I’m his property or something. I’d take a long distance relationship with him any day over what your warped idea of one is.”

Nick’s face was darkly flushed, and his eyes blazing with anger as he yanked her hard against him, his fingers biting painfully into the bony protrusion of her hips. “You agreed to obey those rules, Angel,” he bit out. “No one ever held a gun to your head. And I think it’s way past time for me to start imposing those rules again, telling you how to do things. After all, it doesn’t look like you’ve done a very good job at taking care of yourself these past years, does it?”

This time she did hit him, or at least tried to, but her palm barely grazed his cheekbone before he clamped his fingers around her wrist. Wincing in pain, she nonetheless continued to glare at him furiously.

“The day I let you order me around again will be a cold one in hell,” she snarled. “And considering how long it took me to crawl out of there the first time, there’s no way I’m ever going back in.”

Nick’s tight, angry expression softened then, and she could swear she saw something resembling real tenderness in his eyes.

“It wouldn’t be like that this time, Angel,” he murmured soothingly. “I was a prize winning jackass to you, I admit it freely. And I realize things would have to be different between us, that I’d have to – well, compromise.”

“Compromise?” Her tone was scornful. “Wow. A word I never thought was even in your vocabulary. But it doesn’t matter, Nick, not even a little. You could go so far as to let me set down all the rules and it wouldn’t matter.”

“I don’t believe that for a minute, Angel,” he told her with a smug grin. “What we had together was too good, too special, for us not to give it another shot.”

Angela stared at him. “Are you high? Or having a serious mental breakdown? What we had, Nick, was a one-sided relationship where you had absolutely everything your way all the time. Granted, the sex was hot, but since you’re far from the only guy in this world with a big dick and a dirty mouth, I’d say you don’t have a hell of a lot going for you these days.”

For a minute he looked so furious that she was half-afraid he was going to shake her again, and then tightened his fingers around her wrist so fiercely she was convinced it was going to snap in two. Gradually he regained his composure and loosened his grip some, but still didn’t release her completely.

“We had a lot more than just good sex,” he replied tersely. “Only I was too much of a self-centered prick to admit it. And I realize now that I’m going to have to earn your trust again after the way I treated you. But just so we’re clear, Angel – you will be mine again. I don’t care about the high jumper. You don’t belong to him because you’ve never stopped being mine.”

“I don’t belong to anyone,” she snapped. “And if you think I’d ever willingly go back to you, then you’ve gone completely off the deep end.” She closed her eyes, fighting back the tears once more as she mumbled, “It almost killed me, Nick, losing you. I won’t go through something like that ever again. So just stay away from me, please? I realize that by some fucked up twist of fate we’re stuck working in the same office, but I’ll transfer to a different branch if I have to. So, please – leave me alone.”

He was silent for long seconds, his face almost devoid of expression, and Angela wondered wildly what kinds of thoughts were running through his head right now.

When he finally spoke, his voice was somber, almost hollow. “I’ll leave you alone for now. But this isn’t over, Angel. We’re not over, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to make you realize that.”

She tugged futilely at the wrist he still held imprisoned between his fingers. “Can I go now?”

He let go of her wrist only to take her by surprise and bring her palm to his cheek instead. “Just answer me one more question before you leave.” At her nod, he gave her hand a quick squeeze. “Why are your hands so cold now? One of the things I remembered was that your hands were always so warm and soft. What happened to change that?”

She tried valiantly to ignore how good it felt to touch him again, even just his cheek, and replied in a cool, impersonal voice. “You know that old saying about cold hands, warm heart? Well, that’s just a stupid old wives tale because my heart is covered in ice, too.”

This time when she jerked her hand away he didn’t try to hold her back, simply standing there and watching as she drove off.

***

“Good morning, Cara. How’s everything going so far today?”

Cara Bregante glanced up from her computer monitor at the sound of the deep, masculine drawl and gulped. She wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to the effect the tall, dark, and ultra-intimidating Nick Manning had on her. Of course, she assured herself hastily, it seemed like he had that same effect on nearly every other woman in the office so she was hardly alone in her weakness. And while Nick did seem to pay far more attention to her than he did to any of the other females, Cara knew it wasn’t because he was hitting on her. No, she knew exactly why he stopped by so often, and why she’d so willingly joined forces with him.

She grinned up at him, trying not to feel dwarfed by the way he towered over her. “Really well, Mr. Manning. She was so ticked off after you stopped by earlier that she ate a whole bagel. With extra cream cheese.”

Nick grinned back, giving her a wink. “Atta girl. One way or another we’re going to pack some more weight onto that boss of yours.”

“She already looks a lot healthier than when I first started working here,” chirped Cara. “Though I’ve got to admit it’s a little weird that she tends to eat more when she’s angry or irritated.”

“Emotional eating,” declared Nick. “It’s a well-documented fact. Admittedly most cases are when someone is stressed or depressed but apparently the key with Angela is when she’s pissed off at me.”

Cara giggled merrily. “You really made her mad this morning. When I went in there after you left, she’d thrown a book against the wall. And then she ate that whole bagel without even being aware she was doing it.”

“Happy to oblige,” he replied. “Now, tell me. Anything interesting on her schedule this week?”

Cara glanced behind her nervously, making sure the door to her boss’s office remained closed. If Angela had any idea that Cara was not only secretly conspiring with Nick to get her to eat more, but was also letting him know about her personal appointments, she’d be throwing more than just books against the wall.

Nick had told her in strictest confidence that he and Angela had been together a few years back – a fact that Cara had begun to suspect the first time she’d seen them together and observed how hot and fast the sparks had flown. Nick had also begged for Cara’s help in convincing Angela to give him a second chance, and Cara, who’d always been a starry-eyed romantic, had willingly agreed to do whatever she could. She would secretly let Nick know about any weekend plans Angela might have mentioned, or certain meetings or appointments where he could contrive to “coincidentally” be in the same area.

“Um.” Cara hesitated now, not at all certain if she ought to be telling this particular bit of news to Nick. “Not really. I mean, no social engagements or races this week. Except, well, I’m not sure -”

Nick placed his hands on her desk and leaned over a little further, bringing his darkly handsome face to within inches of hers. She gulped again as he very deliberately smiled at her, and she wondered weakly if it was really possible to drown in someone’s eyes.

“Cara.” Her name sounded like a purr on his lips – the purr of a huge, menacing lion, that is. “You know you can trust me.”

Cara shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s just, well, this particular appointment is different. It’s – more personal. Like -”

“What?” asked Nick teasingly. “A pap smear? Bikini wax? Or some other type -”

“Lunch with Dwayne,” she blurted out. “He’s meeting her here today at one o’clock.”

Nick straightened suddenly, his grin fading. “I see. Well, things are going to get very interesting around here in a few hours, aren’t they?”

Cara fought down a paralyzing sense of alarm. “What – you aren’t going to approach him, are you? Angela will go ballistic if you do anything.”

Nick gave her another wink. “Didn’t you know I’m a huge track and field fan? I’d love nothing better than to meet a medal winning high jumper. Hey, no worries, Cara. I just want to size up my competition a bit is all. Everything will be just fine.”

As Nick sauntered off with his usual careless swagger, Cara couldn’t help sighing in reaction. God, she thought, it was a real pity he was way too old for her, way too tall, way too out of her league, and way too interested in Angela. And, having met Dwayne Conroy more than once or twice, Cara thought rather smugly that Nick definitely didn’t have to worry about any potential competition coming from that end.

***

Nick scowled as he read over the limited amount of information he’d been able to pull up on Dwayne Conroy. It was basically just his athletic bio and results from his college and professional competitions. There was an official photo posted on the U.S. Track and Field website that revealed a guy of average looks, large, squarish features, a shock of sandy brown hair, and a decidedly goofy grin. Aside from that, there was really no other information he could find.

As he closed out the website and returned to the financial report he was really supposed to be checking out, Nick wondered what the hell he was doing anyway. When had he ever bothered to check out the competition, so to speak? Christ, he’d never had competition before now, never had to worry about wooing a woman away from another man. Women flocked to him automatically, ignored other men in the hopes of attracting his attention. So why the hell was he bothering to try and get Angela back again, especially when she continued to make it very obvious that she didn’t give a shit about him any longer?

But it was precisely because he didn’t really believe that fact that he kept on trying. He refused to accept the reality that the blazing attraction that had existed between them four years ago had burned out and couldn’t be re-lit. And he wasn’t going to give up on her without a fight. He knew that she still cared for him, could see it in the way she reacted to him. Granted, her reactions right now consisted of alternately cursing at him or threatening to throw something his way, but, hey – wasn’t hate just one step away from love?

Nick was grinning as that old saying came to mind just before one o’clock, and he started walking towards the elevator lobby. But the grin froze on his face as he saw Angela and Dwayne approaching from the opposite direction.

Today had been the first time since he’d started working here that Angela had actually worn something other than one of those god-awful tailored pantsuits. And while the crisp, khaki-colored belted shirtdress wasn’t exactly sexy, it was a vast improvement over any of the other outfits he’d seen her wearing the past couple of months. It showed off the long, slender length of her legs, which, he was relieved to notice, didn’t look quite so scrawny these days. In fact, Angela was slowly beginning to gain a bit more weight, and while she was still a long way from where she needed to be, her cheekbones didn’t look so gaunt and she actually had a hint of cleavage.

She’d also, Nick noticed grimly, bothered to do something with her hair and makeup today, and was even wearing a pair of earrings and a gold bracelet. And, he realized with a pang, she was smiling, really smiling, for the very first time since he’d seen her again. The fact that she was bestowing that smile on another man made his fists clench in mingled fury and frustration.

Dwayne Conroy was every bit as goofy and somewhat nerdy as his photo had hinted at, but from initial appearances he also seemed like a genuinely nice guy. There was nothing the least bit pretentious about his appearance, dressed as he was in jeans, a red polo shirt, and athletic shoes, the latter two items both emblazoned with the signature Nike logo. He was exceptionally tall, perhaps even an inch or so taller than Nick, who certainly wasn’t used to having to literally look up to other men. But Dwayne was as lean as a greyhound, as opposed to Nick’s heavily muscled form, and Nick guessed the younger man had been skinny as a beanpole until just a few years ago.

But, he acknowledged reluctantly, Angela didn’t seem to give two figs about how Dwayne looked, or that her current boyfriend wasn’t exactly stud material. And somehow or other, the tall, awkward looking guy had managed to work at least one miracle – getting the so-called ice queen to thaw out enough to actually smile.

Angela glanced up first at the sound of Nick’s footsteps on the tiled floor of the elevator lobby, and the smile froze on her face, her dark eyes suddenly furious. Dwayne followed the direction of her gaze, but his own reaction at seeing Nick was vastly different. His eyes practically bugged out of their sockets, and his jaw dropped open in disbelief.

“Oh, my, God,” Dwayne murmured in awe. “Are you really Nick Manning? The Nick Manning from the 49ers?”

Nick gave his so-called rival his best “gotta keep the fans happy” smile. “Guilty as charged. Angela – introduce me to your, ah, friend.”

Angela gave him a look that said she’d much rather introduce his crotch to the pointed toe of her shoe. Dwayne beat her to the punch by eagerly extending his hand in greeting.

“Dwayne Conroy. Wow, this is unbelievable, such an honor to meet you, Nick. Uh, that is, can I call you Nick?” he babbled excitedly.

Nick couldn’t help returning Dwayne’s grin. “Yeah, it’s all good. And – wait. Dwayne Conroy. Why does that name sound familiar?” He pretended to think for a few seconds before snapping his fingers in recollection. “I know. I watched you compete at the indoor track and field championships. You won the high jump, didn’t you?”

By now Dwayne was almost leaping out of his size fourteen shoes in excitement. “Come on! No way does the Nick Manning watch indoor track. Or remember the name of the high jump guys. I’m being punked, right? Angie, did you put him up to this?”

Angela crossed her arms over her chest, giving Nick the most evil glare he’d ever seen. He could almost feel the ice pouring off of her, and he half-expected to feel sharp little icicles stabbing into his skin any moment now.

“No,” she replied flatly. “I most certainly did not.”

But Dwayne was too excited about meeting Nick to notice his girlfriend’s own unenthusiastic attitude towards the famed football star.

“And why didn’t you tell me a big star like Nick Manning worked here?” Dwayne asked her. “Especially since you know what a huge 49ers fan I’ve always been.”

Angela gave a careless little lift of her shoulder. “I guess I didn’t give it a second thought.”

Nick dared to give her a cheeky grin and a flirty wink, letting her know that he wasn’t fooled by her apparent indifference. And then he ignored the evil eye she kept focusing his way while he chatted casually with Dwayne for several minutes about football, track, basketball. It was only when he was sure he saw steam rising from the top of Angela’s sleek raven head that he backed off his very intentional antagonizing.

“Angela looks hungry,” he told Dwayne. “I’d better let you two head out for lunch.”

Dwayne looked crestfallen for a moment, then brightened again as he asked, “Hey, why don’t you join us, Nick? Man, that would be the greatest! You wouldn’t mind, would you, Angie?”

Angela looked like she minded a great deal, but before she could voice her objections, Nick shook his head.

“I appreciate the offer, Dwayne, but I’m afraid I already have a lunch engagement.”

Angela sniffed disdainfully. “Another new girlfriend, I assume?”

He gave her a knowing smile, quite certain that was jealously he heard in her voice. “A client, actually. I’ve, ah, been out of the dating game for quite some time now. It’s tough meeting the right girl these days.”

Angela made a very undignified snort of disbelief, while Dwayne was all too eager to offer his assistance.

“Oh, I could probably introduce you to someone, Nick,” he chimed in. “There’s a whole group of single women who train with me up in Oregon. Or Angela’s got this friend she could introduce you to. Her name’s Lauren.”

“No!”

Angela and Nick both uttered the exclamation simultaneously, causing Dwayne to stare at them in bewilderment.

“Ah, I don’t think that’s a very good idea, Dwayne,” Angela mumbled hastily. “I mean, Lauren travels so much and she’s so independent that I don’t think she’d appreciate anyone setting her up.”

“Yes, thanks for the thought, Dwayne,” Nick told him amicably, “but I’m not much into blind dates at this point in my life.”

“Sure. Okay.” Dwayne nodded, still looking a bit bemused. “Probably all for the best, anyway. I mean, you’re a big, tough dude, Nick, but Lauren – well, she can be kind of scary. Some of the stories Angela has told me about her are hard to believe.”

Angela took Dwayne firmly by the arm. “We should let Nick go meet his client, Dwayne,” she said, not even trying to sound tactful. “Besides, he was right before. I’m starving.”

“Okay, let’s go. Hey, great to meet you, Nick,” enthused Dwayne. “I hope we meet again soon.”

Angela practically yanked Dwayne into the waiting elevator car, not giving Nick a chance to reply.

But it didn’t matter, thought Nick in a very satisfied manner as he walked back to his office. Because, having seen Angela and Dwayne together now, he had all the answers he needed. And knew what his next step in luring her back into his life was going to be.


Chapter Seventeen

Late June

Angela had been trying – really trying – all evening to get into the swing of things. It was, after all, Julia’s bachelorette party and a night to just let loose, have fun, and drink until she got shit faced. But so far she had only been able to achieve one of those goals – namely, the latter one. And, as she sipped at another tumbler of lemon infused vodka, she wondered if part of her problem was because she was secretly jealous of Julia, or that she wasn’t wishing it was her own bachelorette party being celebrated tonight, or her own wedding scheduled for a week from now.

She shook her head angrily, finishing her drink and motioning to the bartender for a refill. Julia had been considerate enough to hire a stretch limo to pick up and drop off all her guests tonight, so no one had to worry about driving home drunk. Though admittedly she hadn’t been drinking much at all as of late – part of the so-called healthy eating plan that Dwayne had designed for her. He was thrilled that she’d gained a full twelve pounds, was feeling stronger, and laying off the booze. What he didn’t know was that she’d gained most of the weight by stuffing her face in angry reaction each time that jackass Nick popped his arrogant head inside her office.

She refused to think about that heartless bastard tonight, and instead focused her thoughts back to Dwayne. Angela couldn’t help but smile as the goofily grinning image of her – exactly what was Dwayne to her anyway – came to mind. He really was the sweetest guy – kind, considerate, funny. She’d laughed more in the past few months than she had in years, and most assuredly during the past four years – a time when she’d feared she had forgotten how to laugh. Dwayne had been a great friend to her, they’d had a lot of fun together, and he was one of the few people in her life that she genuinely liked.

But, she realized with real regret, what she felt for him would never be anything more than friendship. There was zero physical attraction on her part, and aside from some friendly hugs and a few awkward kisses, there’d been no intimacy between them. Dwayne had never once pressured her about having sex, and frankly, she’d had her doubts for some time that he’d ever had sex with anyone. Via a couple of somewhat uncomfortable conversations, she’d learned that he was not, after all, a virgin but he was most definitely still very awkward and inexperienced with women. As for herself – well, after spending nearly a year as Nick Manning’s lover there wasn’t much she hadn’t done in bed.

She’d kept that knowledge to herself, however, and had never fessed up to Dwayne that Nick had been the man responsible for the deep funk she’d fallen into. She preferred, in fact, not to talk about those eleven months with anyone, be it Dwayne, Lauren, or Julia. And while Dwayne knew there had been somebody, she’d never told him any details, whereas the twins at least had some vague idea of what her ill-fated relationship with Nick had been like.

Angela grimaced as reluctant thoughts of her annoying ex-lover came to mind now. Nick continued to make a pest of himself, sticking his head inside her office door almost daily and saying something to get under her skin. By now her suspicions that he and Cara were in cahoots to get her to eat more were well founded, and if either of them thought they were continuing to fool her then they badly needed a reality check. Oddly, though, it didn’t irritate her any longer and she almost looked forward to both Nick’s deliberately antagonizing comments as well as whatever tempting treat Cara would oh so subtly plunk in front of her. It felt good to actually have something of an appetite again, and she even found herself eating dinner most nights of the week now. And by now she’d put on a few more pounds, enough to necessitate wearing her size four wardrobe and even some of the slimmer cut size six pieces.

Like, for example, the dress she wore tonight. It was one of the first things Nick had bought her and had always been one of her favorites – a strapless Dolce and Gabbana with a pleated bodice and full skirt. The black background was relieved by the pale pink and green floral print. The fine, silky fabric felt luxurious against her skin while the fuller skirt helped to hide how slender her lower body still was. Almost defiantly she’d added a pair of strappy black sandals with a towering heel, so that she stood well over six feet tall. And so far this evening – both at dinner, the first bar they’d hit up, and now this place – Angela hadn’t spotted even one guy who might be taller than she was. Not that trolling for men was even close to being on her agenda this evening, especially not on the night of Julia’s bachelorette party where almost a dozen other semi-inebriated women were along for the ride.

Lauren, of course, had organized the whole thing, though she’d consulted with Angela about what places they ought to hit up. Lauren didn’t venture up to San Francisco all that often, and had never been a big city girl, unlike her twin. But Lauren certainly seemed to be in her element tonight – daring one of the other women to order a dangerously potent sounding drink; asking the DJ to play a certain song; bullying several of the others in their group to get up and dance; openly flirting with one good looking guy after another. Angela, who’d watched her best friend in action at bars just like this one far too many times to count, knew that the vast majority of Lauren’s flirting was all for show. She was extremely picky about the men she dated, much less slept with, and Angela couldn’t recall the last time Lauren had actually gone home with a guy.

As she remained seated on her barstool, ignoring Lauren’s attempts to cajole her onto the dance floor, she had the oddest sensation of being watched. But a quick glance around the dimly lit bar revealed nothing amiss, and she told herself she was just being paranoid. Someone as tall as she was got a lot of curious stares, from men and women alike, and she should certainly be used to it by now.

It had been Angela’s idea to come to this particular bar, even though it was more on the subdued, darkly sophisticated side than some of the others on Lauren’s schedule for the evening. This place had always been one of Nick’s favorites, and the owner was an old friend of his. They had always been assured of their privacy here, had always been given a secluded little booth in a darkened corner where they could talk, touch, kiss.

She bit down on her lip to stifle a groan as she recalled one of the times he’d brought her here, and, if memory served her correctly, she’d been wearing this exact dress. The full skirt had allowed Nick easy access to her, and he’d taken quick advantage of that fact by finger fucking her to a heart-stopping orgasm. He’d made her suck on an ice cube the whole time, cautioning her not to make even the slightest sound or else he’d stop what he was doing. It had been one of the many, many ways he’d enjoyed exerting his control over her, and she’d loved it.

Angela shuddered, forcing her thoughts back to the present, and bolted down the rest of her drink quickly. As she shifted slightly on the padded leather barstool, she realized her panties were now soaking wet – the mere recollection of what Nick had once done to her in this place more than enough to arouse her. Gingerly she eased herself off the stool, catching Lauren’s eye and mouthing that she was headed off to the ladies room.

Lauren frowned as she mouthed back, “Hurry it up. Time to move on to the next place soon.”

Angela sighed as she made her way to the restroom, for she should have guessed that a sleek, classy place like Orphus wouldn’t have been happening enough for Lauren. It had been a stupid decision on her part to suggest this place, particularly when it was chock full of memories she had no business recalling.

She made quick work of her visit to the ladies room, but the hairs at the nape of her neck prickled with awareness again as she walked down the long, darkened corridor on her way back to the bar area. She was just about to the end of the corridor when a slow, lazy drawl – an achingly and annoyingly familiar drawl – stopped her dead in her tracks.

“Funny you should have worn that particular dress tonight. Were you by any chance remembering what happened the last time you wore it? And in the very same bar, too. Quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

Telling herself that it couldn’t possibly be him – that she’d had more to drink tonight than she’d thought and was starting to hear things – Angela turned around slowly, disbelievingly, and found herself staring into Nick’s dark, wicked eyes.

“You have got to be kidding me,” she muttered in revulsion. “Please tell me that I just can’t hold my liquor anymore and that you’re a really bad figment of my imagination.”

Nick chuckled and shook his head. “’Fraid not, Angel.” He reached out and grabbed her hand, jerking her flush against his big, hard body before she could protest or resist. And with the ridiculously high heels she’d stupidly chosen to wear tonight, escaping him wasn’t going to be easy.

“But,” he added sternly,” the mere fact that you think you’ve had that much to drink doesn’t please me one bit. I know you’re here for your friend’s bachelorette party, Angel, but that doesn’t give you automatic leeway to get plastered. How much have you had to drink anyway?”

She was so furious that she was almost shaking in her stilettos. “You don’t seriously think I’m going to answer that question, do you?” she retorted scathingly. “Or that you’ve got any right at all to ask it?”

Nick smiled, but it was one of those icy cold smiles he gave when something displeased him mightily. “Oh, I’ve got every right in the world, Angel,” he replied harshly. “And once you stop playing these pointless little games with me, you’ll realize just how many rights I still have over you.”

She gave him a futile shove with her free hand. “You’ve got no rights over me at all. Not-a-single-one.” She enunciated each word with careful precision. “And this really annoying tendency you have of showing up in places where I happen to be – if it keeps happening, Nick, I’m going to file a restraining order against you.”

He gave a shout of laughter. “Oh, that would be a good one, Angel! Speaking of which, I can just see the reaction on some judge’s face when I talk about all the different ways you used to love being restrained – scarves, cords, cuffs. The cuffs were your favorites as I recall. Tell me – did you keep all that stuff? Though I honestly can’t see Dwayne being the sort who’d get much of a kick out of -”

As a group of giggling, half-drunk, forty-something’s – all wearing far too much makeup and far too little fabric – stumbled past on the way to the ladies room, Angela placed her free hand over Nick’s mouth, her gaze furious while he was wildly amused. And, in spite of how angry she was at this particular moment, she didn’t miss the way the drunken pack of cougars were checking Nick out very thoroughly, and for some reason that really, really pissed her off.

When the women – who were all wearing dresses far more suited to someone half their age – had tottered noisily into the restroom, Nick took her firmly by the arm and began steering her back towards the bar. But instead of escorting her over to where Lauren and the others were waiting, he continued to walk her towards a back corner of the room – towards a secluded corner she was all too well acquainted with.

“Stop right here.”

She latched onto a corner of the bar and held on for dear life, refusing to take one more step. Nick attempted to drag her along in his wake, only to frown at her when she wouldn’t budge.

“We have things to discuss, Angel,” he informed her in that haughty, know-it-all tone she’d come to resent and despise. “Private things. When I saw you here a few minutes ago I had Eddie clear out our favorite table so that we could have a drink together. Though I’m seriously considering changing your order from vodka to coffee.”

If she hadn’t been afraid of making a scene, especially when the ten other women in her party were little more than a stone’s throw away, Angela would have gladly spit in his face. Instead, she just stared at him in stunned disbelief.

“You know, the more nonsense I hear you spout these days, the more I’m convinced you’re having a full mental breakdown,” she told him. “Even if I wasn’t here for my best friend’s party, there’s no way on earth I’d consent to sit at that – that table with you ever again.”

Nick stepped in close, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her flush against his body. Her breath caught in her throat as she realized he was aroused again, and making very sure that she was very aware of that fact. She struggled not to notice how good he smelled, that all-too-familiar scent she’d always loved so much. Unable to bear the burning intensity of his gaze, she glanced downwards, focusing instead on the strong, tanned column of his throat. He was wearing all black, typical for those occasions when he didn’t wear a suit, and was simply but suavely attired in an open-necked shirt and tailored trousers. And, she thought weakly, he looked even better than he smelled. Or felt.

“What’s the matter, Angel?” he whispered suggestively in her ear, making sure none of the other patrons gathered around the crowded bar could hear him. “Afraid that one or both of us will wind up underneath the table if we sit there? It certainly wouldn’t be the first time, would it?”

Angela felt the sweat begin to trickle down between her breasts, at the same time that other bodily fluids began to dampen her thighs – again. His wickedly taunting words forced her to recall erotic images she hadn’t permitted herself to think about for years – that of Nick discreetly sliding down beneath the table, his big body barely concealed by the tablecloth as he spread her legs wide and buried his face in her soaking wet pussy. Or of other times when she was the one kneeling beneath the table, unzipping his fly and taking him between her lips.

“That’s never going to happen again,” she told him faintly, willing herself not to whimper as she realized how hard her nipples were. “Whether it’s here or any other place. You blew whatever chance you had with me four years ago, Nick, and I don’t know how else to get the point across that I’m not interested in being your slave again.”

He nuzzled the side of her neck, his tongue tracing an arousing little circle around her ear. “And I told you it wouldn’t be like that again. We’d sit down, talk about this calmly, compromise.”

She couldn’t suppress the shiver that rippled up and down her spine as his fingers traced along her bare arm and shoulder. Desperately fighting not to lose herself to his seductive mastery again, she heard herself asking him in a voice that barely sounded like her own, “Okay, let’s start compromising right now. Come with me and I’ll introduce you to my friends. You’ve heard me mention the twins often enough. It’s about time you met them, don’t you think?”

Nick froze, his lips still pressed to her throat but his hand stilled on her shoulder. He slowly took a step or two away from her, his mouth turning up at one corner in an unwilling smile.

“You’ve made your point, Angel,” he conceded. “For now.”

She rolled her eyes. “Figures. You talk about wanting to make compromises, that things will be different. So far, though, sounds like the same old Nick to me. The one I’ve got no intention of taking up with ever again.”

“Well, we’ll see, won’t we? Obviously this isn’t the right time or place but make no mistake, Angel – there will be a right one and very, very soon.”

“Humph.” She gave a little shake of her head. “And you still haven’t told me how you just happened to be here tonight – once again, very coincidentally where I happen to be.”

Nick smiled mysteriously. “Or we could look at it from a different angle. Why are you here at a place you know very well I patronize frequently? Maybe you’re the one stalking me, Angel.”

“Seriously?” She gaped at him, appalled by his arrogance. “I’ll have you know this is one of several places we’re hitting up tonight and almost all of them are located within a mile of each other. And that’s another thing – how did you know I was here for a bachelorette party?”

“That’s easy.” He nodded across the bar to where the other women were still gathered. “That sexy little thing in the coral dress – the twin I assume is Julia – is wearing some ridiculous sash tied around her that reads “Bride to Be”.”

“Oh.” Angela had forgotten about the silly party gift one of Julia’s co-workers had insisted she wear, despite Lauren’s caustic remark that it made her sister look like a pageant queen. “Lucky for you she’s still wearing that stupid thing. Lauren’s threatened to cut it off of her about five times already.”

Nick’s gaze narrowed in irritation. “Don’t tell me, let me guess – with that switchblade she likes to cart around. Where is the bloodthirsty little wench anyway?”

It only took her a moment to locate her best friend, but then it usually wasn’t hard to locate Lauren – even in a crowd.

“The one in the jeans and tank top. With six empty shot glasses in front of her.”

Nick chuckled. “That’s Lauren? The ballsy chick you’ve told me about? The one Dwayne said is scary? Jesus, I could pick her up with one hand.”

Angela gave him a falsely sweet smile. “And she’d used the opportunity to stab you in the other one. Excuse me, but I need to get back to my friends now. And if you just happen to coincidentally show up at any of our other stops this evening, I’ll definitely call the cops and tell them you’re a psycho stalker.”

Nick’s chuckle morphed into full-fledged laughter as she walked away briskly, and if Lauren hadn’t caught her eye at that precise moment, Angela wouldn’t have hesitated to turn and flip him off.

***

The unexpected encounter with Nick, however, ruined the rest of the evening for Angela, despite her best efforts to put on a brave face for Julia. She brushed Lauren off every time her friend demanded to know what the hell was wrong, and wound up drinking a lot more than she’d originally planned on doing – an action that only made things worse. Angela wasn’t a happy drunk – like Julia’s co-worker Courtney who was currently being the life of the party. Neither was she a sloppy drunk like Julia’s friend Jada, who was weaving around and looked like she was going to toss her cookies any minute now. And she wasn’t a mean drunk, either, like Lauren could be sometimes when she’d had a whole lot to drink and was in a bad mood to boot.

No, Angela was just a plain old depressed drunk, the sort who got quieter and more withdrawn the more she drank. And that was precisely what happened as the evening wore on, as she rather morosely followed the others from bar to bar.

Except, of course, when Lauren got involved in a bar fight and Angela felt the need to jump in and help her out. She’d watched the scene unfold, had sighed while predicting what would happen next. A guy – good-looking, well-built, well-dressed – had been flirting rather outrageously with Lauren and Angela had rolled her eyes when she’d observed how her friend was deliberately toying with him.

And then the guy had done the unthinkable and put his hand on Lauren’s ass. But it was whatever he’d whispered in her ear after that when she’d erupted – landing a roundhouse kick solidly in the guy’s gut, causing him to stumble and crash into some nearby tables, which in turn caused the disrupted patrons to yell and scream. Meanwhile, the guy’s companions rushed over to join in the fray, and Angela found herself hurrying over to defend Lauren by tossing her drink into someone’s face.

And when Jada really screwed things up by puking all over the bouncer’s shoes, well, that was when the group of “ladies” was promptly ordered to vacate the premises and they all moved on to the next bar.

By the time the limo arrived to take everyone home at the end of the evening, Angela was more than ready for the party to be over. As each of Julia’s guests was dropped off at their place of residence, Angela shrank further into the corner seat she’d appropriated, uncommunicative and lost in thought. She was very reluctantly pried from her corner, however, when it was Courtney’s turn to be dropped off, since Julia’s hipster co-worker had passed out cold. It took Angela plus three others to drag the tall, gangly girl up to her apartment and deposit her on her bed.

As soon as she was back inside the limo, she retreated to her little corner and stared out the window without really seeing anything. The encounter with Nick had shook her up more than she’d initially realized, more than she was willing to admit, and she began to tremble in delayed reaction.

She closed her eyes, pressing her flushed cheek against the cool glass of the window, and willed herself to calm down. Because, despite her brave, defiant words to the contrary, she knew deep down that letting Nick back into her life was exactly what she craved more than anything. It was, after all, what she’d dreamed of for years, the dream that had given her hope, kept her going for so long. But now that the dream could very easily become reality, she was terrified to let it happen. She didn’t believe for a minute that Nick could really change, could ever willingly compromise on anything. And she was afraid, so afraid, that she’d wind up not caring about any of that and fall back under his control the next time he snapped his fingers.

The second to the last stop of the night was to let Julia’s friend Tessa off at her boyfriend’s palatial Pacific Heights mansion, and Angela found herself whistling along with Lauren as the limo pulled up to the curb.

“Hot damn girl, you really landed yourself a winner,” said Lauren in admiration as she patted Tessa on the arm. “Hold on to that man for sure. Better yet,” she added with a wink, “use those handcuffs Jules put in everyone’s goody bag and chain him to your bed.”

Julia had spent weeks assembling the pretty pink, white, and black striped party bags, filling them up with all sorts of girly little trinkets. Angela had been commandeered into helping her put them together last week and recalled that a few of the items included semi-naughty gifts like a silk blindfold, a bottle of massage oil, and a pair of flimsy, fluffy pink handcuffs.

The shy, pretty Tessa blushed furiously at Lauren’s bawdy suggestion and could only stammer a rather flustered good night as she exited the limo. Lauren was chuckling wickedly as they pulled away.

“Did you see the look on her face when I mentioned chaining her man to the bed? And when I made a little joke earlier tonight about Ian tying her up, she had the exact same reaction. Trust me,” she nodded with confidence, “those two get up to some kinky shit every so often.”

Julia eyed her twin with a scowl. “Honestly, Lauren? I mean, you’ve met Ian. He’s the most conservative, proper English gentleman you’ll ever want to meet, while Tessa blushes at the drop of a hat.”

Lauren shrugged. “Everybody’s got a bit of a dark side, sis. Even those two. Trust me, I’ll betcha Ian trusses her up in not only the handcuffs but the blindfold and the thong, too.”

“Except those particular cuffs are really just for show. They aren’t meant for BDSM play,” murmured Angela quietly. “Way too flimsy.”

The moment the words left her mouth she would have done anything to take them back, especially when she saw the way Julia and Lauren were staring at her in stunned silence. She hadn’t meant to say something like that, was now kicking herself mentally for having blurted it out, and knew Lauren at least wouldn’t let it alone for hours now.

Lauren found her voice first. “Uh, would you be speaking from experience there, Angie? Or have you just been watching too much porn?”

Angela gave Lauren a playful shove. “I haven’t watched porn since our senior year of high school at Erica Lyman’s house. Now her parents were really into some kinky shit.”

Julia shuddered as she recalled the sordid tales Lauren had whispered to her about the various DVD’s and sex toys Erica’s parents had tried – most unsuccessfully – to hide from their daughter and her very inquisitive friends. “Okay, already feeling a little queasy over here. Let’s not talk about Mr. and Mrs. Lyman’s, uh, quirks tonight.”

Lauren kept her gaze steadily focused on Angela. “Fine. But I still want Angie to answer the questions about the handcuffs.”

Angela’s dark eyes glittered dangerously. “Tough. Not going to happen. In fact, just forget I said anything.”

“Oh, like hell I will,” laughed Lauren. “You know me, girlfriend. I’ll keep at you like a dog with a bone until you answer me. Was it seeing that big hunk of studly goodness tonight that finally loosened your tongue?”

Angela gasped, her eyes widening in alarm as both she and Julia stared at Lauren, who was looking way too smug for anyone’s liking.

“I, um, don’t know what you’re talking about,” Angela replied defiantly.

Lauren just looked amused. “Bullshit. You just think nobody noticed you arguing with Mr. Dark and Dangerous when we were at our second stop of the night. What’s his name, Angie? Did you know he was going to be there tonight? And is he the reason you’ve been so out of it all evening?”

Angela’s lips tightened into a hard, mutinous line. “Back off, Lauren. I’m not talking about it. Ever.”

But Lauren was a long, long way from being deterred. “He’s the one, isn’t he? The fucker who broke your heart three – no, it’s almost four years ago now, isn’t it? The one who broke you, Angie. Tell us his name. And, more importantly, why he’s suddenly showing up in your life again.”

“He’s not in my life again,” snarled Angela, her anger a blazing hot force to be reckoned with. “At least not that way. And his name isn’t important. He’s not important.”

Lauren gave a careless shrug. “Sure didn’t look that way to me. Jules – you should have seen this guy. Tall – even taller than Ian – and built like a tank. Dark hair, dark eyes, dark clothes. He reminded me of the devil – a really well built, really good looking devil.”

Angela’s mouth was trembling now. “He is the devil,” she whispered brokenly. “And he’s trying to lure me back into hell.”

As the twins stared at her in mingled shock and horror, Angela gave herself a little shake and struggled to regain her composure. She pointed a warning finger at Lauren.

“And the subject is now officially closed. Closed,” she emphasized when Lauren started to speak. “If you try talking about it again, I’ll call a taxi and go stay at a hotel. I mean it, Lauren. You need to butt out, okay?”

Angela’s voice was so filled with repressed rage that Lauren for once didn’t dare argue back and merely nodded. The remainder of the drive back home was passed in uncomfortable silence, save for the occasional drunken hiccup that escaped Julia’s mouth despite her best efforts to suppress them.

As soon as the limo pulled up in front of their building, Angela wasted little time in exiting and then briskly climbing the two sets of stairs to her flat. She barely even mumbled a good night to Julia and her fiancé Nathan, who’d been waiting at the curb for their arrival. Fortunately Lauren had been enlisted to help guide her very tipsy twin inside her own flat, giving Angela a few precious minutes to make herself scarce and hopefully escape more of Lauren’s prying.

But despite getting undressed, throwing on some ratty old PJ’s, and diving under the covers in record time, Angela couldn’t completely avoid the doggedly stubborn Lauren. Never one to let a closed door deter her, Lauren ignored it to poke her head inside Angela’s bedroom.

“Hide all you want to, Angie,” she called out. “But I’m on to you now. More importantly, I know what that devil looks like and I won’t stop until I figure out who he is. Then the fun is really going to begin. Sweet dreams now.”

But Angela had neither dreams nor nightmares as she fell – surprisingly quickly – into a deep sleep. Maybe it was all the booze she’d consumed, or maybe there was some other underlying reason, but it was one of the most restful sleeps she’d had in years.

***

When, right on schedule, Cara poked her beaming, perky little head inside the doorway on Monday morning, Angela refused to let her resolve weaken, no matter how adorable the younger woman looked. She’d been far too lax with Cara recently, she realized, and needed to lay the law down on a few things.

“Cara, could you close the door and have a seat, please?” asked Angela in her most businesslike tone. “There’s something we need to discuss.”

Her admin assistant’s big eyes grew even wider, and Angela was secretly pleased to see a hint of fear in their depths. She wasn’t planning on yelling at Cara, but the girl definitely needed to realize how displeased Angela was with her at present.

“O – okay,” murmured Cara uncertainly, even as she shut the door and perched nervously on one of the guest chairs. “Is, um, something wrong?”

“Depends on your answer, I suppose.” Angela lounged back slightly in her chair, tapping her pen on the surface of the desk.

Cara clasped her hands in her lap in obvious agitation. “Answer to what? Did I do something wrong? What is it? Whatever it is, I’m so sorry! I’ll do whatever I have to in order to fix it. I -”

Angela held up a hand to stop the babbling. “Just answer me truthfully. Have you been giving Nick Manning information about me? Specifically, what my personal appointments are and where he might be likely to run into me?”

Angela knew immediately – from both the way Cara’s mouth dropped open in shock and how her eyes grew even rounder – that she’d found her culprit. There really hadn’t been any other suspects so far as she was concerned, because no one else besides herself and Cara would have known about some of the appointments.

Cara’s full bottom lip began to quiver and there was a sheen of tears in her big eyes. “I – I’m sorry, Angela,” she stammered. “I know it was wrong to tell him. But – well, he’s so charming and has this way of getting you to tell him things without even being aware you’re doing it. And, well, it was soooromantic, I thought – how the two of you had been together once and then how he’d stupidly let you go and how he’s trying to get you back again. And, well, you know me – I’m a sucker for a good love story, a hopeless romantic, and -”

Angela held up her hand again, thinking that Cara talked even faster when she was agitated. “Okay, enough. I get the picture. And, yes, unfortunately I’m all too aware of just how persuasive Nick can be when he turns the charm on full force. I’m guessing a babe in the woods like you never stood a chance against a wolf like him. But I want you to promise me now that you aren’t going to tell him even one more thing. Do we understand each other?”

Cara nodded frantically. “Yes, yes, I promise, Angela! And, honestly, I didn’t mean any harm, I really didn’t. I guess – well it’s hard to imagine anyone not wanting to be with someone like Nick. He’s sooogorgeous and sophisticated and dreamy. I thought – well, I thought I was helping you. I figured you’d had a lover’s spat or something when you knew each other before, and that you were still mad at him over whatever happened to break you up.”

“Mad doesn’t even begin to cover it,” replied Angela dryly. “And while I appreciate your concern for me, it ends now, okay? Including all of your not so subtle attempts to get me to eat. Though I had that one figured out quite some time ago.”

“Oops.” Cara giggled. “Busted, guilty as charged! But at least that seems to be working. You really do look great, Angela, so much healthier. And if I promise not to shove cupcakes under your nose, will you promise to keep on eating more?”

Angela regarded her overeager young assistant dubiously, though Cara reminded her so much of a loveable, cuddly puppy right now that it was impossible not to offer up a faint smile. “All right, I’ll try. And you don’t have to stop completely. I’m particularly fond of that crumb cake you bring in sometimes.”

“Isn’t that the best?” gushed Cara. “I get it at this bakery a couple of blocks from here. And you should see the other stuff they make. Do you like lemon bars? Or blackout cake? And their peanut butter -”

“Just the crumb cake,” interrupted Angela. “And once in a while, not twice a day. Now, as long as we’re on the same page about this issue, let’s get to work, hmm? And if that wily bastard Nick stops by, tell him the two of you have been made. The information leak stops now. Are we perfectly clear?”

Cara nodded. “As glass. I promise not to tell him about any more of your plans. Uh, oh.”

Angela frowned at the note of concern in her assistant’s voice. “What now?”

Cara worried her bottom lip, her eyes holding a decidedly guilty expression. “I, um, may have shared details about one other appointment with him. But don’t worry. I really, really doubt he’d just show up there.”

Angela sighed. “Go on, tell me. What appointment did you tell him about?”

“Not so much an appointment, really. But I may have, ah, mentioned the date and location of your friend’s wedding this Saturday.”

Angela shook her head in disbelief. “Really, Cara? Why in the world would you have told him something like that? God, that’s all I’d need – Nick deciding to crash Julia’s wedding just so he can mess with my head for a few more minutes.”

“Relax,” replied Cara, her voice sounding a hell of a lot more confident than Angela felt at the moment. “I mean, all of the other places he showed up at were around San Francisco. What are the chances Nick would actually drive all the way to Pebble Beach just to see you for a few minutes?”


Chapter Eighteen

“Well, you’re looking mighty pleased with yourself this afternoon. What’s her name?”

Dante Sabattini gave Nick a very satisfied smile as he lifted his glass of red wine. “You know me too well, my friend. And her name is one you’ve heard me mention enough times over these past couple of years to drive you crazy.”

Nick sighed. “Please tell me you are not still obsessed with nailing that actress who’s got your balls in a vise.”

Dante winked suggestively. “Nope. Because I’ve already nailed her. Multiple times. And that’s just for starters. I’m happy to say this is the start of a beautiful and lasting relationship.”

“Great. I’m very happy for you and – what’s her name again? Keely? Krista?”

Dante shook his head. “Come on, Nick. How many times over the past year and a half have you heard me talking about her? It’s Katie. Gorgeous, sexy, Katie who can do things with that mouth of hers that are probably still illegal in some countries.”

“Sorry. And, yes, it’s all coming back to me now. I’m not sure how I could ever forget the name of a woman who had you jacking off like a twelve year old boy over the new swimsuit edition of Sports Illustrated.”

Dante’s dark olive skin flushed in embarrassment. “Hey, I never did that. And wait until you meet her in person, Nick. You’ll be trying to figure out how to make a move on her yourself without pissing me off in the process.”

“No.” Nick toyed with his grilled swordfish, his usually robust appetite off today. “First of all, I never, ever poach on another man’s woman. Second, your Katie isn’t really my type. I prefer my women to be all natural, and from what I can tell not much about yours is real – dyed hair, fake tits, veneers.”

Dante stared across the table in appalled disbelief. “And how the hell can you tell any of that? You’ve seen her in person like, what – once? Twice? And both of those times were from a distance.”

Nick swallowed a mouthful of fish, rice, and grilled vegetables, washing it all down with a healthy swallow of wine. “What can I say, my lovestruck friend? I’ve got certain – talents where women are concerned, can pick out the real thing from a poor substitute with just a glance.”

“Hah!” smirked Dante. “Big surprise, considering how many women you’ve banged over the years.”

“You’re kidding, right?” asked Nick, chuckling. “Let’s not start comparing numbers, Dan, because that might just be one category where you passed me up a long time ago. Especially considering the fact that I’ve been living like a damned monk this past year and a half.”

“Well, whose fault is that?” declared Dante. “You could have fresh pussy every night of the week if you want. And you’ve been off your game for way longer than eighteen months, my man. You haven’t been your old self since – well, since before you were with Angela.”

Nick’s hand froze halfway to his mouth with another forkful of his lunch. Quietly, he set the fork down. “You might be right, Dan,” he admitted soberly. “I never even realized it when we were together, but she got under my skin in a way nobody else has ever been able to do. I’m not sure why I never saw that clearly until she came back into my life.”

Dante snorted, his own healthy appetite not in the least affected as he swallowed a heaping forkful of seafood linguine. “You never realized it the first time because you were way too busy being an asshole,” he declared. “You treated Angela like shit back then, took advantage of how young she was and how she was willing to do fucking anything for you. And, hey, I know exactly what you’re going to say next – you laid out the rules, told her what to expect, and nobody twisted her arm to get her to agree. It still doesn’t excuse the fact that you didn’t treat her right. Especially when you broke things off. You were cold, Nick. Ice cold.”

Nick scowled, ignoring his food but finishing off his wine and then motioning to the waiter for a refill. He seldom drank more than a glass at lunch, and oftentimes didn’t have any alcohol during his midday meal, but he allowed himself the indulgence today. He’d been in a rotten mood since he’d woken up – hell, most of the week – and Dante’s rather blunt criticism wasn’t helping to make things better.

“You know, Dan,” he drawled, using the abbreviated form of Dante’s name as most of his close friends did. “You aren’t exactly a shining example of how to treat a lady, either. Rumor has it that your middle initial really stands for Player instead of Pietro.”

Dante grinned. “Hey, I’m the first to admit I’ve gotten around. A lot. But whether it’s for a month or a night, I’ve always treated my ladies like royalty. That’s why they all still love me, why I have to block so many phone numbers, de-friend so many of them on Facebook. You, on the other hand,” he shook his head in disapproval, “usually treat women with less regard than you do a bottle of good Bordeaux. And you treated Angela even worse – like a six-pack of cheap malt liquor.”

“I’m well aware of how badly I handled things,” admitted Nick in resignation. “You think I haven’t lost sleep over it, haven’t beaten myself up a hundred times? And now that I want to do the right thing by her – have a real relationship – she won’t give me the time of day.”

Dante looked at him scornfully. “Well, duh, stupido. Did you really think she was just going to fling herself back into your arms and beg you to pick up where you left off?” When Nick didn’t reply, he only stared at him harder. “You did, didn’t you? God, I always knew you were an arrogant bastard, but for you to honestly believe something like that – I think you’re having some serious mental health issues, my friend.”

Nick smiled faintly. “Odd, that’s what Angela keeps telling me – that I’m off my rocker if I really believe she’s ever going to take me back. But it wouldn’t be like – like it was before. I’ve told her over and over that I’d be willing to compromise.”

“Honestly?” Dante arched a skeptic brow. “I’ve known you now for what – eight, nine years? I’ve never once seen you back down on anything, or not insist on having your own way all the time. I don’t blame Angela for not believing you. Frankly, my friend, you’ve got a really shitty track record.”

“I can change,” Nick replied reluctantly.

“Can you? Can you really?” challenged Dante. “Let’s put that theory to the test, shall we? Are you willing to let Angela visit your house? Or, hey – wait for it – actually sleep over?”

Nick didn’t answer, his mouth tightening mutinously as he glared at his friend.

But Dante was just getting started. “Okay, let’s see what else you’re supposedly willing to compromise on. Can she call you whenever she feels like it? Send you a text or an email? Oh, and will you let her pick the restaurant where you’re going for dinner – I mean, at least every so often?”

“Yes,” conceded Nick. “The restaurant part is fine. Within reason, of course. I don’t care who it is, I’m not eating fast food or greasy takeout or anyplace that offers a Monday Night Football special of Budweiser and hot wings.”

“Snob,” chided Dante. “You barely condescended to eat at my family’s restaurant, even though you admitted later it was some of the best Italian food you ever had. But what about the first part of the question, Nick – the phone calls and such?”

Nick hesitated. “I honestly don’t know. I guess I’d have to agree to allow contact, but only up to a point. You know how I am about my privacy.”

Dante sighed. “Yeah, you’re a pain in the ass and paranoid to boot. Okay, next question. Are you willing to meet her parents? Angela’s a nice Italian girl, after all, and I’m sure her folks would insist on meeting her – uh, boyfriend? Man friend?”

“I’m not really sure she gives a crap about what her family wants. From what I know, they have kind of a complicated – no, make that a fucked-up – relationship. They don’t treat Angela very well, especially her mother.”

Dante shook his head. “Avoiding the real question again, Nick. If she asked you to – say, go with her to a family wedding or her father’s birthday party, something like that – would you go?”

Nick tried to avert the question by re-posing it to Dante. “Would you? If Katie asked you to meet her parents, take her to her best friend’s wedding – would you do it willingly?”

“Hell, yes,” declared Dante without hesitation. “But then I’d go just about anywhere Katie asked me – to the movies to see a chick flick, to the drugstore to buy tampons, to watch her try on shoes for three hours straight.”

Nick shook his head in disgust. “My God, this girl really has you good and pussy whipped, doesn’t she? All I can figure is that she either had some sort of voodoo hex cast on you, or else she’s got a gold plated honey pot.”

Dante grinned. “Well, she definitely has the latter, she’s for sure got me under some kind of spell, and if I’m whipped then I don’t care because it’s the best kind of pain in the whole fucking world. But, hey, this is about you, man, not me. I’ve already told you I treat my women like they’re someone special. The real question is – how far are you actually willing to compromise in order to get Angela back? Because so far, if I’m her, I’m not hearing anything new, just the same old song you’re always singing.”

“Yeah, I know.” Nick blew out a breath in frustration. “It’s called being caught between a rock and a hard place, Dan. I want her back, I know I’ve got to change my ways in order to do so, but, well, old habits die hard, you know? I guess I’m still selfish enough and too set in my ways to willingly change. At least enough so that she’ll concede to talk about it, if nothing else.”

“Well, here’s a thought,” offered Dante. “If you don’t think she’s ready to listen – and, more importantly, you’re not willing to compromise – then stop talking and start acting instead. From what I used to observe, things were pretty hot between the two of you a few years ago. Just – uh, give her a sample of what she’s been missing. Unless, of course, she’s not really missing it.”

Nick’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You did tell me she’s dating some other guy, didn’t you? What is he – a pole vaulter or a javelin thrower or something?”

“High jumper. And there is no way,” insisted Nick, “that a nerd like that is capable of satisfying a woman like Angela.”

Dante grinned merrily. “So what are you waiting for then? Ah, but you’d be breaking one of your rules, wouldn’t you? Like the one you just brought up a few minutes ago – how you don’t poach on other men’s women.”

“Fuck that.” Nick pounded his fist on the table hard enough to start the plates and cutlery shaking, and forcing Dante to grab wildly at his wine glass. “She doesn’t belong to him. Angela was mine first and I’ve decided to re-claim my property.”

“Uh, uh.” Dante was shaking his head emphatically. “See, that’s part of the attitude adjustment you need to make, Nick. You don’t fucking own people. Angela is not nor has she ever been your property, your possession, even though that’s how you treated her four years ago. Relationships are all about equal give and take, and not these one-sided affairs that are all you’ve ever known. And until you’re ready to accept that – and actually do something about it – Angela would be a hell of a lot better off if you just left her alone.”

The look on Nick’s face was grim. “I know that. Damn it, why do you think I left her four years ago? Of course she’d be better off without me in her life. The problem is, she hasn’t been, at least not from what I’ve seen. And the even bigger problem is now that I’ve seen her again, I can’t stand the thought of not having her with me.”

“Well, then, you’d better get your shit together, Nick. Nobody’s saying that relationships aren’t a lot of hard work. But you at least need to be willing to try and do the work. From where I’m sitting, it sure as hell doesn’t look like you’ve reached that point yet.”

Nick heaved a sigh of frustration. “I’ve always admitted to being a fucked-up bastard. And the real issue is I don’t even know where to start if I decide to change things.”

“Maybe you should try following my advice – stop analyzing, stop talking, and just fucking take her to bed. Maybe a week or two of nonstop sex will somehow magically fix everything.”

He regarded Dante dubiously. “Uh, huh. And you really think that’s going to just make all of the other issues disappear?”

Dante’s dark eyes twinkled mischievously. “Well, it’s a helluva good place to start, isn’t it? And it’s always worked for me in the past. Look at it this way, Nick – a week of hard, dirty sex might not make things better but at least you’ll have a lot of fun trying.”

***

Angela couldn’t help herself. No matter how many times she’d tried to convince herself over the past week that Nick wouldn’t dare show his face at Julia’s wedding, she hadn’t been able to keep from looking over her shoulder every so often just to make sure. She was furious that she’d allowed him to make her act all paranoid, on top of everything else he’d done, and she was still more than a little peeved at Cara for giving details about her personal life to that controlling bastard.

She peeked over her shoulder so often, in fact, that Lauren had finally snapped, “Who the hell are you expecting to see back there anyway – Freddy Krueger? A swarm of angry bees? Knock it off, Angie, would you? You’re starting to freak me out a little.”

So she’d tried not to keep sneaking furtive little glances wherever she went, tried to fight off the fear that Nick would actually have the nerve to drive all the way down here to cause trouble. God, that would be all she’d need this weekend, with not just Lauren and Julia constantly nearby but Dwayne flying down for the wedding, too. And Dwayne, of course, knew exactly who Nick was and wouldn’t hesitate to clue Lauren in if she inquired. And then – well, then all hell would definitely break loose.

Angela breathed a sigh of relief when a discreet inspection of the banquet room at Casanova – the trendy Mediterranean restaurant in Carmel where Julia and Nathan had chosen to hold their rehearsal dinner – revealed no unwanted guests were present. But her paranoia wouldn’t go away quite so easily, and when she had to make a trip to the ladies room she all but dragged Lauren along with her. If anyone could defend her from Nick, it would be her best friend. Lauren would never –

‘God, stop it!’ she told herself angrily. “You don’t need to be defended from anyone. Nick is not going to just pop out of some corner and maul you. And even if he did, you’re a big girl, Angela, and you sure as hell can take care of yourself!’

She felt better, more confident, after the little pep talk she gave herself, and was able to relax and enjoy the rest of the evening. Both Julia and Nathan had wonderful families, everyone seeming to get along and enjoy each other’s company. There didn’t appear to be any of the gossip, bickering, and petty jealousy that always seemed to be going on at her own family gatherings. And since she’d always felt closer to Julia’s parents than her own, it wasn’t so surprising for her to pretend for this one night that she was an actual member of the McKinnon family.

Dwayne seemed to fit right in with everyone, especially Nathan’s younger brother Greg, who had also competed in track during his school years. Dwayne, in fact, got along with everyone she’d introduced him to so far, including her own family. Her parents had declared him a “nice young man”, though admittedly her mother hadn’t been thrilled to learn he was an athlete by profession – and a poorly paid one to boot. Dwayne was good natured enough not to mind when her aunts and sisters gave him the third degree, and had quickly bonded with the sports-crazy male members of the family.

It was just too bad, thought Angela with regret, that Dwayne was more like the brother she’d never had than her boyfriend. And that, despite her mother’s not so subtle hints, he would never be her fiancé, much less her husband.

Dwayne dropped her off at her parents’ house after dinner before continuing on to his own family home. He’d begun to hint lately that maybe they ought to consider taking their relationship to the next level – namely, sleeping together. Angela had been startled and completely caught off guard, and had only been able to stammer and stutter in response.

And even though her parents were out of town at present – this time on a cruise to Alaska – Angela had discouraged Dwayne from staying at the house with her as he’d initially suggested.

“It’s just – well, that place doesn’t hold very good memories for me,” she’d explained. “I wouldn’t want – well, I’m sure you get the idea. Besides, you don’t get to see your own family all that often these days so I’m sure they’d be disappointed if you didn’t stay with them.”

And while Dwayne had readily agreed with her rationale, Angela had been guiltily aware that she’d been almost desperately scrambling for delay tactics. But she simply wasn’t ready to become intimate with him – or with any man. Even though it had been nearly four years now since she’d had sex – since that fateful night of her twenty-third birthday – she had no intention of ending her self-imposed celibacy until she was good and ready. And since the affection she felt for Dwayne was strictly on an emotional level, there was really no chance of him ever being the man to end her four year drought.

There was, in fact, only one man she’d met over the last few years who’d touched her on any sort of physical level – the only man who’d ever truly done so in her entire twenty-six years.

‘Damn that Nick. It always comes back to him, doesn’t it?’ she thought bitterly. ‘He’s definitely ruined me for anyone else. And apparently the only way I can deal with that fact is to either give in or get out.’

Get out of the office, that was. She’d given the matter some serious consideration as of late, had even done some very casual checking into rental property and real estate around both the San Jose and Oakland areas. Both of those cities had a large branch office of Morton Sterling, and she’d be able to transfer to either of them while still retaining all of her clients. Such a move would remove her from Nick’s path and allow her to return to a life without him in it, a life where he wasn’t constantly tormenting her and tempting her to come back to him, to be under his control again.

And there was no way he’d consider following her. Not when he had really just settled into his new offices with a new firm, was even now still assembling his team. Angela knew he had two associate brokers – who happened to be a married couple – along with an admin assistant, and all three had made the move with Nick from Jessup Prior. And, according to what she’d learned from Cara, a second assistant had just been added to the team. Rumor had it that Nick was still looking for a third associate and possibly another admin assistant, and that nearly every up and coming broker in the office was vying to join his team.

Angela snorted in derision as she got ready for bed. She couldn’t imagine working for someone like Nick, and assumed that he insisted on complete control of everything having to do with his business, just like he did in all other aspects of his life. Even with a boss as tough as Barbara had been, at least Angela had been free to take her own path, make her own decisions. Barbara might have pushed her hard, might have made most work days a living hell, but she’d always had complete faith in Angela and had encouraged her to think for herself.

And, Angela was pleased to note, that very same sort of self-sufficiency Barbara had drummed into her had spilled over into her personal life. It had helped Angela take control of her life again, had made her into a stronger person, and given her the strength she’d needed to stand up for herself – to her bosses, her family, and, more recently, Nick.

Just before falling asleep, she smiled to herself as she imagined how loudly Barbara would have laughed to realize it had been her influence that now gave Angela the guts to stand up to Nick, to resist his potent allure, and not allow herself to fall back under his spell. In fact, thought Angela sleepily, if Barbara was somehow watching all of this unfold from up above, she was more than likely having a very satisfied drink or two while she did.

***

Nick figured he’d been nursing the same drink for the better part of a half hour now, but given that it was only the middle of the afternoon he wasn’t about to overindulge. His table was tucked into a discreet corner of the lobby bar here at the Gregson Resort in Pebble Beach as he waited – none too patiently – for Angela to make an appearance. That he felt like the worst sort of stalker wasn’t sitting very well with him. In fact, he’d asked himself at least a dozen times already what the hell he was doing here.

He hadn’t been at all surprised when cute, gullible little Cara had informed him rather haughtily that she would no longer be able to keep him apprised of Angela’s personal appointments. They’d been found out, and the only real surprise was that it had taken Angela this long to figure things out. Nick had assured Cara it didn’t matter, that she’d been a big help, and that he appreciated her efforts up to this point. He’d been confident that if he had kept at her a little while longer Cara would have caved in to his very deliberate charm and found some way to continue conspiring with him. But he genuinely liked the girl and had no desire to get her in more trouble with Angela – who was becoming more and more like her former mentor Barbara Lowenstein with each passing day – and not in a good way.

He’d been surprised – and reluctantly admiring – of how Angela had stuck to her guns thus far. Given how deeply she’d fallen under his control four years ago, Nick had rather arrogantly assumed that all he’d have to do was sweet talk her a bit in order to lure her back. But his Angel had most definitely developed claws during the time they’d been apart, and she wasn’t even attempting to keep them sheathed. Claiming her again was proving to be far more difficult than he’d imagined, and was causing him to do things he’d never, ever considered before just to get a woman.

Like driving two and a half hours to Pebble Beach under the pretext of meeting a client, just so he could catch a glimpse of Angela and possibly have an opportunity to approach her. He had, in actuality, played a round of golf earlier this morning with his client Alec Glover – a client who just happened to be the manager of this hotel. The same manager who’d quietly given him the details he’d asked for about the wedding this afternoon.

“It’s out in the garden chapel, with the reception on the outdoor patio,” Alec had told him. “But if you want to, let’s say, keep a low profile while you keep an eye on all the comings and goings, the best place to do that is from the lobby bar. All of the guests will have to pass by that way, including the bridal party.”

Alec, who owed Nick big time for the many donations of autographed football memorabilia made to an annual charity auction he overseed, had also discreetly informed him that neither Angela nor Dwayne were registered guests at the hotel. Nick assumed that they were staying with their families, adding an unforeseen glitch to his plans.

Though to call his actions thus far today an actual plan was really stretching it, he thought. He had no fucking clue what he was going to do when and if he saw Angela, had no idea why he was even here. Up until today he’d fully believed that only women – desperate ones, at that – did this sort of shit – lying in wait for someone, arranging to “accidentally” run into them. He was beginning to think that both Angela and Dante were right – he was, in fact, having some sort of mental breakdown. He knew for sure that Angela was driving him mad with her continued refusal to resume their relationship, and that something had to give – very, very soon.

Nick’s patience – which was usually in short supply to begin with – had very nearly reached the end of its limits when a stream of elegantly attired wedding guests finally began to filter past the bar in a slow but steady stream. It wasn’t difficult to pick them out – the men in suits, the women in varying lengths and styles of cocktail dresses – especially since the guests at the hotel were mostly garbed in “resort casual” clothing at this time of the day.

He recognized one of the guests as being none other than Ian Gregson himself – part of the family who owned not just this hotel but hundreds of others around the world. Ian was the Managing Director of all the hotels in North and South America, and was one of the very, very few people that Nick had actually attempted to solicit as a client. And while Nick did manage accounts for several of the Gregson hotel managers, plus members of Ian’s management staff, rumor had it that the Brit had quite the financial acumen himself and preferred to manage his own personal investments.

Nick toyed with the idea of approaching Ian, even if it was just to say hello, but thought better of such an action when he noticed the breathtaking blonde by his side. Ian had eyes for no one but the gorgeous woman tucked against him, and Nick wisely stayed in his seat, continuing to keep his gaze peeled for a very different woman.

Four men garbed in formalwear, whom he assumed to be the groom, his father, and groomsmen, crossed the lobby next, and Nick checked his watch with barely concealed impatience. Fifteen more minutes until the wedding and still no sign of the bride. Or, more importantly, a particular bridesmaid.

His patience was finally rewarded a short time later when a white stretch limo pulled up to the porte-cochere. One by one the bridal party emerged from the vehicle – the bride, her parents, her sister and Angela. Nick smiled in appreciation at how beautiful she looked today. God knew he despised weddings for the most part, and all of the pageantry that went along with them. But there was no denying how striking his angel looked in her green floral print bridesmaid gown – the deep V-neck and long floaty skirt a perfect style for her tall, slender body, and the color ideally suited to her skin tone and hair.

Her subtle but expertly applied makeup did a lot to enhance her big, dark eyes and wide, full-lipped mouth, as well as highlight cheekbones that were nowhere near as hollow as they’d been almost three months ago. Her long, shiny hair – which he knew was too stick straight to hold even the slightest curl – had been pulled back from the sides and held in some sort of clasp at her nape. The smile she gave the bride – her friend Julia – made her whole face light up, and Nick’s breath caught a bit in his throat as he took in her glowing beauty.

He hadn’t expected anything more than this – the opportunity to get a fleeting glimpse of her dressed up in that beautiful gown. But today was evidently going to be a lucky one for him, as fate presented him with an unexpected bonus when Angela murmured something to her friends before hurrying off in the direction of the restrooms.

Nick waited until the others had left the lobby area to continue on towards the wedding chapel before he stood. A wicked smile teased the corners of his mouth as he ambled leisurely towards the restrooms, seemingly in no hurry whatsoever. He ignored the looks he received from both men and women – the former likely wondering if he was really the Nick Manning, the football player, while the latter group was sizing him up for vastly different reasons. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to the attention he attracted, a holdover not just from his days of being a professional athlete but of being the son of the world famous – and infamous – actress Sheena Sumner. And while his mother thrived on such attention – lived for it, in fact – he still hated it with a passion, and belatedly wished he’d thought to wear a pair of dark sunglasses and maybe even a hat.

Fortunately the hallway outside of the restrooms was deserted, and he was quite alone as he waited for Angela to emerge. Still not entirely sure of what he was going to say to her, it turned out he didn’t have to ponder the matter for very long.

She stared at him in ill-concealed shock as she exited the ladies room, and he could have sworn he glimpsed fear in her eyes. But that expression was swiftly replaced by anger, and if looks could kill he’d be drawing his dying breath at this moment.

“I can’t believe you had the nerve to show up here,” she whispered. “God, Nick, you can’t be here. Please don’t -”

He held up a hand. “Relax, Angel. I’m not going to crash your pretty little friend’s wedding. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

Angela shook her head. “Then why are you here? And I won’t believe for one second that it’s some sort of bizarre coincidence.”

Nick offered up a weak smile. “I actually did play a round of golf this morning with a client – a client who also happens to be the manager of this hotel. I was going to use that as my excuse until I realized just how flimsy it sounded. So, to answer your question honestly – I have no idea why I’m here, Angel, except that I’d go to most any length to see you, I guess.”

She glared at him. “This is beyond belief, even for you. You’ve got way bigger balls than I would have ever believed.”

He laughed. “Well, honey, you ought to know exactly how big they are, considering how many times you’ve been up close and personal with them.” In one swift moment he was by her side and pulling her against him, his lips teasing her ear. “Not to mention the other, ah, oversized body parts you’re very well acquainted with.”

She flushed hotly and tried to squirm out of his grip. “Sorry I don’t have time to discuss the size of your manly equipment right now. In case you’ve forgotten, I do have a wedding to attend.”

Nick caressed her cheek, his thumb brushing over her full, trembling lips. “You make a beautiful bridesmaid, Angel,” he murmured. “And if I was going to the wedding you can be damned sure I’d be staring at you the entire time instead of the bride.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure the groom would be relieved to hear that. But fortunately for all of us you don’t like weddings, do you, Nick? Avoid them like the plague, don’t you? In fact, I’m surprised you’re not breaking out in a rash being this close to one.”

“Which just goes to prove what I’m willing to do so that you’ll come back to me, Angel,” he rasped, his arms tightening around her waist as he pulled her even closer against his rapidly hardening body.

Angela glared at him, and if he hadn’t sidestepped at that precise moment, she would have driven the stiletto heel of her sandal into his instep. “Why won’t you listen, Nick?” she pleaded. “There is nothing you can say that’s going to change my mind.”

“I wasn’t planning on talking, Angel,” he whispered, just before taking her mouth in a blistering kiss.

She struggled against him for no more than ten seconds before he heard her groan and then melt against him, her hands no longer trying to push him away but pulling him closer instead, her slender arms twining around his neck.

Nick was too aroused, too consumed with pleasure, to feel triumphant. He turned her around, shoved her up against a wall, heedless of her dress or the fact that she was supposed to be walking up the aisle at her friend’s wedding in just a few minutes. He needed her too badly, wanted to luxuriate in the feel of her body rubbing up against his, longed to bury himself as deep inside of her as he could get. He ran his hands over her hips, her ass, holding her still as he ground his hugely engorged cock against the notch of her thighs. He kept on kissing her, one deep, drugging kiss after another, as though he was starved for the taste of her – which he most definitely was. She whimpered as he cupped her breast, flicking over the hard point of her nipple with his thumb.

He reluctantly broke the kiss, but only held her tighter, murmuring huskily in her ear, “Jesus, Angel, you’re on fire for me, aren’t you? And I’m burning up for you. I want to take you to bed, fuck you for about a week straight, until you pass out from the pleasure.” He kissed his way down her throat, his fingers still plucking at her engorged nipple. “I’ll get a room while you’re at the wedding, text you the number, and then you can meet me there afterwards. How quickly do you think you can get away?”

She froze in his arms, her hand slapping his away from her breast. “Let go of me, Nick,” she told him in a cold, horrible voice. “Otherwise I’m going to start screaming, and since Julia knows the owner of this hotel very well, his security people aren’t going to give a damn who you are.”

Reluctantly, he released her and stepped back, watching as she smoothed down her skirts and tried valiantly to still the quivering of her kiss-swollen lips. She looked shell-shocked, furious, and incredibly aroused all at the same time.

“Angel, we –” he began, only to be cut off as she lifted a hand in warning.

“No. Stop it,” she ordered. “Just don’t speak right now, Nick. What you just did – what we just did – was wrong. I’m here with Dwayne, you know, he’s my date, for God’s sake. So I sure as hell don’t appreciate you lying in wait for me and then – molesting me -”

He gave a shout of laughter. “Oh, Angel. You and I have very different definitions of molestation, don’t we? I wasn’t exactly forcing you just now, was I? In fact, I’ll bet if I slid my hand up under that pretty dress of yours, you’d feel juicier than -”

She clapped a hand urgently over his mouth as a hotel employee rounded the corner at that moment. “You’ve made your point,” she hissed. “Yes, you can still turn me on, Nick. Yes, you’re still an amazing kisser. But not much else has changed about you, either, from what I’ve seen. And until it does you need to leave me alone.”

Nick shook his head. “Not after what just happened. Not after you’ve proved how much you still want me.”

Angela caressed his cheek, the gesture surprisingly tender. “You don’t get it, Nick,” she whispered sadly. “I’ve never stopped wanting you. But it can’t be like it was before. Because the last time – you broke me, broke me into a hundred little pieces, and it’s taken me all this time to become whole again. And I won’t ever let anyone break me again – not you or any other man. So until you’re ready to do a hell of a lot more than just compromise, leave me alone.”

Nick let her go, watching with mingled fury, admiration, and desire as she hurried away. But that kiss – that one earth shattering, wildly erotic kiss – had given him all the answers he needed, and he was smiling broadly as he walked out of the hotel.


Chapter Nineteen

Late July

Angela had read at least half a dozen internet articles so far this morning and was still incredulous at the breaking news. The very idea that a firm as old and established as Jessup Prior was now essentially bankrupt and in the process of being taken over by a commercial bank was beyond shocking. But the more she read, the more it became apparent that the firm had been in trouble for quite some time, and that the signs of their imminent financial demise had all been there, clear as a bell. Except that no one had bothered to pay attention to them – no one, that is, except for the brilliant Nick Manning. She now knew exactly why he’d jumped ship, had given up everything he’d achieved at Jessup Prior to start over. He had been one of the very, very few people who’d been able to correctly interpret the signs of impending doom, and had very wisely bailed at the exact right time. The lucrative deal he’d struck with Morton Sterling was locked in tight, and he’d most certainly guaranteed himself the best possible terms by changing firms when he’d done so in April.

Angela smiled in reluctant admiration, and her opinion of Nick – at least her professional opinion – shot up by several more degrees. Leave it to him to come out of this disaster smelling like arose, while his former co-workers were very likely scrambling around frantically at this moment, their futures up in the air.

She closed out the article she’d been reading and returned her focus to work. It had been a busy month, somewhat unusual for the summer as that was typically a slow time in this business. And she’d been grateful for the unexpected surge in business, since it was keeping her distracted from other – well, issues in her life.

After the encounter with Nick at Julia’s wedding, she’d been jittery and on edge for the rest of the day, terrified that he wouldn’t stick to his work and not crash the reception. Dwayne had noticed her edginess, but had tactfully not said a word about it until he’d driven her back to her parents’ house that night. And then, it had all come out.

Dwayne hadn’t looked in the least surprised when Angela had confessed that the man who’d broken her heart so thoroughly four years ago had been Nick. In fact, Dwayne had merely nodded in acknowledgment.

“Yeah, I sort of figured that it was him for a while now,” he’d commented matter-of-factly. “Ever since that day we ran into him at your office. I mean, I’m not the brightest when it comes to picking up those sort of vibes, but you and Nick were really giving off some serious sparks. And you had told me once that the guy was someone you used to work with. I remember reading an interview Nick gave to Sports Illustrated right after he retired from football and he mentioned there he was joining Jessup Prior. So, I put two and two together and came up with old boyfriend.”

Angela had sighed. “You won’t say anything, will you? Lauren’s just chomping at the bit to figure out who he is, and she can, uh, be something of a troublemaker when she’s in the mood.”

Dwayne had chuckled. “Lauren? A troublemaker? I’d have never guessed. Actually, back in high school I did see her take down Sam Patterson once with a kick to the head. And while Nick’s a lot bigger than Sam was back then, she could still do some damage – especially if Nick underestimates her. So, don’t worry, Angie. Your secret’s safe with me.”

She’d squeezed his hand gratefully. “Thanks. You’re – you’ve been such a good friend to me. I’d pretty much forgotten how to laugh, how to have fun, until we met up on Thanksgiving. And I -”

“Can’t find a way to tell me that all we’ll ever be is friends,” finished Dwayne. “You don’t have to, Angie, because I’ve pretty much always known that.”

Her jaw had hung open in surprise. “Dwayne – I don’t know what to say except – I’m sorry. You’re a great guy, truly you are, and I like being around you so much. I like you. But, well, I think that everything I went through after the break-up with Nick – it, well, it damaged something in me and I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to have that sort of relationship with anyone again.”

He’d shaken his head. “I think what you’re not seeing clearly is that Nick is still the one that you want. And if he’s going to all this trouble just to see you for a few minutes, I’d say it’s pretty clear he feels the same way about you.”

“It’s not that simple.” She’d shut her eyes, trying to find the right words. “He does want me back, but only on his terms, in spite of what he says otherwise. And our relationship – it was very one-sided. Nick’s an extremely controlling man and I’m not prepared to let him call all the shots any longer.”

Dwayne had given her a fist bump. “Good for you. I can tell in just the few months we’ve been hanging out how much stronger you’ve become – physically and emotionally. And I can just imagine how stubborn a guy like Nick could be. So, please, promise me – for your sake, Angie – that you won’t give into him again. That if you do decide to take him back, it will be on your terms and not his.”

“I promise.” She’d given him a quick, affectionate hug. “God, I wish I wasn’t so hung up on that bastard, because you’re such a good guy, Dwayne. You’ve been good to me and good for me. I’m just an idiot, I suppose.”

“Nah, not in the least,” he’d assured her. “Besides, now that I know for sure that Nick was the guy there is no way I’d ever want to try and follow in his footsteps. I don’t imagine there are too many men in this world who would willingly want to follow an act like that.”

“Don’t think that way,” she’d protested. “Sure, Nick’s sexy and sophisticated and he could sweet talk the pants off a nun if he wanted to. But he’s also self-centered, selfish, and an emotional fuck-up. You, on the other hand, are a genuinely nice guy and any woman would be lucky to have you. I’m just sorry I’m still too screwed up to fully appreciate that.”

Dwayne had wrinkled his nose. “Honestly, I think if you took an opinion poll of most men in this country, the vast majority would rather be a self-centered jerk like Nick than a nice guy like me. But I knew from almost the very beginning that you and I would never be more than friends. I’m just glad I could make you laugh again. That’s one thing at least I’ve got over Manning.”

They’d talked after that for hours, until it was the middle of the night and both of them were yawning. Dwayne had fessed up to having a bit of a crush on one of the runners in his training group, and Angela had encouraged him to go for it, especially since the girl would be doing the same European track circuit that he was about to embark on.

“Well, there’s your opportunity,” she’d pointed out. “Traveling together, staying in the same hotels, going out for meals. And you’ll be gone – what? Six, seven weeks? I fully expect that when you and – Maggie, right? – return to Oregon in August that you’re going to be an official couple by then.”

Dwayne had smiled. “Maybe it will be the same for you and Nick. Just think – we could double date.”

Angela had shaken her head sadly. “I wouldn’t hold out much hope of that happening. As set in his ways as Nick is, it’s completely unrealistic to think he’s ever going to change enough for my liking. And I can’t go back to the way things were before, I just can’t. I don’t think I’d survive a second time.”

But it seemed that she didn’t really have to worry about that happening, because Nick had pretty much left her alone since the wedding. It had been weeks since he’d popped his head inside her office, and she didn’t like admitting to herself how much she missed those annoying little visits. He seemed to have reverted back to his old ways, that of sequestering himself inside his office and having little to do with anyone besides his team. And since she rarely left her own office, there was very little chance of running into him during the day.

She tried to tell herself it was for the best, that she’d been fooling herself to believe that Nick could ever truly change, that he would even try to change for her sake. No, leopards definitely didn’t change their spots and Nick Manning would never learn how to compromise. It hurt to accept the truth, to realize that she didn’t mean enough to him, but at least she’d recognized the facts before she’d done something stupid – like have sex with him, for example.

And when she wasn’t at work, she was running – a lot. The hundred kilometer race she’d been training for all year was this weekend, and she worried constantly that she wasn’t ready, hadn’t prepared enough, despite having followed to the letter the program a fellow ultrarunner had helped her design. She’d even gained some more weight, so that she was now right around where she’d been when she had first met Nick. Admittedly, she did feel stronger during her runs, was sleeping better, and thankfully didn’t feel nearly as cold these days. And, even better, most of the people in her life had stopped nagging her about how skinny she was, or trying to find ways of getting her to eat more. Though as busy as she’d been these past couple of months, she’d seen almost nothing of her family and friends.

Julia and Nathan were back from their honeymoon in Bora Bora, both looking tanned, well rested, and extremely well fucked. Julia had blushingly confessed that they’d spent more than half of their tropical vacation being naked, and the new bride was absolutely glowing with happiness. The newlyweds were now busy getting caught up at work, and also overseeing the construction of their new home in Tiburon, due for completion at the end of December.

Lauren, too, had been crazy busy, having jetted off to another exotic locale for a work assignment right after the wedding, and then spending a week in New York at the magazine’s head office. But she was flying back to San Francisco later this week, and planning to stay through the weekend. She’d promised to hang out at the race on Sunday, waiting to cheer Angela on as she completed each loop of the course. Absurdly, Angela found herself half-wishing that she hadn’t forbidden Cara from feeding Nick information about her schedule so that he might have chosen to be there at the race himself. She’d denied it for days afterwards, but had finally admitted that she’d been thrilled to find him at the finish line that day in Stinson Beach. No one else had ever come out to watch her compete – her friends, Dwayne, certainly not her family. So it had meant more to her than she’d ever let on that he’d been there that day. Only now she doubted if he’d ever show up anywhere for her again. She’d defied him, set down her conditions, and evidently Nick had decided he couldn’t – wouldn’t – change his ways.

She should feel relieved, really, that he’d made his choice. Because she knew Nick too well, knew that, in spite of what he might say in order to get her back, what he might be willing to compromise on at first, that deep down he’d never change. If she had made the fatal mistake of going back to him, sooner than later she would have regretted it – because it would have meant losing herself to him a second time. And this time around she’d have had no chance of finding herself again.

***

The elegantly appointed banquet room at the Gregson Hotel on Nob Hill was the chosen venue for this evening’s retirement party. Stan Wagner, the retiree, was the longest tenured broker at Morton

Sterling, with over fifty years of employment to his credit. And since Stan had always been kind to her, had frequently offered her advice and given her encouragement, Angela had agreed – albeit reluctantly – to attend his party tonight. Normally she shunned most office events – Christmas parties, summer picnics – but she did have a soft spot for Stan. He’d always been the complete opposite of the hard-edged, tough-talking Barbara – a real, old-fashioned gentleman, but one who fully supported and approved of women in their business. Stan had also been one of the very, very few people in the office that Barbara had liked, and he’d even managed to coax a raspy laugh from her once in a while.

Stan’s dainty, exquisitely feminine wife Felicity apparently adored lavish parties and dressing up, and thus formal attire had been specified on the invitation for tonight. And since Angela had been so pressed for time these past few weeks, she hadn’t had the opportunity to shop for something new. Instead, she’d reluctantly selected one of the beautiful designer gowns that Nick had bought for her to wear this evening. The formal dresses she owned had been pushed to the very back of her closet, but she’d known even before unzipping the garment bag which one she’d choose.

The only other time she’d worn this particular dress had been to a party Nick had brought her to – a party given by a former teammate of his and one where he’d felt assured of their privacy. She’d felt like both a princess and a siren in the gown, and the way Nick had looked at her – well, that had made her feel like the most ravishing woman on earth.

And ravish her he had that night – during the limo ride to the party; in a bedroom of the sprawling mansion set high in the hills above Palo Alto that they’d snuck off to midway through the party; and then for hours and hours upon their return to her apartment. She’d been sore and wrung out for days afterwards, walking with a definite hitch in her step, but glowing each time she recalled their wild night of passion.

Julia had helped her get dressed tonight, as well as doing her hair and makeup, while Lauren had lounged back on Angela’s bed instead, drinking a beer while making little critiques here and there. At one point, blusher brush in hand, Julia had turned on her sister in exasperation.

“And how exactly would you know that I’m not applying the blush to the right part of her cheekbone?” she asked in annoyance. “Frankly, I wasn’t sure you’d even know what kind of brush to use, given how seldom you wear makeup.”

Lauren shrugged and took a swig of her Stella Artois. “Come on, Jules. How many times did I watch you put on makeup while we were growing up? I think you started glopping the stuff on when you were eleven.”

Julia’s cheeks flushed with natural color. “I was not that young,” she protested weakly. “I mean, sure, I experimented with makeup then. But Mom would never let me leave the house with it on so that doesn’t count.”

“The point I was trying to make is that I pay attention,” drawled Lauren. “I listen, even when you think I’m not. So believe me when I tell you that you’re putting the blush too high up on the cheekbones. You’re going to make Angie look like a clown.”

“Impossible,” declared Julia as she whisked one final bit of sparkly blusher on Angela’s right cheek. “Because Angie looks drop dead gorgeous tonight. And more like her old self than she has in years. Stand up, now, and let us give you one more lookover, hmm?”

As Angela stood and obediently made a slow 360° turn, Julia sighed in envy.

“God, I wish you weren’t eight inches taller,” she bemoaned. “Otherwise I would so be borrowing that gown. It’s stunning, Angie. And you’re stunning.”

Lauren gave a very unladylike belch, belatedly covering her mouth. “Oops. Sorry, chugged that last bit down too fast. But Julia’s right, girl. You look hot.”

The Marchesa gown was simple and elegant, but also incredibly alluring, the teal silk shade a perfect foil for Angela’s olive skin and dark hair and eyes. The gown was Grecian in style, leaving one shoulder bare, while the pleated bodice and long, draped skirt flattered the tall, slender lines of her body. With it she wore towering silver metallic evening sandals, her only jewelry a dangling pair of diamond and aquamarine earrings.

Julia had arranged the heavy mass of her hair into a low, thick chignon and her makeup was dramatic – eyes shadowed and lined in smoky gray; her complexion glowing with the shimmery, gold-flecked blusher; her mouth looking sinfully lush with its application of dark mocha gloss.

As she inspected herself in the full length mirror hanging on the back of her closet door, Angela thought wryly that most of the attendees at the party tonight wouldn’t recognize her. The gorgeous silk gown and stiletto heels were a far cry from her boring pant suits and nondescript shoes, while she rarely wore either makeup or jewelry to the office.

But more than that, she realized, was that tonight she looked and felt like Angela. Not Angie, the name her family and friends had always called her – Angie, who’d been the somewhat awkward, often rebellious girl she’d been growing up. And certainly not Angel, the impressionable young woman whom Nick had plucked out of a crowd and molded into his ideal of the perfect lover. No, tonight she was finally Angela – a confident, successful woman capable of making her own decisions and taking charge of her life. A woman who no longer needed her family’s approval or attention in order to be happy, who had resisted the temptation of falling back under her former lover’s control, and for whom the future was finally beginning to look bright.

“I still wish you’d have let Nathan fix you up with his friend Jonathan,” lamented Julia. “I mean, the guy’s kind of a tool and it would have definitely been a one-time deal for you. But at least he’s tall and good looking, and he can even be kind of charming if he works at it hard enough.”

Angela gave her friend a pat on the shoulder. “Gee, thanks. He sounds like a real prize. But I’ve got no problem going alone, honest. I probably won’t even stay that long. I mean, the guy who’s retiring is close to eighty years old so I doubt this is going to turn into some wild party.”

“See, you should have held on to Dwayne a little longer,” chided Lauren. “I mean – I can’t believe I’m actually saying that but at least he could have been your date tonight.”

Angela shook her head. “Don’t forget he’s been in Europe for almost a month now, and he’ll be there another couple of weeks at least. Besides, based on the last email he sent a few days ago it sounds like he and that runner he likes have been hanging out more and more.”

Julia gave her a little hug. “You did the right thing by being honest with him,” she insisted. “Dwayne’s a nice guy but I could tell things were never going to get serious between the two of you. And you’ll meet the right guy one of these days. Watch – it’ll happen when you least expect it.”

Lauren smirked. “Meanwhile, us single girls can still hang out and have some fun. I figured you won’t want to go out drinking tomorrow night since you’ve got your big race the next morning, but maybe on Sunday we can get into some trouble.”

Angela grimaced. “I’ve got a feeling after running more than sixty miles on Sunday morning the only thing I’m getting into that night is a hot bath.”

“You’re a little nuts, you realize that, right?” asked Lauren calmly. “And coming from me – the girl who’s rocked climbed in Portugal, bungee jumped in New Zealand, and swam with sharks in Ecuador – that’s saying a lot. Exactly how long is it supposed to take you to finish this race anyway?”

“If all goes according to plan, around eleven hours,” replied Angela. “So with a five a.m. start that would have me finishing around five thirty p.m.”

Lauren brightened. “Well, then. Plenty of time for you to take a shower, catch a quick nap, and then hit a few bars. Or,” she conceded grudgingly when she glimpsed the scowl on Angela’s face, “I could get some Chinese takeout and chill a couple of bottles of wine.”

“Even better,” piped up Julia, “I’ll cook. You’ll need to replenish about ten thousand calories after a run like that, so I’ll have tons of carbs – lasagna, garlic bread, salad. And definitely something yummy for dessert!”

Angela smiled gratefully. “I don’t want you going to any trouble, Jules. Chinese would be fine.”

Julia waved a hand in dismissal. “It’s no trouble at all. Besides, I don’t have to cook tonight since the three of us are headed to the Giants game in a bit. And Nathan’s brother got us club level seats, which means the food will be a bit more upscale.”

Julia’s new brother-in-law Jared was a professional baseball player for the Colorado Rockies, who were in town to play the San Francisco Giants. Angela had been more than a little speechless to learn her friend – who was far more interested in shopping, the theatre and yoga – was actually attending a sporting event.

Angela gave a dubious glance at Julia’s floral print, multi-tiered sundress and cork heeled wedge sandals. “Are you, ah, wearing that to the game?”

Lauren hooted. “You should know by now, Angie, that this is Jules’ idea of dressing down. Did you think she’d be wearing jeans and a T-shirt instead?”

Angela was saved from further comment by the honking of a horn outside, signaling the arrival of her taxi. She gave each of the twins a hug. “Gotta run. Well, not in these shoes, maybe, more like walking very, very carefully. Thanks, you guys, for getting me all girly.”

Julia straightened the single shoulder strap of Angela’s gown. “You know how much I love doing stuff like that. I had fun. And it was so worth it to see how gorgeous you look right now. I just wish you had a hot date so that all of this gorgeousness could be better appreciated.”

Angela picked up her silver clutch and pale gray pashmina. “Forget about it, okay? It’s just an office event, after all, and probably going to be boring as hell. I’d much rather be wearing jeans and flats right now and going to the baseball game with you guys instead. But I’d better dash now. Love you guys!”

Knowing that the twins would lock up after her – and that Julia at least would do some tidying up – Angela made her way carefully down the stairs and into the waiting taxi. She hadn’t been fibbing just now when she’d told the twins that she would much rather be going to the baseball game instead of this party. Because she’d always been such a loner at the office, there were very few people she knew well enough to actually socialize with. Cara, of course, hadn’t been invited – it was likely that just the older brokers and a few of the more successful younger ones plus management would be attending tonight. Angela just hoped that Felicity hadn’t stuck her at a table with that jackass Jay Corcoran. There was no way she could sit through an entire meal having to listen to the sales manager spouting out company propaganda.

And thank God she wouldn’t have to worry about running into Nick tonight. Not only did he hate these sort of office functions worse than she did, but he scarcely knew Stan Wagner, having only worked at the office for three months or so. And the only thing worse than seeing Nick tonight would be having to see him with a date clinging to his side. She shuddered as she exited the taxi, the smartly uniformed doorman ushering her inside the lobby of the luxuriously appointed Gregson hotel, as the image of Nick with a glamorous blonde or redhead came to mind. She might not be willing to concede to his terms again, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t still horribly jealous of all the women he must have fucked over the past four years. And she most certainly wouldn’t be able to handle seeing him up close and personal with one.

Once inside the banquet room, she accepted a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, her gaze swiftly taking in the other guests already assembled. She was relieved not to see the annoying Jay among them, at least not yet, and made her way over to greet the guest of honor and his wife.

Stan, a slim, dapper man in his late seventies, gave her a flirty grin as he pecked her on the cheek. “I almost didn’t recognize you, my dear,” he told her. “Quite a change from those very businesslike suits you wear to the office. You look exquisite, young lady, absolutely exquisite.”

Smiling, Angela bent to press her cheek against Felicity’s, the older woman more than a foot shorter than she was. “Your lovely wife is the one who’s exquisite,” teased Angela. “Thank you both for inviting me tonight. It’s truly an honor.”

Felicity, her frosted blonde hair arranged in an elaborate twist, and her dainty, petite figure clothed in a long cream chiffon skirt and sequined hot pink jacket, beamed up at Angela. “Ah, but Stanley is quite right. You’re stunning, dear, just stunning. I’m surprised your young man has let you out of his sight for this long.”

Angela was puzzled at her hostess’ words. “What young man? I’m here alone this evening.”

Felicity looked confused. “Your date didn’t make it? Why, he just called me a few days ago to apologize and beg my forgiveness for RSVP’ing so late. He said he hadn’t been able to confirm his plans before then and that you were too peeved at him to call me yourself. I must say, Angela, he’s quite a charmer. And I’m dying to meet him. Stanley says he’s caused quite a stir around the office.”

Angela shook her head, bemused. “Honestly, Felicity, I don’t know what’s going on but -”

“Sorry I’m late, Angel. One more sin you’ll have to forgive me for. Ah, and this beautiful lady must be Mrs. Wagner. I have to thank you once again for accepting my inexcusably late RSVP.”

Angela stared in horror as Nick took Felicity’s tiny hand and brought it to his lips. He was wearing a beautifully cut black tuxedo that had most certainly been custom made for him, and Felicity was staring up at him in stunned disbelief, yet another gullible victim of his charm.

Angela was still shell shocked as Nick shook hands with Stan, congratulating him on his retirement and thanking him profusely for inviting him to the party. And then, before she could utter a word of protest, he was grasping her by the arm and steering her away, grabbing two champagne flutes as he did so.

“Here, you look like you could use this. Not,” he added with a chuckle, “to throw in my face, though. Drink up, Angel, and don’t even think about making a scene. We both have to face most of these people on Monday morning, you know.”

Not sure whether to scream, laugh hysterically, or throw a punch, she followed his advice and bolted the entire contents of the flute down at one time. Nick must have sensed the anger beginning to boil up inside of her, and wisely guided her to a somewhat secluded corner of the room. Only then did she lash out.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she hissed. “And what’s this bullshit about being my – my date? My God, you’ve done some ballsy things before, Nick, but this one really wins the prize. How dare -”

He cut off the rest of her fiery diatribe by bending his head and kissing her – not one of his usual domineering kisses but a light, almost sweet brush of his lips against hers. She gazed up at him in bewilderment when he lifted his head.

“What – what was that all about?” she asked dazedly. “You – everyone just saw – they’ll all be talking -”

Nick shrugged. “Good. Let them talk. I guarantee that by Monday morning it will be all over the office that I kissed you and that we’re a couple. You got a problem with that, Angel?”

“No.” She shook her head, then paused. “I don’t know. Maybe. I mean – what? God, you’re driving me nuts here, Nick. Why are you doing this?”

He didn’t answer for long seconds, merely sliding his hand to the small of her back as he continued to guide her around the room. “I’m trying, Angel,” he replied in a low voice. “Trying to – well, to compromise, I suppose. And I know how much it always bothered you before to have to keep our relationship a secret. This – tonight – is my way of showing you that’s one of the ways I’m willing to give.”

Her spine stiffened as she glared at him. “Except that you’re not my date. You lied – blatantly – to poor Felicity. And apparently charmed the socks off of her in the process.”

Nick grinned wickedly. “I heard through the office grapevine that you were invited tonight. And that you weren’t bringing a date. And, no, I didn’t wheedle that information out of Cara. The person I charmed it out of,” he added with a mischievous smile, “was Stan’s assistant. And since the Wagners belong to the Biltmore Club, I was able to – let’s say, obtain – their phone number. Felicity was more than delighted to learn you were bringing a date after all.”

She pursed her lips, wondering if she looked as pissed off as she felt. “You’ve really got a nerve, Nick, I’ll hand you that. I’ve got half a mind to walk out of here right now.”

He shrugged. “Fine with me. This hotel has an excellent restaurant where we’d have a lot more privacy and probably a much better meal than what we’ll have here. I’m ready to go whenever you are.”

Angela glared at him, resisting the urge to flip him off. “I didn’t mean walk out of here with you.”

Nick snickered, capturing her hand in his and drawing it to his lips. “Now, why would you do something like that, Angel? It’s not polite to stand your date up.”

She tried to tug her hand free. “Except you’re really not my date, are you? And being polite to you is the last thing I care about.”

He slid an arm around her waist, hugging her close against him as he nuzzled the side of her neck. “Was there a particular reason you chose this dress tonight? Feeling sentimental, perhaps?”

“Hardly,” she scoffed, trying really, really hard to ignore how good he smelled and how tempting it would be to lean her head against his broad shoulder. “I didn’t have time to go shopping and just pulled the first thing I saw out of my closet.”

He brushed his lips against her temple. “You always were a really bad liar, Angel,” he murmured in amusement. “You chose this dress because it held some incredible memories for you. Just as it does for me. Do you remember the limo ride up to Pete’s house? Your pussy tasted ten times sweeter than the chocolate fondue he served for dessert.”

“Jesus, Nick.” She felt her cheeks flame in reaction. “For God’s sake, keep your damned voice down.”

He smiled wickedly, running his knuckles over her flushed cheek. “But as beautiful as you looked that night, you’re even lovelier tonight, Angel. Normally I like your hair loose but fixed this way it really shows off your gorgeous face. Did you spend the whole afternoon at the salon?”

“No. My friend Julia – you must remember her, given that you tried to crash both her bachelorette party and her wedding – did my hair and makeup.”

Nick took her lips in another soft kiss, leaving her breathless. “She did a good job,” he told her huskily. “You’re glowing, Angel. You looked beautiful at your friend’s wedding but tonight – you’re a siren. And I’m falling a little deeper under your spell with every minute.”

She was saved from having to think of a reply – a very good thing, considering he’d just rendered her speechless – by the call to dinner. And throughout the meal, Nick continued to act the part of devoted date – showering her with attention; making sure her wine and water glasses were refilled; asking how she liked her food. He found little ways to touch her at frequent intervals – a hand on her arm, the brush of his lips against her temple, his thigh rubbing against hers beneath cover of the table. He even chatted pleasantly with the other guests at their table, suavely fending off questions about the nature of his relationship with Angela, and managing to steer the conversation back to more neutral territory when a question got too personal for his liking.

After dessert and coffee were served, he drew her out onto the dance floor, and she finally sighed in surrender as his arms closed about her. He’d rarely taken her out dancing when they had been together in the past, and she exulted in this rare pleasure.

“I see we fit together as well as ever, Angel,” he murmured against her ear. “Though I would have never doubted that fact.”

Angela lifted her head from his shoulder to give him a warning look. “I wouldn’t push your luck, Nick. I’m still not sure I shouldn’t be royally pissed off at you right now. And you haven’t even considered Dwayne in all this.”

“Ah, yes. The boyfriend,” replied Nick lazily. “How is your young man anyway? More importantly, why isn’t he here with you this evening?”

Angela considered lying, then thought better of it, knowing Nick could sniff out an untruth faster than a bloodhound. “Dwayne’s in Europe right now, competing in a series of track meets. He’ll be back in the States in a few weeks. And, well, we’re not – seeing each other anymore. We’re still very good friends but we decided that’s all it will ever be between us.”

Maddeningly, Nick didn’t look the least bit surprised at her news. “Correction, Angel. You decided that’s all it would be. I’m guessing good ole Dwayne would have gladly taken whatever scraps of attention you chose to throw his way.”

She refused to admit that he was right. “It wasn’t like that. Dwayne and I – it was never really more than friendship. We never even -”

“Fucked?” As usual, Nick never held back but at least he’d kept his voice pitched low. “Yeah, I figured that. He’s a nice enough guy for a nerd, but there was no way he’d have been able to handle a woman like you, Angel. After all,” he whispered, his teeth nipping at her earlobe, “it takes a man with certain talents to keep you satisfied. And I really doubt Dwayne would know how to -”

He yelped as she stomped on his instep with the stiletto heel of her shoe. “Don’t you dare,” she hissed. “Just – don’t.”

Nick laughed as he wrapped both arms around her waist, twirling her around the dance floor. “I knew he’d never been your lover,” he told her in a hushed tone. “Because you’d never have responded to me the way you did at the wedding if he had. In fact, I’d wager a guess and say that you haven’t had a lover in a very long time.”

“Unlike you,” she replied in a hollow voice. “And don’t you dare try and bullshit me, Nick. There’s no way I’ll believe you’ve been a monk for the last few years.”

“I haven’t. At least not for four years. But would you believe me when I tell you there hasn’t been anyone for almost two years now?” he asked quietly.

She hesitated, wanting with all her heart to take what he said as truth, but finding it hard to accept, given what she knew of his immense sexual appetites. “No, not really,” she acknowledged.

“It’s true,” he assured her. “Part of it was because I’d been working so hard to prepare for changing firms. But most of it was because I just got tired of it all, of how empty I felt. Of how,” he added in a husky voice, “I never came close to feeling what I did with you.”

“Nick.” Her voice was breathless, wispy, and she felt like swooning beneath his intense regard.

“Let’s get out of here,” he urged. “I want to be alone with you, Angel. Will you come with me?”

He took a step back and held out his hand. She hesitated, knowing that if she placed her hand in his she’d be falling back into more than just his arms. He would own her again, become the center of her universe, and she’d be risking far more than just her heart – her very sanity would be on the line as well.

Taking a deep breath, she placed her hand in his.

***

The elevator doors had barely closed behind them when Nick shoved her up against one wall, kissing her like a starving man. Angela groaned beneath the ferocious demand of his kiss, by the way his tongue plundered her mouth almost brutally. She slid her arms inside his unbuttoned tuxedo jacket, pulling him even closer against her as she clutched fistfuls of his dress shirt. He was already hard and ready, grinding the enormous swell of his erection against the silk of her gown, and she thought faintly that she could come very easily if he just kept that up a few more seconds.

She was barely aware when the elevator doors slid open and Nick guided her out, his arm wrapped around her waist as he walked her down a long, carpeted hallway. He stopped half a dozen times on their way, pushing her against the nearest wall or door as he kissed her again, each time a little more aggressively than the last. It was only when he paused to pull a card key from his pocket and open a door that she realized he was tugging her inside a hotel room. She’d just assumed they’d be leaving the hotel, to get his car or a cab, and then go – where? To her flat – the same flat where Lauren was bunking for the weekend? Surely not to Nick’s place, especially since she still didn’t even know where he lived.

But then none of those details mattered, that he’d evidently planned all of this out and had counted on seducing her tonight. Because all she wanted was to give in, to stop fighting this wild attraction that had never really died. She was finally being honest with herself – completely, totally honest – and admitting that she’d never stopped wanting him, that she’d only been fighting herself and not him these past months.

As Nick closed and locked the door behind them, she stood in the middle of the room, her arms crossed over her chest as she suppressed a shiver. But for once she didn’t feel in the least bit cold; rather, an all too familiar heat was suffusing her body and the shiver was pure reaction, nothing else. Her eyes drifted shut as she felt him step up behind her, his broad, hard chest pressing against her back, while his long fingers trailed slowly, arousingly, up and down her bare arms.

“It’s been so long, Angel,” he whispered, his breath tickling her ear. “I wanted to take this slowly, to savor you, seduce you. But all I can think about right now is how hard I am, how much I need you. Can you feel how much I want you, Angel?”

She trembled as his arms wrapped around her waist and he pulled her even closer against him. The hard bulge of his cock rubbed suggestively between her buttocks, in the place he’d sworn never to take her because it would be too much. “Yes,” she gasped unsteadily. “I can feel you, all of you. And I – I want you, too, need you just as much.”

His hands began to search along the side of her dress. “As I recall,” he murmured huskily, “this particular garment has a hidden zipper somewhere. Ah, there it is. Careful now, we don’t want to tear this.”

He unzipped the fragile silk easily, then helped her slide the garment off her body, leaving her clothed in just her lingerie and high heels. Nick turned her to face him, his big hands gripping her hips as he did so, and he looked his fill. His eyes grew darker, his skin ruddier, as he drank in the sight of her in a strapless bra of pale blue lace and a matching pair of panties.

He trailed a long finger over the exposed upper curves of her breasts, his breath starting to hitch a little faster as he observed the taut peaks of her nipples straining against the lacy bra. “Beautiful,” he rasped. “Every bit as beautiful as I remembered. Still too thin but we’ll get to work on that quickly enough.” One of his hands slid around to squeeze her ass cheek, half-bared by the high cut of her underwear. “I should really be spanking you right now, for neglecting yourself that way, for not taking better care of this beautiful body. But not now. Right now all I want to do is this.”

Angela cried out in surprise as he slipped his hand inside her panties, thrusting two fingers deep inside of her soaking wet slit before hooking them against the front of her pelvis. It took a ridiculously brief amount of time – half a dozen deep thrusts of his fingers, a few whisks of his thumb over her clit – for her to come.

“Ohh! Ohh!” she whimpered, her body bucking against his hand as the orgasm continued to ripple through her. It had been so long, she thought wildly, so very long since she’d felt this way. She’d never been tempted to make herself come, knowing it would be a poor, unsatisfying substitute for the real thing. The last time she’d felt this sort of bliss had been the night of her twenty third birthday, and her long starved body rejoiced at the pleasure that had been denied to her for so many months.

Nick slowly, carefully, withdrew his fingers from inside of her, deliberately licking the wetness off. “Even more delicious than I remember,” he purred. “Now, get on the bed, Angel. And get naked. I can’t wait any longer to have you.”

She was too dazed to resist, and climbed onto the plush king sized bed as Nick undressed with uncharacteristic haste. She watched him with unabashed interest, her eyes starved for the sight of his powerfully muscled body, and especially the thick, heavy girth of his cock. She’d almost forgotten just how huge he was, how long and intimidating, and she shivered in anticipation, hoping that her out of practice body would still be able to accommodate him without too much difficulty.

And then Nick was splendidly, majestically nude, and he was kneeling in front of her, spreading her legs wide. Without another word, he took hold of that almost ruthless looking cock and began to slowly, inch by inch, guide it inside of her.

He was just about halfway in when his control snapped, and she cried out in alarm as he rammed himself the rest of the way in, buried inside of her now from tip to root. She froze in shock as her body struggled to accept him, her head thrashing against the pillow as she whimpered in distress.

“Shh. Easy, baby,” he soothed. His hand stroked the side of her hip, gentling her, letting her get used to the unfamiliar feel of him filling her, stretching her. “It has been a long time, hasn’t it? You feel tight as a virgin,” he groaned. “And – Christ – I don’t want to hurt you, Angel, but I need this more than I need to breathe right now.”

She hooked an arm behind his head and pulled his mouth down to hers, a move she would likely never have dared to try before. “You won’t hurt me,” she urged. “And I need it as much as you do. I need – to be fucked.”

Nick swore roughly as he pulled her legs up to wrap around his hips. “Then hold on tight, Angel, because that’s exactly what you’re going to get.”

“Ah, God,” she sobbed, her back arching off the mattress as he began to thrust powerfully, pounding that big, hard cock inside of her without mercy. And quickly, all too quickly, her body remembered him, opened for him, welcomed his fierce, primitive possession. Their arms and legs tangled together, their mouths fused tightly in a never-ending series of hungry, desperate kisses as they fucked like a pair of wild beasts. She came once, twice, was still shuddering in reaction as Nick, too, found his release. Never before could she remember him bellowing that loudly, his body shaking that hard as he emptied himself inside of her, filling her up with his cum until she could feel it trickling down the inside of her thighs. He collapsed on top of her, his body still twitching, as she struggled to breathe with his heavy weight crushing her into the mattress. Finally, he heard her gasping for air and hastily slid off of her, his arm draped limply across her stomach.

“Your hair’s a mess,” he mumbled against the side of her neck. “Sorry.”

She laughed, the sound distinctly hoarse. “Like I really care. Besides, you prefer it loose, don’t you?”

Nick pulled the remaining pins out of her hair, then spread the long raven strands out on the pillow. “You didn’t cut it,” he marveled. “In fact, it seems longer than ever.”

She gave a small shrug. “I didn’t pay much attention to my appearance these past few years, didn’t always bother with things like haircuts. It just didn’t seem important.”

“I could tell,” he replied quietly. “Looks to me like we’ll need to start from scratch, Angel – putting that weight back on you, ditching those butt ugly pantsuits. Not to mention -”

“Hush.” She placed two fingers over his lips and shook her head. “Not now. Please. I can’t, Nick. I just can’t deal with your rules and demands right now, okay? Just don’t – spoil this.”

“All right.” He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her forehead. “And I know I need to back off on some of that stuff, know that I can’t dictate to you the way I used to. Things need to be different. I need to be different.”

Angela caressed the damp skin of his stomach, kissing a path across his chest. “Well, not with everything,” she teased. “For example, I always liked the demands you made when we were in bed.”

He snickered, giving her a light smack on her bare ass. “Good. Because I’m going to be very, very demanding tonight. Good thing I planned ahead and booked this room. I don’t think I could have waited until we got to your place.”

Angela’s hand stilled as she fought off a sudden sense of unease. “That wouldn’t have worked anyway. Lauren’s crashing at my place this weekend.” She took a deep breath before adding quietly, “We could have gone to your place instead, you know. After all, that’s one of the ways you’re going to need to compromise if we’re going to make this work between us.”

His body tensed up immediately, and she could feel him beginning to withdraw, both physically and emotionally. “Angel, don’t. I agreed not to push you, so why don’t you agree to return the favor?”

“Favor?” She sat up abruptly, easing herself away from him. “For God’s sake, Nick, you’ve never even told me what city you live in, much less invited me to see your place. How is this relationship ever going to work if you can’t do something as simple as that?”

He growled, pushing himself to a sitting position and reaching for her. “I’m trying, Angel,” he bit out. “It’s not easy for me, but I’m trying. But you’re going to have to give me space, realize that it’s going to be baby steps all along the way.”

“Baby steps?” she repeated in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? If you’re really serious about making this work, Nick, then you need to be taking leaps right now. Great, big flying leaps.”

“That’s not going to happen,” he argued. “You’re asking too much of me, Angel, more than I can give you right now.”

Angela felt her heart begin to sink, along with all the hope she’d begun to feel this evening. She eased herself off the bed and began to gather up her clothes. “What I’m asking for, Nick,” she corrected, “isn’t anything out of the ordinary, isn’t anything that every other normal couple doesn’t accept automatically. But I’m beginning to see that you’re still not ready to change. Worse, I’m doubting if you ever will be.”

He bounded off the bed, splendidly nude, and she forced herself to avert her gaze while dressing hurriedly. If she kept looking at him, she’d be tempted to touch him again, and if she touched him she’d be back on that bed within seconds, with Nick buried inside of her.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” he demanded. “Get back in that bed right now. I’m nowhere near done with you tonight.”

“No.” She shook her head as she zipped up her dress. “But I’d gladly go back with you to your place, spend as many hours there with you as you like. It’s your choice, Nick. Either we continue this at your place or I leave right now. Alone.”

His mouth tightened in mutinous anger. “Are you threatening me, Angel?”

“I’d prefer to think of it as an ultimatum,” she corrected, buckling her sandals. “But whatever you want to call it, I’d say it’s pretty obvious you aren’t ready to do your part to make this work between us.” She picked up her clutch and wrap, pausing with her hand on the doorknob. “You know where to find me when you finally decide you’re ready.”

And even as he began stalking towards her, she fled, heading for the elevator as quickly as possible before she lost her nerve and ran back in the opposite direction.


Chapter Twenty

“Jesus, Nick. Are you trying to kill yourself this morning? Or maybe avoid murdering someone else? Take it down a notch or two, man.”

Isaac Ochoa had been Nick’s personal trainer for more than a dozen years now, dating back to his days in pro football, and it had been a long time since he’d seen his client – and friend – work out with this much intensity. Isaac had arrived at the private gym around eight a.m. this morning, and from the looks of things Nick had already been hard at work for at least an hour. The trainer had watched Nick with mingled concern and awe as he put himself through a grueling workout, one that would have dropped any other man within the first twenty minutes or so – lifting weights, doing pull-ups, sit-ups, push-ups, back to the weights, then a round with kettle bells and medicine balls before heading to the punching bag. Nick, who was usually always controlled and deliberate about his workouts, was instead like a maniac today, unfocused and filled with raw power.

When Nick forced himself to do another fifty pull-ups, then dropped to the mat to start another series of push-ups, Isaac placed a restraining hand on his arm.

“Okay, that’s enough, man. I don’t know what the hell is bugging you this morning but you need to take a break. Even an ironman like you needs to back off once in a while. Here, drink this.”

Nick scowled as Isaac handed him both a towel and a bottle of Gatorade. He reluctantly mopped up the sweat pouring off his face before twisting the bottle open and drinking it down thirstily. “I’m fine,” he grit out between tightly clenched teeth. “And if you don’t approve you can get the hell out. It’s not like I need anyone telling me what to do around here.”

“You’re right,” agreed Isaac calmly. “Frankly, sometimes I think you just keep me around because you think I need the paycheck. Which is totally inaccurate, by the way. I’ve got plenty of clients who actually need my help, not someone like you who probably knows more than I do about working out anyway. But today, right now, you do need to listen to my advice and finish this, Nick. Go grab a shower and some food and then put your feet up for the rest of the day. I know you won’t listen to a word I say, but at least I’m covering my ass by suggesting it.”

Nick shook his head. “No, you’re right. As you can probably tell I needed to work some shit out. Life is – complicated at the moment.”

“Hmm.” Isaac was puzzled, because in all the years he’d known Nick he had rarely seen him stressed about much of anything. Nick simply didn’t tolerate things like stress, and if something didn’t sit well with him he merely removed it from his life. “Can’t imagine what that would be. You’re the most footloose guy I know – no obligations, no commitments. So it’s either work or, well, I don’t know what else it could be.”

Nick finished off the bottle of Gatorade and tossed it into a nearby recycling bin. “It’s a woman,” he acknowledged reluctantly. At the look of shock on Isaac’s face, he shrugged. “Yeah, I know. I’m still in disbelief about it myself. But, damn, this one – she’s wriggled her way under my skin, got inside my head. Not to mention constantly finding ways to really, really piss me off. And I’m afraid I could work out for another six hours and still not get her out of my head today.”

Isaac shook his head in amazement. “I’ve known you a long time, man, and have never seen you rattled over a woman. So this one must be something special, huh?”

Nick hesitated for long seconds before giving a reluctant nod. “Yeah, apparently so. I can’t think of any other logical explanation for why I’m putting up with this kind of shit at my age. Hey, I’d better get going. Thanks, dude. For stopping me from killing myself today. Or, worse, passing out. My reputation would have never been the same if anyone had seen that happen.”

Isaac grinned and gave his longtime friend a fist bump. “So am I ever going to meet this chick?”

Nick smiled wryly. “Yeah, one of these days I’ll bring her around. That is, if she’s still speaking to me after the – ah, disagreement we had last night. I’ve got a feeling I have some major kissing up to do this weekend.”

“Now that I’d pay you good money to see.”

Nick was still chuckling to himself as he made the short drive from his gym across the bridge to Sausalito. The weather was foggy and cool this morning, so typical for summer in San Francisco, but he knew that by early afternoon the sun would be out and his incredible view of the bay from his back deck would be as clear as ever. Though given the condition he was in right now, he might very well be taking a nap by then.

He’d been furious after Angela had stormed out of that hotel room late last night, and had pulled his clothes on hurriedly, determined to chase after her and drag her back with him. But as he was lacing up his shoes, he thought better of the idea, especially since he would likely only make things worse given the black mood he was in. Both of them needed to calm the hell down and then talk things out when they were in a more rational frame of mind. And, admittedly, trying to have a serious conversation right after a round of especially frantic sex was not the best timing in the world.

He pulled the Ferrari inside his garage before entering the kitchen through the side door. He started a fresh pot of coffee brewing before heading for the shower, badly needing both the caffeine and the pounding of the hot water to revive him this morning. After Angela had ditched him last night, he had left shortly afterwards, not caring that the four hundred dollars he’d casually dropped on the hotel room would be wasted. But sleep had evaded him once he reached home, and he’d had a restless night, tossing and turning, and finally giving up on the idea altogether around five a.m. It was then he’d headed to the gym, arriving when it opened at six, and putting himself through the workout from hell. If Isaac hadn’t intervened, he’d probably still be there, punishing his body until he finally dropped from exhaustion.

He fixed himself breakfast, his culinary skills fairly basic but adequate, and ones that had been learned out of necessity during the summers he’d spent with his mother. Back then, after a night of partying, his mother and her guests would sleep until the noon hour or later, and Nick had realized early on that if he wanted to eat before then he’d have to figure out a way to feed himself.

And, oddly enough, it was his mother that he thought about after finishing his breakfast. He was sitting out on the deck that was still encased in fog, sipping what was probably his fifth cup of coffee that morning in an attempt to keep himself awake. He asked himself what the hell he thought he was doing, even as he scrolled through the list of contacts on his phone. He had no idea where his mother was at this particular moment, what time zone or part of the world she was in, and only hoped it wasn’t the middle of the night somewhere as he placed the call.

He was relieved when Sheena answered on the third ring, and more so when she sounded wide awake. She was also positively joyous to receive such an unexpected call from her only child.

“Nicky, honey, this is such a nice surprise!” she gushed. “Is everything okay? I mean, I hear from you so seldom these days that I can’t help but worry that there’s a bad reason for your call.”

He fought off the guilt he felt at her words, knowing full well that he neglected his mother in spite of what he considered very good reasons for doing so. “There’s nothing wrong, Mom,” he assured her. “I just – well, need a bit of advice is all. Female advice. And you’re the ideal person to give it to me.”

“Well, of course, honey,” Sheena replied. “I know I haven’t been the most ideal mother in the world to you, but I hope you know I’m always, always here for you, Nicky. You’re the most independent man I’ve ever met, and you’d rather cut off your arm than ever admit you need help, but you can always call me if you ever need anything. So, now, what’s this advice you need?”

Haltingly, hesitantly, Nick began to tell his mother about Angela – about their relationship four years ago, how he’d broken things off when she’d grown too close, and how they were working together again now. He left out some of the more intimate details, of course – his mother did not need to know that much about his sex life, after all. But when he told her that he truly cared for Angela, wanted her back, but was obviously going about it the wrong way, Sheena interrupted him.

“Okay, honey, I’m getting the picture here,” his mother told him. “You had a relationship with this girl four years ago. She was young, naïve, and let you call all the shots. Then you broke up with her – and probably broke her heart in the process. Now you’ve met up again and you’ve decided to take up where you left off. Except from what I know of you, Nicky, you probably still want everything your own way and just assume this girl is still so crazy about you that she’ll just take whatever you give her. Am I still on track here so far?”

“More or less,” he grumbled. “But I’ve told her I’m willing to make some compromises, that I know everything can’t be all my way. It’s just – well, I don’t think things are progressing along quickly enough for her liking and she’s asking for more than I can give her right now.”

Reluctantly, he told his mother about last night’s blow-up – again leaving out the part about the really hot sex – and how he feared Angela wasn’t going to give in this time, that he was going to have to make the next move.

“You’re damned right you are, Nicky,” Sheena replied firmly. “And it’s going to have to be a major move when you do. If you care about this girl as you claim to, then it can’t be like it was with all the other women you’ve had in your life. And unfortunately for you, as controlling as I know you are, that means you’re going to have to do a lot more compromising that you think. Starting with inviting this girl – Angela, right? – over to your hideaway there. Dinner, I think, and then spending the night.”

Nick closed his eyes, massaging the back of his neck which felt like a mass of bunched nerves. “That’s not as easy as you think it is, Mom.”

“Oh, baloney,” exclaimed Sheena. “Now, I know exactly why you never invite anyone over there, Nicky, why you like your damned solitude so much. I’m well aware of how much you hated the complete lack of privacy you had growing up with me as your mother. I’m a social butterfly, need to have tons of people around me all the time, while you’re just the opposite. But if you want to have a real relationship with your Angela, you’re going to have to open up to her, share your life with her. And inviting her to see your house is the first step.”

“Fine.” He shook his head in frustration, not in the least surprised that his mother would be taking Angela’s side in this, even though the two women had never met. “I’ll invite her over. I’ll call her up tomorrow, maybe even go see her in person, and ask her to come over.”

“There you go again, Nicky. Putting things off. Why not just call her up now, have her come over tonight?”

“No.” He didn’t want to admit to his mother that he needed some time to emotionally prepare himself for something like this. “That is, I had a lousy night’s sleep, can barely keep my eyes open right now. I’d be rotten company for anyone today, much less a woman I’m trying to appease. Besides, she’s probably too pissed off at me right now to agree. Best to let her simmer down another day.”

“Fine.” Sheena heaved a sigh. “But don’t put it off another day, Nicky. And don’t let this girl slip away. Because if you’re not careful, if you don’t start changing your ways, I’m sorry to say you’re going to wind up a bitter old man like your father. Oh, I know he’s on marriage number three, that he’s not a bachelor like you are. But trust me on this – no matter how many wives your father might have, he’s always going to be alone. Because he’ll never let anyone get close enough to him to make a difference. So please promise me that you won’t let yourself turn into your father, Nicky. That would be a terrible, tragic thing to let happen.”

Nick was touched by his mother’s passionate plea, and he realized that she was right – he could very easily become as bitter and distant as his father if he didn’t do something about it soon. “I promise,” he told her quietly. “And I also promise to keep in touch more often, Mom. Because you’re right. My summers with you might have been completely unorthodox but I never doubted that you loved me. I’ve been a lousy son to you all these years, but I can try to work on that, too.”

Sheena started weeping after that, and Nick silently cursed himself for saying such sappy stuff to his admittedly dramatic mother. He tactfully changed the subject, inquiring where in the world she was at the moment, and then breathing a sigh of relief as Sheena began to prattle on cheerfully about how much fun she was having this summer in the Florida Keys. He ended the call a few minutes later, but not before Sheena got in the last word.

“I’ve always loved you more than anyone else in the whole world, Nicky,” she told him. “I know I could have been a better mother, a different mother, but I doubt I could have loved you more than I do. Now, you do what your mother tells you for once and do the right thing for your Angela. And don’t wait so long in between phone calls next time, hmm?”

Nick was rather appalled to feel the shimmer of tears at the back of his eyes as he hung up, and scowled as he set his phone back down. Reluctantly, he figured he’d better straighten his place up a little – and make a trip to the grocery store – since it looked as though he was actually going to have a guest here tomorrow evening.

And then, as he stood to go back inside, the sun finally began to break through the fog.

***

It was pitch dark outside, the streets quiet and deserted, when Angela pulled her car out of the garage very early on Sunday morning. With a five a.m. race start, she was allotting herself plenty of time to drive to the staging area in the Marin Headlands, park, check in, and warm up a bit. She hated getting to a race at the last minute, even if it meant rising at the unholy hour of three a.m. to get there.

It was another foggy morning and she cranked the heater up a little higher as she drove towards the Golden Gate Bridge. Lauren had still been fast asleep when she’d left a few minutes ago, snoring softly as she’d burrowed deeper into the mattress of the futon. And Angela had thanked her lucky stars that Lauren had been way too sleepy on Friday night to quiz her about the retirement party. By the time she’d arrived home from the Gregson Hotel around midnight, Lauren had already been curled up on her pillow and yawning broadly, not even noticing the way Angela’s hair had been falling in tangled strands down her back. Or how her makeup was all smudged. Or, most important of all, how badly her legs had been shaking after the totally unexpected encounter with Nick.

She’d slept poorly Friday night – little wonder considering everything that had happened – but had managed to pull herself together enough by Saturday morning so that Lauren hadn’t guessed something was off. At least not right away. But as the day wore on, and more and more memories of Friday night had continued to haunt her, it had become increasingly difficult to pretend that nothing was wrong. And after the first three tries, Lauren had stopped believing Angela’s excuse that she was just nervous about the race on Sunday.

“Nice try, Angie, but I’m not buying it,” her friend had insisted. “I’ve seen you right before much bigger sporting events than this – when our senior year team was playing for the conference soccer title, before two of your NCAA volleyball championships, when you were waiting to hear if you got chosen for the Olympic team. You had ice in your veins every single time, never let your nerves rattle you even once. So while you might be a little worried about this race – hell, I’m worried about your sanity for even thinking about doing it – that’s not what’s bothering you right now. So fess up.”

Angela had considered fobbing Lauren off with another lie, but had just sighed and told her the truth. At least, some of it. She still wasn’t prepared to reveal Nick’s identity, fearful that Lauren would lose no time in figuring out how to locate him and give him a piece of her mind – not to mention the tip of her boot.

“It was – him. You know who I mean. After all, you’ve seen him twice now, haven’t you?”

Lauren had picked up her mug of coffee – they’d been having a late brunch at a café not far from the flat – and regarded Angela thoughtfully. “Ah, so the lying has finally stopped, has it? Good, because you’re without a doubt the shittiest liar I’ve ever known.”

“Yeah, that’s what he tells me, too,” Angela had sighed. “So, the night of Julia’s party – you called it right. He is back in my life, though not like it was before. He – well, he’s working at my firm now, moved over there in April. And he’s been making it pretty clear since then that he wants me back.”

“Not a shocker. What would shock me – no, make that infuriate me – would be to learn that you’re his pet again, obeying his orders like he’s some fucking king or something. After all the times I nursed you through hangovers, Angie, listened to you wail and held your head while you puked – I will kick your ass all the way down to the next county if you’ve gone back to him that way.” Lauren’s voice had quivered with barely repressed rage.

Angela had shaken her head. “No. Not like that. Never again like that, with him or anyone. He swears it will be different this time, that he’s willing to compromise. But I’m not sure I can really believe what he says.”

Lauren hadn’t replied for more than a minute, taking a long, slow chew of her blueberry muffin and calling the waitress over for more coffee. When she finally spoke, she was almost unnaturally calm. “Have you fucked him again?”

Angela had stifled a chuckle, thinking how much alike Lauren and Nick were in certain ways. Neither of them believed in beating around the bush when it came to getting information. “I could try and lie to you, but I won’t. Yes, I went to bed with him last night. He, ah, got himself invited to the party, unknown to me, and, well – he looks extremely hot in a tux. And it’s been a really, really long time since I’ve had any and champagne always loosens my inhibitions and – well, you get the picture.”

“Yeah, I think I do.” Lauren had heaved a sigh. “So this guy – Mr. Whatisname – he’s your big weakness. I get that. I also get that you’ve had a longer dry spell than the Sahara Desert. But, Jesus, Angie – what the hell were you thinking of? More importantly, what happens from here?”

Angela had blown out a tense breath. “Hell if I know. I walked out on him afterwards, Lauren. He’d booked a room at the hotel, planned on me staying overnight with him. But when I happened to bring up the topic of maybe going to his place instead, he froze up like a clam. So I left a gorgeous, stark naked and really horny guy in a lux hotel room and got a cab back here. Am I an idiot or what?”

“No.” Lauren had been grinning. “You’re brilliant. Because that’s exactly the sort of thing I would have done under the circumstances, and of course I’m the smartest person I know. So, good for you, Angie. Not,” she’d added sternly, “that I’m condoning what you did. In fact, I ought to be shaking some sense into you right this very second. But if you are going to get involved with this clown again, then at least stand your ground and make him follow your orders for a change. At the very least, take turns ordering each other around. Starting with introducing him to your very best friends in the whole world. Knowing Julia she’ll make enough food tomorrow night to feed three city blocks, so invite your mystery man over to join us. I’ll even promise to leave my knife behind at your place.”

Angela smiled now as she recalled that conversation, and at how relieved she’d felt to get it all out in the open. She’d balked at giving Lauren any more information, however, begging for her friend’s understanding for a just a little while longer. She hadn’t known when Nick would try to contact her again – or if she’d pushed him too far this time and he’d decided she wasn’t worth the trouble. But when Saturday had come and gone with no word from him, she began to worry that she’d ruined it all and that he wouldn’t be calling or seeing her again. And that was when the doubts had started creeping in again, the thought that maybe she was being too demanding, asking for too much too soon, and that she really ought to let Nick dictate the pace of their newfound relationship. She’d gone back and forth in her head on the matter so many times last night that sleep hadn’t come easily, and she’d unfortunately be starting off this morning’s race with a rather bad case of sleep deprivation.

She flipped around through several different radio stations during the drive, searching for some music to help relax and calm her mind. She finally settled on an alternative rock station, listening to the final few notes of an old Green Day song that she’d always liked. But when the next song came on, her finger froze over the pre-set buttons, knowing she should quickly change stations but unable to resist listening to Christina Perri’s haunting ballad Jar of Hearts.

This had been another of those songs she’d played constantly on her iPod following the breakup with Nick. It had suited her mood back then perfectly, the lyrics about a former lover who was going to catch an cold because of the ice inside his soul. But now the lyrics took on something of a different meaning – especially the ones about the girl who’d been living half a life, the one who was no longer anyone’s ghost, but also the one whose lover now wanted her back. And as she continued to listen to the song, unable to turn it off, her resolve returned even stronger – the resolve that she wouldn’t fall back under Nick’s control, that she was stronger now, and was determined to never return to that ghostlike state she’d existed in for far too long.

It was still dark when the race began at five a.m., and nearly all of the five hundred runners were wearing headlamps and some sort of reflective gear. Angela had figured that she would ditch both after completing the first lap of the course. Each lap of the rugged, rocky terrain was a little less than ten and a half miles, allowing the runners to pass by the main staging area at the end of each lap. This was where Lauren would be meeting up with her – in theory sometime around the end of lap number three, provided Lauren got up in time and didn’t get lost on the drive over. Angela had tried to give her directions but Lauren had stubbornly insisted she’d find her way over and rarely paid attention to maps anyway.

She felt strong and focused during the first lap, especially after the sun came up. The Marin Headlands were still her very favorite place to run, even if today the trails were more crowded than usual with so many race participants. But the crowd began to thin out noticeably midway through her second lap, and she would go for half a mile or more at a time without seeing anyone else. She paid close attention to her intake of both fluids and food, even though her stomach rebelled at the thought of eating very much during an endurance event like this one. She forced herself to eat a little, however – a handful of pretzels, a couple of chunks of watermelon - especially since her lack of sleep the past two nights began to tell on her much earlier than she’d feared. Twice she lost her footing and wobbled precariously, catching herself just in time before doing a face plant on the trail. The weather, too, was turning out to be quite a bit warmer than she’d hoped for, especially since the previous day it had been cool and foggy. Her stomach began to cramp up as she completed the second lap, but after she drank two cups of the electrolyte beverage they offered at the aid station she started to feel a little better. And of course the cheers and encouragement of the volunteers and other runners helped boost her spirits, and she began the third lap with a renewed burst of energy. She knew Lauren would be there at the end of this next lap, and that her friend would certainly think of something motivational to call out as she ran past.

But the third lap didn’t prove quite as easy as the first two. Two miles in Angela began to struggle with both nausea and dizziness, and had to take walk breaks several times. The hot sun was beating down on her and her legs began to feel wobbly. She was determined to see this through, to finish this race that she’d trained so hard for, but her body was definitely having other ideas. She forced herself to keep moving, to jog for a bit longer each time, and remain focused on her goals. She blamed her lack of energy and focus on missing out on her sleep the past couple of nights, which in itself was a direct result of being upset about what had happened with Nick.

And it only took the most fleeting thought of him to distract her further. As she struggled along the trail, images of Nick began to crowd her mind – of how charming he’d been at the party on Friday; how wonderful it had felt to dance with him and be held close against his big body; the sensual pleasure of his possession that she’d known once again in that hotel room; the hope that had filled her heart that this time it could really work between them, could really turn into something meaningful and lasting.

But then other, less pleasant images of him took over – of the night he’d broken up with her four years ago, forcing her out of his car and his life; of the smug look of satisfaction on his handsome face after he’d kissed her at Julia’s wedding, confident that he now had her exactly where he wanted her and that she would fly back into his arms willingly; and the taut anger she’d been met with after issuing her ultimatum on Friday.

She was confused, uncertain, both about Nick’s true feelings for her and what her next steps should be in whatever sort of relationship they were attempting to form. Sweat was pouring down her forehead and into her eyes, making them burn, and she cursed the heavy length of her braid that felt like it weighed fifty pounds today. Something wasn’t agreeing with her stomach – perhaps the sugary electrolyte drink that she’d been guzzling down thirstily at each aid station – and she fought the urge to retch with each step she took. If she could just get through this third lap – the halfway point of the race – she would sit and rest at the staging area for a few minutes, regain her bearings, and then hopefully continue on with renewed strength.

But barely a mile from the end of the lap, a wave of dizziness caused her to lose her balance, catching the toe of her shoe on a rock and falling hard onto the rocky trail. And as the side of her head made contact with the unforgiving terrain, she slid into total darkness.

***

Nick had made it his business soon after joining Morton Sterling to learn the address of Angela’s new home. That it had been obtained dishonestly – by telling that diehard little romantic Cara that he wanted to send Angela flowers – hadn’t bothered him in the least. But now, as he parked his SUV down the street from her building, he felt renewed guilt at how easily he’d duped the naïve little admin assistant. He just hoped that Cara had a fiercely protective father or older brother looking out for her, because her gullibility would certainly make her an easy target for a guy looking to score.

As he climbed the outer stairs to the flat, Nick thought that Angela had definitely traded up in the world by moving to this neighborhood. It was a much nicer and more desirable area from where she’d lived four years ago, and he assumed her flat was a hell of a lot bigger than her old studio apartment.

He’d thought about calling her first – hell, he’d almost dialed her number a dozen different times yesterday – but figured the element of surprise would be on his side under the circumstances. If he had to strong arm her into his car and over to his house, he’d do exactly that. This wasn’t going to be easy for him, but he was determined to prove his willingness to change for her – for them. He took a deep breath and rang the doorbell.

Long seconds passed without an answer, and he wondered grimly if she was out on one of those ridiculously long runs she apparently did on a regular basis. He was about to ring the bell again when the door to the landing opened and he found himself looking down at the petite, tawny haired woman that he recognized from the night at Orphus – the one who reportedly carried a switchblade on her person at all times. Nick’s spine stiffened, and all of his defenses rose up at once as he and Lauren McKinnon stared at each other as though they were mortal enemies. And even though it was absurd to feel even the slightest bit unsettled about a woman who was nearly a foot and a half shorter than he was, Nick began to understand what Dwayne had meant about Lauren being kind of scary. Because the look in her green eyes told him very clearly that she knew exactly who he was, and that he was going to have an awful lot to answer for.

“So, we finally meet,” drawled Lauren, leaning casually against the door frame. “Except I think you might have a slight advantage over me – Mr. I Don’t Have a Name.”

Nick grinned in spite of himself, realizing that Lauren’s laidback, seemingly casual attitude was anything but and he looked over her curvy, petite figure assessingly, trying to figure out where she might be carrying the knife given how tight her jeans were. “Based on the stories Angela has told me about you – Lauren – I’m amazed you haven’t managed to pry that information out of her by now.”

“Humph.” Lauren made a sound of disgust. “That Angie can be revoltingly stubborn at times. Even drunk off her ass she didn’t cave in. So since I assume you came here looking for her, the price of entry involves information.”

Nick held out his hand. “I’m Nick. Nick Manning. A pleasure to finally meet you, Lauren.”

She snorted. “You’ll probably be taking those words back once I’m finished with you. But come on in. Angie’s flat is the upstairs one.”

Nick followed Lauren up the staircase, trying not to stare at her ass while still searching for any potential hiding places for that knife. He’d just stepped inside the flat, heard the door shut behind him, and then somehow he found himself on the floor, sprawled on his back and staring up at a very smug looking Lauren.

“It’s the big ones like you that never see that little trick coming,” she bragged. “And that particular trick never gets old.”

Nick glared at her darkly as he got to his feet, refusing to give her the satisfaction of rubbing his sore posterior. “Angela told me you’re some kind of martial arts fanatic. What the hell was that – judo? Kung Fu?”

“Nah. That was just good old dirty street fighting. And nothing less than you deserve for the shitty way you’ve treated Angie over the years. You’re lucky I didn’t go for the roundhouse kick. I’ve knocked men out with that one a few times.”

He crossed his arms, leaning against the wall as he watched her with renewed concern. “And you’re lucky nobody’s spanked your ass in return. Or maybe they have. You like that kind of stuff, honey?”

She winked at him suggestively. “Well, now, that’s getting a little too personal. Especially since we’ve just met. Generally speaking, though, I usually prefer to be the one doling out the punishments.”

“Yeah, why is it that doesn’t surprise me in the least?” asked Nick caustically. “Now, am I permitted to speak to Angela or are you going to make me jump through hoops first?”

Lauren plopped herself onto a chair. “Angie doesn’t need my permission to speak to anyone. Unlike you, Mr. Manning, I don’t impose rules on her. But she actually doesn’t happen to be home at the moment, I’m afraid.”

He glared down at her darkly. “Okay. So you want me to play twenty questions, is that it? Where is Angela and when is she expected back?”

“Well, that depends,” replied Lauren in a deceptively calm voice.

When she didn’t elaborate further, Nick’s glare turned to a scowl. “All right, I’ll bite. What does it depend on – exactly?”

She shook her head. “Uh, uh. That domineering thing doesn’t work on me, Nick. Never has, never will. So I suggest you ask your questions nicely if you want answers.”

“You know, Lauren, I’ve known you exactly three minutes and you’re already the biggest pain in the ass I’ve ever met. But I sense you can play this game as well as I can so I’ll ask again – nicely this time. Where is Angela and when is she going to be back?” Nick bit out.

“Why do you want to know?” inquired Lauren innocently. “You see, Angie hasn’t always made the best choices where you’re concerned so I’m afraid you’re going to have to go through me to get to her. And unless you can convince me that your – let’s call them intentions – are above board, you can go jump in the bay. So, why exactly are you here right now, Nick?”

“None of your business,” he growled. “Hey, babe, I get that you’re protective of your friend. That’s admirable, especially considering how shitty her family has treated her over the years. But Angela’s a big girl now and she doesn’t need her little friend butting into her life.”

Once again the aggravating little witch caught him completely off guard, though this time it wasn’t with one of her dirty fighting tricks. In fact, she remained seated and he was the one jumping out of the way as a wicked looked knife sailed with precision through the air, imbedding itself into the wall about three inches from his head.

“What the fuck?” he yelled. “I swear to Christ you are insane. Totally, over the top, fucking insane.”

Lauren stuck her tongue out at him as she very calmly sauntered over and pulled the blade out of the wall, sticking it back inside her cowboy boot where she’d evidently been hiding it. “I’ve been called worse things,” she replied. “But the one thing you do not call me is babe. Got it, big guy? And calling me Angie’s little friend is pushing it as well. So, now that we’re square on all that, let me get a few things off my chest. And then, based on your answers, I might just tell you when Angie’s due back.”

Nick’s gaze dropped automatically to Lauren’s chest, which was very impressively showcased in a snug fitting cropped T-shirt, and forced himself not to smirk, well aware that she could pull that nasty looking knife out in the blink of an eye. “Fine,” he muttered tersely. “Say what you have to. But I’ve got a pretty good idea of what you’re going to get off your chest. Unfortunately, it’s not that shirt that’s doing a piss poor job of - yeah, never mind,” he added after spying the murderous look in her eyes.

“Hah, hah. Why do you men always think that dirty talk turns a woman on? Some of the bullshit my brother-in-law spouts – and my sister falls for it every single time.” Lauren shook her head. “So, have a seat, Nick. Way past time for you and I to get acquainted, don’t you think?”

He sat down on the futon, careful to keep his distance from Lauren. “I suppose,” he answered grudgingly.

“Relax.” Lauren waved a hand in dismissal. “I’m not going to start asking you a bunch of personal questions. Especially since Angela herself doesn’t seem to know a whole lot about you. I think she’d be pretty ticked off at me if I managed to pry facts out of you that are still deep, dark secrets to her. The only thing I’m really interested in finding out about you is this – what the hell are your intentions towards her this time around? Because you just about destroyed her during the last go round, and I’ll tell you now – if you screw around with her like you did the last time I’ll bury that knife of mine somewhere besides the wall. Like your chest cavity. Or your left testicle.”

Nick suppressed a shudder, and bit down on the inside of his mouth to keep himself from delivering a scathing retort, especially since he had no desire to serve as Lauren’s target practice again today. “My intentions, as you call them,” he began tersely, “are between Angela and myself. But they are – let’s call them honorable – this time around. I know I hurt her badly four years ago.”

“Do you?” asked Lauren somberly. “I’m really not sure you know just how badly, Nick. Obviously bad enough to make her stop eating, to lose so much weight that my sister and I actually discussed kidnapping her and forcing her to enter a clinic for those kinds of disorders. But we realized that she wasn’t actually anorexic, that the reason she didn’t eat was because she’d just stopped caring. About food, about herself, about living.”

He nodded. “The first time I saw her again, back in April – I was shocked. She looked like a completely different person. And her hands – they were so cold, like she was frozen from the inside out.”

“That’s because she was. Emotionally, at least. She shut everything down inside, cut off her feelings, and just went through life like some sort of ghost all the time. Even drinking didn’t help, because Angie’s one of those people who just gets quieter and more depressed the more she drinks.”

Nick glared at Lauren. “And I’ve got little doubt after some of the wild stories I’ve heard that you encouraged her to drink. Angela’s got a problem with the booze, you know, she likes it a little too much. And you sure as hell didn’t do her any favors by egging her on.”

Lauren’s green eyes were furious. “Fuck off,” she spat. “You’ve got no idea what went on these last four years, no idea at all. For example, after Angie saw you kissing one of your new sluts outside your office building she went on a total bender. She drunk dialed me, left me some sort of garbled message, and I had to force her landlord to let me in her apartment. The place was a total shit hole, she hadn’t eaten or bathed or gotten out of bed in three days, and she’d gone through at least ten bottles of booze already. If I hadn’t found her when I did, she might have died of alcohol poisoning. So if you’re looking for someone to blame for her drinking problem, asshole, you might want to start with yourself.”

It wasn’t often that Nick found himself rendered speechless, but he could only stare at Lauren in horror after her outburst. He’d had no idea that Angela had seen him with one of the women he’d dated casually after their break-up – dated, not fucked – and that she had taken it quite so hard. He shoved a hand carelessly through his hair, the information he’d just learned too upsetting to deal with properly right now.

“What else?” he asked quietly. “What else happened to her after that?”

Lauren shrugged. “You must know some of it. She left your old firm, even though she’d worked like a slave for over a year to get as far as she did. But she couldn’t handle the thought of seeing you again with another woman, and didn’t trust herself enough not to run into your office and beg you to take her back. So she split and started over again, working for that nasty old woman who called her names and screamed at her all day long. And Angie took it, she just took whatever that bitch dished out, because she didn’t care anymore. When you left her, something inside of her broke and even after four years I can’t really say for certain that she’s completely healed up. She’s better, that’s for sure, and thank God she’s put some weight back on. But deep down there’s still a part of her that’s really messed up, and I’ve finally come to terms with the fact that you’re the only one who can fix her for good.”

Nick’s mouth quirked up at one corner at this reluctant admission from Lauren. “And I’ll bet it just about killed you to admit that,” he taunted.

“More than you’ll ever know,” she returned sharply. “But it is what it is, you know? Angie’s a smart girl, always got straight A’s in school, always aced exams, got into Stanford and graduated top of her class. But she hasn’t always been smart about other things – namely, some of the choices she’s made in her life. And getting involved with you was probably the worst decision she’s ever made. However, it’s done now and there’s no going back. You’re the one for her, and as much as I’d love that to not be the case, it’s a fact.”

“What about Dwayne?” asked Nick. “Did you approve of him?”

Lauren scoffed. “You’re joking, right? I mean, when Angie told us she was finally dating someone after so long, Julia and I were ecstatic. And then when she told us who he was, I seriously thought she was fucking with me, pulling a practical joke the way she used to back in high school. You know what Dwayne’s nickname was back then – a nickname I gave him, by the way?”

“No idea, but I’m guessing it wasn’t a flattering one.”

She snickered. “It was Dwayne the Dweeb. He was tall, skinny, awkward as hell. He wore these big, thick glasses, his jeans were always about three inches too short, and I swear he bumped into every wall and door he came near. And when Angela told us he was the new guy she was seeing, all I could think about was the time Dwayne tripped over his own feet in chemistry class. He knocked over half a dozen beakers, and then cut his hand on the broken glass.”

Nick couldn’t help but smile at the image Lauren created. “Well, it seemed that he grew out of the awkward stage eventually. At least the one time I met him in the office he wasn’t tripping over anything. And even though he seemed like a nice enough guy, I hated him a little, too. Because he’d actually made Angela smile for a change, something I hadn’t been able to do for two months.”

Lauren nodded. “I admit when I saw the two of them together a few months ago that she seemed happier than she had for a real long time. But I also knew it wouldn’t last. There was zero chemistry there, especially on Angie’s part, and, well, once a dweeb always a dweeb. But you’re avoiding the real subject, Nick. I’m guessing you’re good at that sort of thing.”

His gaze narrowed in annoyance at her persistence. “What else do you want to know before you tell me exactly where Angela is?”

“What I want,” Lauren told him softly, “is your guarantee that this time around things will be different with Angie. That you open up more, agree to meet her friends and family, and treat her right. That you let her spend the goddamned night at your place once in a while. Because I know who you are now, know where to find you, and if you break her heart again I’ll break your nose. For starters.”

Before he’d met the fiery hellcat a few minutes ago, Nick would have laughed scornfully at the idea that any woman – much less one of her petite stature – could have inflicted anything more serious than a scratch on a man of his height and bulk. But having been on the receiving end – twice, now – of Lauren’s anger, he kept his mouth shut and merely nodded in agreement.

“I won’t break her heart,” he assured her soberly. “I’m not saying any of this is going to be easy for me, but I’m willing to try. Because – shit, I’m really not good at this sappy stuff – I care about Angela a lot. And if I knew what it felt like to be in love with a woman, I think maybe – well, I think that could be what I’m feeling.”

Lauren grinned broadly. “Okay. You’ve convinced me. For now, at least. But mark my words, Manning, I’ll be keeping a very close eye on you.”

Nick checked his watch none too patiently. “If I’ve finally managed to reassure you sufficiently, do you mind telling me when Angela’s due back?”

“Oh, not for hours and hours,” replied Lauren airily. “Didn’t she tell you? She’s running some kind of crazy person race today, one that involves doing ten mile loops on this rocky, dusty trail. She won’t be finished until dinnertime at the earliest.”

“Dinnertime? But it’s barely ten in the morning,” Nick replied incredulously. “How long is this race anyway?”

Lauren shrugged. “A hundred kilometers. I forget what she said that was in miles. Regular math was never even my thing much less all that metric system stuff.”

“Sixty miles, give or take.” Nick shook his head. “And it’s supposed to get into the eighties everywhere today. She is crazy, isn’t she? So exactly where is this race taking place?”

“Oh, didn’t I mention?” asked Lauren innocently. “Hmm, well, I was planning on driving over there in a few minutes, catch her at the end of her third lap and throw some water on her, whatever the hell you’re expected to do. I suppose, if you ask very nicely, that you could come along for the drive.”

Nick glared at Lauren with ill-concealed impatience. “You’re suggesting we, ah, go together? Fine, but I’ll drive. We can take my car.”

Lauren shook her head. “Uh, uh. No way. If you want to come along, then I’m doing the driving. And since I’m the only one of us with directions, I’d say you don’t have much choice in the matter.”

***

Half an hour later, Nick was thanking his lucky stars that he’d had such a light breakfast this morning. Otherwise, given Lauren McKinnon’s very questionable driving abilities, he’d have certainly chucked the contents of his stomach a good five miles ago.

“Jesus Christ, will you watch where you’re going?” he yelled as Lauren took a treacherous hairpin turn at what was surely a very unsafe speed.

“Relax,” she assured him arrogantly. “I’ve got this, big guy. I drive much narrower, steeper roads all the time in Big Sur. Even have to use the four wheel drive on most of them. This is nothing. And you really don’t have to keep holding onto that roll bar for dear life. After all, aren’t you supposed to be this big, tough macho football player?”

Nick didn’t answer her, looking out the passenger window instead, and immediately regretted his action. Lauren’s big, sturdy Jeep Wrangler might be able to handle these sort of narrow mountain roads just fine, but that didn’t mean he had the same sort of confidence in her erratic, rather careless driving skills.

“Just get us there in one piece, okay?” he bit out. “I knew I should have driven. How much further is it?”

She reached over to pat him on the arm, and he cringed to notice she was now only driving with one hand – around a hairpin curve. “Less than three miles, tough guy. So if you have to barf, please try to hold it in until then. God, and I thought the guys in my crew were a bunch of wimps. At least they don’t complain when I do most of the driving during assignments.”

Nick shuddered to think of Lauren driving in a foreign country, and most likely not in a vehicle as new or well-maintained as her Jeep. And he felt nothing but pity for any man who had to work with her, much less travel with for days and weeks at a time.

Fortunately, her estimations were right on the money and they were pulling into a dusty parking lot just a few minutes later. The staging area of the race was a beehive of activity, with runners finishing one lap and heading out for another. There were all manner of volunteers scattered about -some manning a water and food station; others offering medical care to runners who looked in need; still others whose job it seemed was keeping track of all the runners’ progress and making note of how many laps they’d completed and what their total running time was.

Nick took charge of the situation before Lauren could butt in, and asked the volunteer who looked like they were in charge of the lap counting about Angela’s progress.

“Del Carlo?” The volunteer squinted as he consulted his laptop. “Yeah, here she is. Finished lap number two right around the four hour mark, great pace for this course. If she’s still maintaining that kind of pace, then she ought to be finishing up lap number three within the next fifteen, twenty minutes. Just keep watching for her.”

But when twenty minutes passed without any sign of Angela, both Nick and Lauren grew impatient. And when forty five minutes had gone by, they grew concerned. They took turns nagging the race officials, inquiring about Angela’s status, and wondering what could have gone wrong to throw her that far off pace. And when it was a full hour past the time she ought to have shown up, Nick was preparing to head out on the trail in search of her.

Lauren eyed his designer jeans, expensive Italian leather loafers, and white shirt with disdain. “Uh, no offense, but those aren’t exactly ideal hiking duds you’ve got on. Why don’t you let me go out instead? I’m not the runner Angie is but I put in enough miles to get by.”

Nick arched a brow as his gaze scanned over her own tight jeans, cropped tee, and cowboy boots. “You aren’t exactly dressed for a run right now either.”

And then, whatever scathing comment Lauren was about to fire back with froze on her lips as a runner dashed towards the staging area, looking harried and frantic as he completed his loop.

“Runner down on the trail!” he yelled. “Less than a mile from here. Looks like she fell and got knocked unconscious. We need the medics out there pronto!”

Lauren clutched at Nick’s arm for support. “Oh, my God! Do you think that’s Angie?”

Nick fought off the immediate sense of panic that rose up. “I don’t know,” he replied tersely. “Let’s see if we can get more information.”

But the paramedics on site weren’t waiting for clarification, and had already headed out on the hot, rocky trail with a collapsible stretcher and a medic bag. Nick, meanwhile, managed to work his way over to the runner who’d made the discovery and ask the visibly shaken young man more specific questions.

“Look, I’m sure you’re upset about this, but we think the runner you found is our friend,” Nick began. “Can you describe her at all?”

The runner nodded. “I didn’t notice her bib number because she was sprawled face down on the trail. But she’s tall, really tall, with a long black braid. And she was wearing -”

But Nick and Lauren didn’t wait around to hear anymore, since they both knew now that the injured runner was most definitely Angela. They headed out together on the trail, neither one content to wait around for the paramedics to re-emerge. As they strode along at a brisk pace – fear evidently giving both of them an adrenaline surge – Nick cursed softly.

“Why the hell is she even doing something like this anyway?” he asked out loud, though not necessarily addressing his question to anyone in particular. “Why so damned many miles, and on terrain like this? And it’s got to be close to eighty out here already, maybe even hotter. She’s probably passed out from heat stroke, probably didn’t eat enough. Goddammit!”

“Hey, chill out up there, okay?” called Lauren, who was struggling to keep pace with Nick’s much longer-legged stride. “And don’t blame Angie for this. She knows what she’s doing, prepared for this race for months. She’s been doing long distance running for a long time now, ever since – well, a long time. And given how rocky it is out here she probably just tripped or something, maybe sprained an ankle. Don’t jump to conclusions, hmm?”

Nick shook his head as he shouldered on. “I just don’t get why she feels the need to do something this extreme. I mean, a marathon is way more than most people ever attempt. Why did she feel like she had to run this far?”

“Because it was her way of dealing with things,” replied Lauren bluntly. “She’d tell me that when she would go on these really long runs – twenty miles, longer even – that it was easy for her to block stuff out. She’d plug in her iPod and just run for hours and hours. It became a coping mechanism for her, a way to forget how much she was suffering inside. It helped – even for a little while.”

He nodded. “Okay, I get it. So this is my fault, then? The fact that she could be sick, injured now. Because if I hadn’t hurt her so badly, hadn’t broken up with her, then she wouldn’t have felt the need to put herself through this sort of physical challenge. Wouldn’t have had the need to deal with so much pain.”

Lauren scoffed. “Don’t flatter yourself that much, Manning. Angie’s always been an athlete, always played sports. Way before she ever met you she had a bunch of other crap in her life to deal with. She played four different sports during the school year, and joined three leagues in the summer just so she’d have an excuse not to be at home. This ultrarunning stuff – it’s a different sport but the exact same sort of coping mechanism she’s always used.”

Nick felt a bit better at Lauren’s reassurance, but that relief was short-lived as he and Lauren reached the site where Angela had gone down. The paramedics had already lifted her onto the stretcher, and were just about to pick her up when Nick rushed over to her side. She was pale and unresponsive, covered in dirt and blood. Her knees and shins were scraped and bruised, her eyes closed and her breathing shallow. Impatiently, he brushed aside one of the paramedics and took her hand, alarmed at how cold it felt while the rest of her skin was burning up.

“Angel,” he called out to her, touching the side of her cheek carefully. “What’s the matter with her? Did she faint? Is it heat stroke or something else?”

“We’re not sure yet, no way to tell until we get her in the ambulance,” replied one of the paramedics. “It looks like she hit her head hard, given the size of the bruise on her temple. And from the way she was clutching her side a minute ago, she’s probably got a few cracked ribs as well. But, sir, you need to get out of the way so we can get her out of here as quickly as possible. Every minute counts right now, okay?”

Despite the protests of both paramedics, Nick insisted on carrying one end of the stretcher, pointing out that he was a lot taller and stronger than either of them and could bear the weight much easier. Rather grudgingly, the slighter of the two gave in and it quickly became apparent that was the right decision, as Nick’s superior strength proved a godsend in transporting Angela back to the staging area as fast as possible.

Nick was arguing heatedly with the ambulance driver, insisting that he wanted to ride along with them, when Lauren took him firmly by the arm.

“They’ll need room back there to work on her,” she pointed out. “And, well, you’re a big dude, you’ll take up too much space. Besides, Angie’s car is here and you’ll need to drive it back for her. One of the volunteers already brought over her bag from the sweats check, so I’m guessing the car keys are in here somewhere.”

He gave a reluctant nod, and took the bag from Lauren’s outstretched hand. “You’re right. Besides, I’d probably end up pissing these guys off even more than I already have. I’ll get her car and meet you over at the hospital. After I get to see her one more time.”

The paramedics had already inserted an IV into one of Angela’s arms, and were getting ready to strap her in for the ambulance ride. She was drifting in and out of consciousness now, her head lolling to one side, and whimpering in pain. But this time, instead of roughly shoving the paramedic out of his way, Nick asked for what he wanted instead.

The paramedic gave a brief, reluctant nod. “Make it quick. We need to get her in ASAP, get a CT scan for that bump on her head.”

Nick stuck his upper body inside the ambulance and took her hand gently in his, wincing when he saw the bits of dirt and drying blood on her scraped palm. He brought her hand to his lips, and gave her a reassuring smile as her eyes fluttered open weakly.

“Nick?” she rasped, her voice barely audible. “What – am I hallucinating? How – why are you here? What – what happened?”

“You fainted, Angel,” he told her gently. “And then you just took a little fall, that’s all. You’re going to the hospital now to get checked out, and Lauren and I will be waiting there for you. Just take it easy now, baby, and let these guys fix you up, hmm? Everything’s going to be all right, I promise.”

She tried to draw a breath to speak, but cried out weakly from the pain in her ribs. “Nick, I’m scared,” she whispered.

But even those three little words proved too much of an effort for her, and she drifted into unconsciousness again. Nick reached over and pressed a kiss to her forehead, murmuring to her even though he knew she couldn’t hear him.

“Don’t be scared, Angel,” he told her. “Because I’m here for you, and this time I won’t leave. Ever again.”

And as the paramedics shooed him out of the ambulance and finished strapping Angela in, Nick could only stand there helplessly, especially when he realized that he was the one who was truly scared right now.


Chapter Twenty One

“What the hell is taking so long? I knew I should have insisted they brought her to University Medical Center instead of this place. We would have had answers half an hour ago if we’d gone there. This place – who the hell knows when we’ll hear anything.”

Lauren sighed, having heard this particular tirade from Nick at least four times already. “I’m going to go out on a limb here, Manning, and guess that patience isn’t one of your better virtues. And do you think you could maybe sit down for a few minutes, hmm? I swear you’re going to grind a hole in the linoleum otherwise.”

Nick glared at the floor. “That actually wouldn’t be very hard to do, given that this crappy stuff has got to be at least thirty years old.”

“Look, I realize this isn’t the fancy-ass private hospital you wanted them to bring Angie to, but it is the best trauma center in northern California. They know what they’re doing here, Nick. Honest. Now sit the hell down or I’ll do it for you.”

“In your dreams,” he grumbled as he reluctantly took a seat next to Lauren. “You got lucky, that’s all, caught me unawares. Now that I know how dirty you fight, you won’t pull that little trick on me again.”

Lauren gave him a cheeky little grin before toasting him with the giant cup of coffee she was sipping. “We’ll see. That’s far from the only trick I know, after all. And sometimes these things happen when you least expect them.”

Her words were far more significant than she realized, thought Nick as he tapped his foot impatiently. The very last thing he’d expected this morning - when he’d made the drive over to Angela’s to invite her to his place in Sausalito- was that they’d wind up in the ER at San Francisco General Hospital instead. And that he’d now be beside himself with worry about what could possibly be wrong with her. The best case scenario was that she was just suffering from heat exhaustion, not to mention some sore ribs, scrapes and bruises, that they would re-hydrate her, check her out, and release her in a few hours. But Nick couldn’t forget the concern the paramedics had voiced – not once, but twice – about some bump or bruise on the side of her head, and the urgency of having a CT scan done. That was the part that was leaving him with a very unsettled feeling.

“Are you going to call her parents?” he asked Lauren abruptly. He couldn’t help feeling annoyed that she seemed to be taking all of this in stride, remaining calm and composed as she sipped from that monstrous cup of coffee. While he, on the other hand – the one who was always cool and unemotional – could barely sit still for five minutes at a crack.

Lauren gave a somewhat disinterested shrug. “Not yet. Let’s wait and see what the doctor says about her condition. If it’s nothing major and they’re going to release her today or even tomorrow, I probably won’t call them. I don’t think Angie would want that, and frankly, they probably wouldn’t give a shit anyway. She’s, uh, told you about that whole situation, I assume?”

Nick nodded. “Yeah. They sound like a charming family, especially the mother.”

Lauren gave a short, bitter little laugh at his obvious sarcasm. “You’ve got no idea. Rita is a heartless, selfish bitch, always has been. And while Gino’s a nice enough man, he’s got zero backbone, lets himself be bossed around 24/7 by that bitch he’s married to. He’d have to sneak away to watch Angie’s games in high school, tell Rita he was working when he was really at one of our soccer games. She would have made his life even more of a living hell if she’d known the truth. So, no, I don’t think Angie would want either of them here right now. If it turns out to be something more serious, I’ll call them up. But don’t hold your breath – it would take an awful lot for Rita to come running all the way up here, and there’s no way I want to imagine this situation getting that serious.”

“I agree.”

There was a somewhat uncomfortable silence between them for a few minutes, until Lauren stuck her cup of coffee in his face.

“Sorry, I didn’t think to offer you any. That’s one reason I grabbed such a big cup, figured you might want some. Help yourself.”

Caffeine sounded like an excellent idea, so Nick took the cup from her and tilted it up to his mouth. He shuddered as he swallowed and shoved it back in her direction.

“Jesus Christ, how much sugar did you put in there?” he wheezed. “It barely tastes like coffee.”

Lauren shrugged. “I lost count. Usually I throw about four packets in, plus a bunch of cream, but since this is the jumbo sized cup I might have doubled that.”

Nick shook his head. “Unreal. You must have one of those metabolisms that burns too fast.”

She looked pensive for a moment, then gave a brief nod. “Something like that. I do drink a lot of coffee, probably way too much, but when you travel as much as I do, and as far as I do, caffeine becomes a necessary evil.”

He was about to quiz Lauren about her job, figuring the wild stories she must certainly have to share would help distract him from worrying about Angela, when two other people hurried inside the waiting room. The woman he knew to be Julia, Lauren’s identical twin, and he assumed the dark haired man with an arm wrapped around her waist was her new husband.

“Jules, Nathan. Thanks for getting here so fast.” Lauren sprung to her feet and embraced her sister and brother-in-law.

“How is she? Any word yet?” asked Julia anxiously.

Lauren shook her head. “Nothing yet. Though if someone doesn’t come out and update us soon, I think it’s going to take all three of us to hold this one back.”

Julia and Nathan were staring at Nick, and he realized they both recognized him – though for vastly different reasons.

“Damn. Nick Manning,” said Nathan in stunned disbelief. “This is – a huge surprise. What are you doing here – and how do you know Lauren?”

But Julia had quickly drawn her own, very different conclusion as to why Nick was here. “He’s not here with Lauren,” she told her husband. “He’s here for Angela. Aren’t you?”

Nick glanced down at Julia, relieved to see the gentle smile on her stunningly beautiful face as well as the look of understanding in her eyes. It was rather obvious that the twins were as different as night and day, both in the way they dressed and in their personalities.

“Yes,” he answered. “I am. I’m, uh -”

“You’re the one,” replied Julia simply. “The one she was so wrapped up in four years ago. The one,” she added, “that she never got over.”

“Yes.”

Nick didn’t know what else to say, but he sensed with Julia that there was no need to speak further, at least not right now. And then, even though it was obvious that Lauren was by far the more controlling and outspoken twin, it was Julia who quietly took charge of the situation. She and her husband had brought along containers of food and drink which she now disbursed among the four of them.

“I wasn’t sure how you took your coffee,” she told Nick. “There’s cream and sugar in one of these bags if you don’t like it black.”

He shook his head urgently. “Black is fine, thanks. I still haven’t gotten the taste of your sister’s disgusting brew out of my mouth.”

Julia nodded in understanding. “Lauren has a huge sweet tooth, practically lives on sugar and caffeine. She should have warned you before offering you a sip.”

Lauren shrugged, unconcerned. “Or maybe he should have asked first.”

Nick’s gaze narrowed as he studied Lauren. “Are you always like this?”

Nathan chuckled. “You mean a pain in the ass? Lauren doesn’t know any other way to behave.”

“Don’t.” Julia laid a hand on her husband’s shoulder and shook her head. “Not now, not today. Especially not when we’re waiting for word on Angie. Let’s all agree to play nice.”

Lauren munched on a container of soba noodles and grilled chicken, wielding a pair of chopsticks with careless ease. “Nathan started it,” she mumbled accusingly. “But I’ll ignore him for now. Be warned, though, bro – this isn’t over.”

Nathan rolled his eyes, spearing a forkful of shrimp tempura. “It never is.” He glanced over at Nick, offering an apologetic smile. “Lauren’s actually harmless, you know. Way more bark than bite.”

Nick glowered. “Except when she’s sweeping your legs out from under you. Or using you for target practice with her nasty little knife.”

Julia’s mouth dropped open as she lowered her spoonful of chicken udon back into the takeout container. “She didn’t. Lauren – you promised Dad you’d stop carrying that knife around with you everywhere. It’s one thing when you’re on assignment somewhere, I realize you need to protect yourself. But not here. You don’t need -”

Whatever further admonition Julia was about to give her sister was interrupted by the arrival of a rather agitated-looking young doctor dressed in light blue scrubs. And when he asked if anyone was there for Angela Del Carlo, all four of them rose to their feet. The doctor – who looked barely old enough to be in college, much less practicing medicine, at least in Nick’s opinion – glanced uncertainly from one to the next.

“Well, looks like you’re all here together, so I’ll give you a quick update on Angela’s status,” began the young doctor, who belatedly introduced himself as Cole McIntyre. “Your friend – uh, excuse me, unless either of you gentlemen are her husband? Fiancé?”

“I’m her – significant other. Boyfriend. Whatever the hell you want to call it,” muttered Nick darkly. “We’re – together.”

Nick ignored the three startled glances sent his way and prodded young Dr. McIntyre to continue.

“Well, Angela has got a few different things going on,” he stated. “I’ll start with the more minor issues first and then discuss the most serious of her injuries. She definitely exhibited all the classic symptoms of heat stroke – dizziness, drifting in and out of consciousness, hot, dry skin but very little sweating, rapid heartbeat. We were able to get that under control fairly easily, pumping her full of fluids and cooling her body temperature off. She was competing in an endurance event when this happened, correct?”

Lauren nodded. “A hundred kilometer trail race. I told her she was nuts to even think about it but she’s a stubborn one. But I’m sure she took precautions, drank plenty of fluids, that sort of thing.”

Dr. McIntyre shook his head. “Sometimes it doesn’t matter in cases like this. In fact, drinking too many electrolytes can wind up throwing them off balance. In any event, the heat stroke has been dealt with and shouldn’t cause any additional problems. Next, we took an x-ray which revealed three cracked ribs. Not much to do for that except wrap them up a bit, restrict her movements, and give her something for the pain. There are also a number of scrapes and bruises, again relatively minor compared to the real issue.”

“That bump on her head,” Nick stated flatly.

“Yes,” agreed the doctor. “We did a quick CT scan, which revealed a subdural hematoma. In other words, Angela has bleeding between the layers of tissue surrounding the brain. And it’s a very good thing we got her in here and were able to make the diagnosis so quickly, because time is of the essence in treating an injury like this. Ironically, suffering from heat stroke and passing out is probably what’s going to save her life. If she’d simply tripped and hit her head, she might not have lost consciousness. Often times with this sort of condition the patient falls and bumps their head, feels fine and just walks away, not realizing that the bleeding going on beneath the surface is quietly killing them.”

“So what happens next?” Nick asked, trying to stay calm, though it was growing increasingly harder to remain so with each passing minute.

Dr. McIntyre took a deep breath before continuing. “She needs to have a procedure done. It involves drilling what we call a burr hole into her skull, and then draining the blood out. She’s being prepped for that surgery right now.”

“And that will take care of the problem, get rid of this bleeding?” demanded Nick. “Any other problems or complications that you haven’t told us about?”

The doctor hesitated before replying, rather obviously intimidated by Nick’s size and the ferocity of his expression. “It’s a fairly common procedure, sir. And very low risk. However, I will tell you that this is an acute hematoma, so it’s a very, very good thing we’re treating it this quickly. As far as the complications – I will warn you there is always the risk – a low one, mind you – that this doesn’t fix the problem. She could need additional surgery, possibly a craniotomy where part of the skull is removed. Or, in some cases, depending on the severity of the bleeding, a patient can suffer a stroke or sometimes paralysis. But that’s a relatively small risk, and again, the fact we’re catching this so quickly is a huge plus. Now, do you have any other questions? Otherwise, I should get back to help them prep her.”

Lauren and Julia glanced at each other worriedly, before Lauren gave a quick nod and asked the doctor, “Should we – that is, in your opinion – do you think her parents need to be called? We haven’t contacted them yet until we knew more about her condition.”

Dr. McIntyre paused for several seconds, and Nick could tell the young physician was trying to maintain an air of calmness, whether it was for his own sake or for theirs.

“Yes,” he replied decisively. “I think that would be a good idea. I need to go now but someone will be out when the surgery is finished to update you. It will be a few hours before it’s over and she’s in recovery. Stay positive, okay? Chances are very good that everything will be just fine.”

“Wait.’

Dr. McIntyre gazed at Nick inquiringly. “Yes? You have another question?”

Nick glanced around the waiting room, taking in not only the worn floor but the peeling paint on the walls and the old fashioned furniture. “Not a question so much as an opinion. Two of my clients are considered top of their field in neurosurgery. Do you think it’s worthwhile to call one of them, maybe both, and get their opinions on this? I mean, no offense, Doctor, but the facilities here look a little on the shabby side. I just want to make sure Angela is getting the best possible care.”

Dr. McIntyre shook his head. “I understand your concern – you are Nick Manning, aren’t you?” At Nick’s brief acknowledgment, the doctor continued. “At this point, Mr. Manning, it wouldn’t do much good to bring in another doctor, no matter how qualified or highly regarded they are. Angela needs to get into surgery without delay, and we simply can’t wait for a consult at this time. And, look – I know this place isn’t as spruced up and plush as some of the private hospitals in town, but we are a very highly ranked trauma center. And the surgeon who’ll be performing the procedure on Angela is extremely experienced with traumatic brain injury. Trust me, she’s in very good hands. Now, forgive me, but I really need to go check on our patient.”

Nick shoved his hands inside his jeans, his fists tightly clenched as he debated whether to call his clients and get their opinions anyway. He felt a slight tug on his shirt sleeve, and glanced down to find Julia gazing up at him in understanding.

“Hey, I get it,” she assured him gently. “You’re really worried about Angie and I don’t blame you. But the doctor’s right, this place isn’t the fanciest but they have the most experience with trauma cases. I should know – I was one of them.”

As Nick regarded her quizzically, Nathan put a comforting arm around his wife’s shoulder and explained. “An ex-girlfriend of mine – a crazy ex-girlfriend,” he clarified, “blamed Julia for my breaking things off with her. And she, uh, sort of shot her. Fortunately, it was just a deep graze but last year I was the one standing where you are right now, Nick – worried sick about my girl and feeling helpless.”

“Angie’s condition sounds a lot more serious than my little bullet graze, Nathan,” admonished Julia. “Which is why we’d better place that call to her parents. Lauren – do you want to do the honors or should I?”

“Hmm. Let’s think about that for a minute here,” replied Lauren carefully. “On the one hand, I’ve got no doubt I can bully the two of them into getting their butts up here pronto. But on the other hand, I might piss Rita off too badly and that could, uh, complicate matters.”

Julia sighed. “Hand me Angie’s phone, would you? I’d better make the call.”

***

“Marisa, I’m very sorry that this happened right in the middle of your son’s birthday party. But I think it’s pretty important that your parents at least are here. What? No, we don’t know exactly when she’ll be out of the surgery. Ah, no, I don’t think it’s a good idea to wait until she’s out before you tell your parents. Omigod, are you really trying to suggest that all of this is Angela’s fault? I can’t believe you’re even thinking such a thing. Now, please, can I speak to one of your parents? Honestly, Marisa? Don’t you think they should be the ones to make that decision?”

Nick was just about at the end of his rope with what he was overhearing from Julia’s end of the conversation. She’d first tried calling Angela’s parents at their home, and when the call went to voice mail she’d dialed Marisa, the older sister. And from what Nick could make out, there was some sort of child’s birthday party going on, and Marisa was balking at the idea of ruining the brat’s celebration by putting her mother or father on the line. Poor Julia was struggling to be polite and remain calm, but Nick could see her growing angrier and more frustrated with each passing minute. Lauren, who was perched on the arm of her sister’s chair, looked ready to burst a blood vessel and at one point Nathan actually laid a restraining hand on her arm.

“Marisa, I swear that this is important – really important. For God’s sake, if it was just some cracked ribs and bruises I wouldn’t have even called. But Angela is about to go into -”

Nick had had enough, his tolerance at the very end of its limits, and he plucked the phone from Julia’s hand impatiently. “Let me take it from here,” he mouthed to her, and Julia nodded gratefully.

“This is Nick Manning,” he announced brusquely. “I’m Angela’s – let’s call it her significant other. She’s had an accident and your parents need to get up here as quickly as possible. So I’d appreciate it if you could put your father on the phone.”

There was silence on the other end of the cell phone for several seconds, and then a woman’s high pitched voice squeaked, “Is this some sort of prank? How does Angela know someone like Nick Manning? She’s never mentioned it to any of us before.”

Nick swore beneath his breath and counted to ten before replying acidly, “She can catch all of you up on that some other time. Put your father on the line now.”

“But we’re just getting ready to cut the cake! Didn’t Julia tell you it’s my son’s eleventh birthday? Can’t I have my father call you back in, say, fifteen minutes?” whined Marisa.

Nick thought it was a very fortunate thing that Angela’s sister wasn’t here at this very moment, because, while he’d never been violent towards a woman in his life, he’d have been sorely tempted to slap Marisa’s face – hard. “I don’t give a shit about your kid’s cake,” he bit out. “Frankly, I wouldn’t care if your father’s about to have an audience with the frigging pope right now. Put – him – on – the – fucking – phone – now.”

Marisa’s voice was much more subdued as she stammered, “O – okay. Hang on a sec, I’ll get him for you.”

Nick glanced over at the twins, both of whom were giving him the thumbs up, and he couldn’t resist grinning in return. And then a man came on the line, sounding completely confused.

“Hello? My daughter said you were calling about my Angie. Is she all right? What’s happened to my baby?”

Nick forced himself to remain calm as he quickly introduced himself, then filled Gino Del Carlo in on the situation. “She’s about to go into surgery, Mr. Del Carlo, and they weren’t very clear on how long it might take. But I suggest you and your wife leave Carmel as quickly as possible so you can be here when she wakes up. I’ve got Angela’s cell phone with me, so you can call as often as you like for updates during the drive.”

Gino sounded upset, his voice raspy as he assured Nick they would be on the road within the next few minutes. “My wife – she can be a little stubborn sometimes, so it might take me a few minutes to get her out of here. But we’ll be there as soon as we can. Just – don’t let anything bad happen to my Angie, please? I – I know I’ve been a lousy father to her, haven’t been there for her when she needed me. But I love her more than anything else, Nick, I always have. Would you tell her that for me, please?”

“I will,” assured Nick gently. “Though I really think she’d prefer to hear that from you.”

He ended the call, but kept the phone with him. And then he was completely taken aback when Lauren – who just hours earlier had thrown a knife at his head – got up and gave him a hug.

“You’re even more of a badass than I am,” she admitted. “And whether you know it or not, Manning, you just proved to all of us that you’re in love with Angie. And as soon as she wakes up, you’d better tell her that yourself or you’ll wind up on your ass again. Deal?”

Nick laughed in spite of himself. “Yeah, deal.”

***

It was already past the dinner hour, but Nick wasn’t the slightest bit hungry and thus far had resisted all of Julia’s pleas to eat something. Nathan, who was clearly infatuated with his gorgeous wife and seemed reluctant to leave her side even for a minute, had advised Nick to give in gracefully since eventually Julia would get her way. But he’d been spared the ordeal of having to once again refuse both the sandwich and the bowl of soup she’d been trying to force on him by the arrival of the surgeon who’d operated on Angela.

The news, so far, was positive. They had drained the blood that had pooled up inside her brain tissue and everything looked clean. But the surgeon had warned that they really wouldn’t know for sure if the procedure had been successful until Angela woke up and they could perform a few simple tests. There was still the very real possibility that she would need additional surgery, or that complications could arise, and the next dozen hours or so would tell the story.

And when the surgeon had said that one of them could sit with Angela once she was out of recovery, Nick and Lauren had had something of a face-off, each one stubbornly insisting that it ought to be them. It had been Julia – sweet, calm Julia who Nick already liked a whole lot better than her very difficult twin – who had placed a hand on her sister’s arm and murmured quietly, “Angie would want Nick there with her. We both know it. So let him go in first and then you can sit with her after a bit, okay?”

“Fine.” Lauren had pouted sullenly. “But if he’s not going to eat that sandwich you bought him, I call dibs.”

Nick had been all too happy to sacrifice the sandwich he didn’t even want in exchange for getting to see his angel first. And the exact minute the nurse had beckoned him inside the hospital room, he was sitting by her side, picking up the hand that wasn’t punctured with the IV needle.

There was a white bandage on the side of her head where the burr hole had been drilled, but Nick was grateful to see that they’d only had to shave a very small patch of her beautiful hair. The rest of the long raven tresses were tumbled over her pillow, and he carefully smoothed them out, running his fingers through their silky length. Her face was almost as white as the bandage but she looked peaceful and pain free as she continued to sleep off the effects of the anesthesia. The scrapes on her hands had been cleaned up, and to look at her now it was hard to believe how bad off she’d been a few hours ago.

He placed a soft kiss on her palm before bringing it to his cheek. He cleared his throat a couple of times, but his voice still sounded raspy and uneven when he finally spoke.

“I know you can’t hear me right now, Angel, and maybe that’s a good thing,” he began. “Because I’ve got a feeling I might need to rehearse this little speech I’m about to make a few times before I get it right. As you know, I’m not very good at this stuff – talking about my feelings, sharing secrets. I’ve always dismissed it as sappy and sentimental, but the truth of it is that it scares the shit out of me to open up to anyone.”

He talked to her about his parents, how he’d been tossed and tugged between them growing up like some sort of beach ball. About how cold and distant his father had been, and how much Nick had hated all the rules set down for him. And then he told her about his mother – his sweet, slightly loony mother and how every day had been a party for her. He explained about how his need for privacy, for secrecy, had stemmed from all the summers he’d spent with his mother and her celebrity friends, and how his own privacy had been violated too many times to count.

“And when I saw how unhappy my father was with his second – and now third, wife – and how my mother’s idea of a long term relationship encompassed a few months – well, it pretty much turned me off on the ideas of love and commitment,” he admitted. “So I was determined that I’d never end up in the same sort of situation myself, avoided getting serious with a woman like it was the plague.”

Angela’s eyes fluttered weakly and he paused, hoping that she would wake up now and that the doctors could confirm everything was okay. But she merely gave a tiny sigh and kept sleeping, and Nick continued on haltingly.

“And then I met this beautiful, smart, funny and very, very sexy young stockbroker. And I knew from the minute I looked into her gorgeous eyes that we could have something good together. Except I was still scared to death about having a long term relationship, so I deliberately made things as difficult as possible for you, set down ridiculous conditions that no sane person would ever agree to. And I did that to scare you off, so that you’d go running away and I would just forget you and move on to the next woman, same as I always had. “

He squeezed her hand a little tighter. “But you surprised me, Angel. Shocked me, more like it. I never, ever expected you to actually agree to what I demanded of you, and I sure as hell never dreamed you could continue to go along with it for so long. And I knew – I always knew, I think – how you felt about me. Because the only reason anyone would have tolerated the way I treated you was because you loved me.”

Nick took several deep breaths before continuing, knowing that she couldn’t hear him but not certain he could deal with hearing himself admit this next part out loud. “When you came home that day from your cousin’s wedding, all upset because of the fight you’d had with your mother, I knew then that things couldn’t go on between us the way they had. No matter how many times you told me you didn’t care about getting married, I knew it wasn’t the truth. So I forced myself to act like an unfeeling asshole, to break things off with you, and tell myself in the process that I was doing what was best for you in the long run. Except that was a lie, Angel. I ended things because I was the one who’d gotten too close to you. I’d found myself starting to care about you, really care, and that sent me over the top.”

He kissed each of her fingers carefully, then brushed an errant strand of hair from her forehead. “Staying away from you after that was one of the toughest things I’ve ever done. You have no idea how many times I started to call you, or stop by your place. I never gave you back your keys, and there were at least ten times I parked outside your building and thought about going up. Strictly to check on you, I told myself, but that was a lie, too. And then I heard through the grapevine that you’d quit your job, went to another firm, and I knew that was your way of moving on. So I left you alone and hoped that you’d find the right guy for you someday, a guy who wasn’t all screwed up like I was and who could offer you a nice, normal sort of relationship.”

The monitors that Angela was hooked up to kept up their steady little rhythm of beeps as he continued to talk in a low, soothing voice. “When I saw you again in April, I was torn apart. I never imagined that you would have taken our breakup so hard, that it would have hurt you so badly. I never imagined,” he added hoarsely, “that you loved me that much. So I’ve been stumbling along these last few months, trying in my usual take charge fashion to make it all up to you. Except that I’ve got no fucking clue about how to have a real relationship, so of course I’ve screwed everything up in the process.”

He gave a short, bitter laugh. “I was even jealous of Dwayne, you know? Oh, not because of his incredible good looks or anything. Like your pal Lauren told me earlier – once a dweeb, always a dweeb. No, I was jealous of him because he made you smile. Really smile. And I’m not sure you ever smiled like that for me even once. It made me realize just how big of a jerk I’d been to you when we were together, and how much I still had to learn about making you happy.”

Nick brushed his knuckles against her cheek, relieved to find her skin cool to the touch. “But when I kissed you that day down in Pebble Beach just before Julia’s wedding, I knew I still had a chance with you, that you still cared about me. And yet I kept fighting it, knowing full well that I’d have to change my ways if I wanted to get you back. And it scared the crap out of me, Angel. Me – big, bad Nick Manning, who’d terrorized some of the best quarterbacks in the NFL, the same guy who once told a billionaire that I wouldn’t take his account because he wanted too much control over it. I faced all of that stuff without the slightest hesitation, no fear whatsoever. But compromising my rules in order to have you back in my life – that fucking terrified me, backed me into a corner and so I kept away from you for a few weeks.”

Angela continued to lay motionless, her long, dark eyelashes resting like plush fans on her cheeks, her breathing steady but controlled. Nick squeezed her hand a little tighter, as though willing her to wake up so that the doctors could assure him that everything was fine now, that she’d come out of the surgery like a champ. She had to be okay, he thought despairingly, just had to. After everything he’d put her through over the past years, everything her family had put her through since birth, Angela deserved to be happy, deserved to be treated like a princess. Deserved, he acknowledged with a sigh, to be loved.

“I should probably be writing all of this down somewhere,” he said jokingly. “Because I really doubt I’ll be able to remember it again. More than that, I hope I don’t chicken out and lose my nerve to actually tell you when you’re fully conscious. Because you deserve to know the truth, Angel, and the truth is that I care about you – a lot more than I’ve let myself believe until recently. And, honestly, I don’t know what it feels like to be in love with someone, because that’s never happened to me before. So maybe when you wake up we can talk about this love thing, and you can help me figure out if that’s what I’m feeling right now. All I know is that I need you in my life again, Angel, and that I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make that happen. And that if anything happens to you – well, I can’t even think about dealing with that right now. So if all that put together means that what I feel for you is love – well, hell. Then, yeah, I’m guessing I love you.”

As Nick continued to watch her carefully for any signs of awareness, the corners of her mouth began to twitch upwards in a semblance of a smile. And then those long, luxurious lashes of hers blinked twice, three times, and she slowly opened her eyes.

“Yeah,” she whispered, her smile broadening. “I would say that’s love. Because that’s exactly how I feel about you, Nick, and I’ve been in love with you for years.”

He laughed just before bending over to press a soft kiss on her lips. “Fess up now, Angel. How long have you been awake and how much of all that did you really hear?”

She gave the hand that still held hers a gentle squeeze. “See, that’s the thing,” she murmured in a barely audible voice. “I could hear everything, but I was so out of it that I didn’t know if it was real or just a dream. And if it was a dream,” she added softly, “I didn’t want to wake up. Ever. Because everything you just told me – you have no idea how many years I’ve waited to hear it all.”

Whatever he was going to say in response was interrupted by the arrival of a nurse, who looked equal parts relieved that Angela was actually awake, and annoyed that Nick hadn’t immediately summoned her. And then he was being shooed out of the room with the arrival of the doctor and a couple of other staff members, despite his protests to the contrary. But he managed to catch Angela’s eye just before leaving, and grinned as she blew him a kiss. Reluctantly, he made his way back to the waiting room to share the news about Angela waking up and found himself standing in the middle of what sounded like a battlefield.

***

Lauren glared at Deanna as she took a seat next to Rita. “Hey, I’ve made the drive up from Carmel plenty of times over the years and no way does it take this long, even in traffic. So what exactly was the hold-up, hmm? Angela’s been out of surgery for almost an hour now.”

Deanna had the good graces to look guilty. “Well, Dad was too upset to drive and Mom refuses to drive in San Francisco. So they asked me to take them and, well, I had some arrangements to make first.”

Lauren pursed her lips in disapproval. “Like what? What sort of arrangements take precedence over the fact that your sister was undergoing potentially life-threatening surgery?”

Rita frowned. “There’s no need for that sort of tone, Lauren. Deanna was good enough to miss her daughter’s swim practice this afternoon to bring us here. And of course all of us had to leave poor little Giovanni’s birthday party early. We got here as soon as possible, so don’t you dare criticize us.”

“You’re kidding, right?” gaped Lauren. “Swim practice and a birthday party were more important than brain surgery?” Beneath her breath she whispered to Julia, who was standing right beside her, “And are they joking about the kid’s name? Shit, he must get beat up at least once a day with a pussy name like that.”

Julia, always the peacemaker, gave her sister’s arm a warning squeeze as she explained to Angela’s family, “Lauren’s been here with Angela the whole time, was at the race when she got injured, so it’s understandable that she’s a little stressed. And worried.”

“I am stressed. And worried,” agreed Lauren. “But I’m also ticked off that Julia and I are the ones who have been here the whole time, instead of Angie’s family. By my calculations, the three of you should have been here at least two hours ago. And – oh, my God – is that a fresh Starbucks cup you’re carrying, Deanna? Your sister’s just had brain surgery and you stopped to get a fucking latte on the way here?”

Deanna cringed at the threatening tone of Lauren’s voice. “It was – I needed the caffeine. And it just took a few minutes. Besides, it’s not like any of us could have done anything here. She was already getting prepped for surgery when Julia called my sister.”

“Sister. Funny you should mention that word,” drawled Lauren, crossing her arms over her chest. “Because you and Marisa have been the shittiest sisters ever to Angela. Julia and I are more her sisters than the two of you will ever be. Today just went and proved that point all over again, didn’t it?”

Deanna gasped, one hand drifting up dramatically to clutch her chest. “How dare you? You’ve got no right to say those things to me, you don’t know anything about it.”

“Wrong.” Lauren was in Deanna’s face now, pointing a finger at her, and noting with satisfaction that Angela’s sister was quivering in fear. “Julia and I know everything. Every time Angie was upset or sad or lonely growing up, who do you think she ran to? Not you or Marisa, that’s for damned sure. And certainly not her own mother.” She turned accusingly to Rita. “When Angie got her period for the first time, it was my mother who explained it all to her. When she got the flu and couldn’t keep any food down for days, it was my mom who took care of her and nursed her back to health. And when she got the news that she’d been chosen for the Olympic team, it was my mom and dad who threw her a little party, who cooked food and baked a cake and made a big deal out of it. All of you,” she pointed in turn at Deanna, Rita, and Gino, “have done nothing but let her down her entire life. Including today. Deanna and Marisa have been lousy sisters, and you – Rita and Gino – you’ve been really, really lousy parents. On second thought,” she finished bitterly, “maybe you should have all just stayed down in Carmel, eating little Giovanni’s birthday cake. Angela’s real family has been here with her the entire time.”

Deanna was sobbing by now, her mouth quivering as tears ran down her cheeks. Rita stood up, her mouth a thin, angry line and her face pale and taut.

“You have no right to say things like that to my daughter. Or to me,” she hissed. “You were always a rude, wild little girl who’s grown up into an ever ruder woman. I should never have allowed Angela to be friends with you and your sister. Both of you have been bad influences on her.”

Lauren, who had faced far more intimidating people than Angela’s petite, sixty-seven year old mother in her life, wasn’t about to start backing down. “Are you joking? You were all too happy for Angie to hang out at our house as often as possible. After all, that pretty much gave you a free babysitter to go do all the things you wanted to do, didn’t it? When we were kids and even in high school, she ate dinner at our house five out of seven nights, did her homework there, slept there a lot, too. And I’m guessing you didn’t even notice she was gone half the time.”

Rita’s eyes were filled with rage and her hands shook. “Our family is none of your business. So stop making trouble where there isn’t any and -”

“Enough!”

Six pairs of eyes turned to stare in astonishment at Gino. He’d been silent up until this point, watching all of the drama unfolding – Lauren getting in Deanna’s face and making her cry, then standing up to Rita as she’d tried unsuccessfully to intimidate her. Julia, meanwhile, had tried valiantly to keep the peace, while Nathan had wisely stayed in the background and hadn’t interfered. As for Nick, no one had even noticed that he’d walked back into the room and remained hidden in a corner, unobserved.

But Gino was definitely making himself heard now, his face ruddy with angry color, and his dark eyes – so like Angela’s – were blazing with fury.

“Now, all of you –” he pointed accusingly at his wife, daughter, and then at Lauren. “Be quiet, will you? This is a hospital, for God’s sake, not a soccer match.”

Rita glared warningly at her husband. “Don’t tell me to keep quiet, Gino. This little troublemaker here is the one who started all of this. Tell her to shut up, not me.”

Gino shook his head. “No. Because everything Lauren just said is the truth. You and I were lousy parents to our Angie, and I can’t think of one person who would say otherwise. And Marisa and Deanna haven’t been very nice to her, either. But all of that, every bit, is my fault. Because I should have stood up to the lot of you a long, long time ago. And now my baby girl is hurt, just had major surgery, and I wasn’t even there when it happened. I’m the worst father in the whole world.”

Rita and Deanna were staring at him in shock, too flabbergasted by his uncharacteristic outburst to think of a reply. Lauren was trying very hard not to smile in satisfaction, while Julia kindly patted the visibly upset older man on the shoulder.

“No, you’re not,” she assured him gently. “Angie always knew you loved her. And you’re here now, that’s all that matters.”

Gino nodded, his eyes suspiciously damp. “Thank you, Julia. I know you and your sister, not to mention your parents, have always been good to my Angie. You were there for her when I wasn’t, when I should have been. But I was too afraid of upsetting Rita, of making her angry, and then she’d take that anger out on Angie.”

“I never did that!” screeched Rita. “Gino, don’t you dare discuss our private affairs in front of all these people.”

Gino shrugged, for once not caving in to his wife’s anger and demands. “It’s not much of a secret, Rita. We all failed our daughter over the years, but that ends right now. I don’t care how mad you get, or what other plans you make, from now on I’m going to see my baby as much as possible, call her on the phone every day if I want to. I just hope it’s not too late for her to forgive us. To forgive me. It’s a father’s duty, after all, to protect his children, and especially his little girl. And I’m going to try and make it all up to her, whether you care or not.”

Rita opened her mouth to protest, but no words came out and she sunk defeatedly back into her chair. Deanna had retreated to a corner, tears still streaming down her cheeks, and Nick couldn’t tell who she appeared more afraid of – Lauren or her suddenly assertive father.

“Angela’s awake. The doctors are in her room now running some tests, but so far she seems fine.”

Everyone turned now to watch Nick as he walked slowly inside the waiting room. He turned first to Gino, extending his hand.

“We spoke on the phone earlier today, Mr. Del Carlo,” he told the older man. “I’m Nick Manning. And I’m sure as soon as the doctors say it’s okay to go back in her room, that Angela would really like to see you.”

Gino nodded, though he looked more than a little awestruck as he shook hands. “I thought my daughter was pulling my leg when she told me you were the one who called,” he confessed. “I’ve been a 49er fan since I was a little boy. And I was actually there at the stadium when you recorded five sacks in one game. One of the best games I’ve ever seen. This – this is an honor, Nick.”

Nick shrugged, never terribly comfortable when he received accolades from his old fans. “We can talk football some other time, if you don’t mind. I think our focus now should be on your daughter.”

While Gino nodded in agreement, Angela’s sister and mother started advancing on Nick as though they were sharks scenting blood in the water.

“Wow, Marisa really was telling the truth,” said Deanna in amazement. “Why in the world didn’t Angela tell us she was dating someone like you? I mean, I thought she was still with that Dwight guy she went to high school with.”

“Dwayne,” her mother corrected. “And when has your sister ever kept us in the loop about what goes on in her life? It’s all a big mystery with her. I’m Angela’s mother, Rita. And this is her sister, Deanna. And you say you’re Angela’s boyfriend, but if that’s the case, how come this is the first any of us are hearing about it?”

Nick grinned. “Because we used to date a few years ago and just officially got back together – oh, about ten minutes ago.”

Deanna gasped. “Oh, God, you were the one, weren’t you? The guy she was seeing back then, the one who bought her all those expensive things. And she never said a word, never even hinted who you were.”

“No one knew,” Lauren interjected. “Not even Julia and I. We just met Nick earlier today ourselves. But it’s been obvious to us for a long time now that Angela never got over him, that he was always the one for her.” She gave Nick a saucy wink. “And now, lucky for him, he’s finally realized that, too.”

Nick was about to offer up a somewhat scathing retort when Angela’s nurse popped her head inside the waiting room, giving a thumbs up.

“Okay, it’s all good,” she said cheerfully. “Passed all of her tests with flying colors and the doctor said she’s going to make a full recovery. You can go in and see her now. One of you,” she added sternly, as several people got up at once.

Nick shook his head at Lauren and placed his hand on Gino’s shoulder. “I think that Angela would very much like to see her father at this moment,” he said firmly. “Come on, I’ll show you the way.”

And as much as he wanted to continue the conversation with his angel that had been interrupted by the nurse’s intrusion, Nick was more than content to watch from outside her room as Gino embraced his daughter, his tears mingling with hers. After all, they had time – all the time in the world now – to talk.


Epilogue

November

“Go back to sleep, Angel. It’s pouring cats and dogs out there, and if you think I’m going to let you go run some crazy trail race in this weather, think again. But if you really want a workout later this morning, I can definitely oblige.”

Angela smiled sleepily and cuddled up against Nick’s warm body, more than content to stay put in the big, plush bed when she heard the wind and rain that pounded against the bedroom window. “Hmm, that was a half marathon I was going to do this morning,” she complained. “Thirteen point one miles. I figure I would have burned off more than a thousand calories. Think you can match that?”

Nick growled as he tumbled her onto her back, looming above her as he stretched her arms above her head. “You don’t need to worry about burning calories. In fact, you’re still too skinny for my liking. We’ve got a few more pounds to go before you pass inspection.”

She gave him a playful shove, knowing she wouldn’t be able to budge him even an inch. “I’m only two pounds lighter than when I was at my heaviest a few years ago. And with the holidays right around the corner, and all the events we’ve committed to, I’ll probably have to go up another dress size.”

“Good. I’d love nothing better than an excuse to buy you a whole new wardrobe. Though I’m not looking forward to some of these social events we agreed to attend,” he grumbled.

She caressed his heavily stubbled cheek tenderly. “I know,” she acknowledged with a smile. “And I love you for making the effort. Both of us have been alone too much in our lives, and it’s way past time for that to change.”

He gave a gruff nod before rolling onto his side and pulling her close against him. “Hush now, okay? It’s still dark outside, it’s a Saturday morning, and we could both use some extra sleep.”

“Okay.”

She nestled her head willingly beneath his chin and sighed in contentment. Nick fell back asleep within two minutes but it took her a bit longer, and she spent the time gazing at him in wonder.

It was still hard to believe sometimes how far they’d come in their relationship in just a few months. A relationship that was a world apart from what they’d had the last time. This time, it was far more of an equal partnership, a give and take, even though Nick still struggled with his need for ultimate control a little too often. But he was trying, really trying, to be the sort of man he wanted to be for her, and if things weren’t always perfect – well, this wasn’t some sort of fairy tale, after all, but real life.

A life that was good, really, really good, she realized with a smile. A life that made her happier than she’d ever been, and where she couldn’t imagine ever needing or wanting anything more than what she had right now.

After her accident and subsequent surgery this past summer, Nick had insisted she stay with him during her recuperation. He’d gone ahead and hired a nurse to look after her while he was at work, even though she’d protested she could take care of herself. Shockingly, her mother had actually offered to remain in San Francisco for a few days and look after her, but Angela had gently refused, sensing that this was a crucial time in the development of her relationship with Nick and feeling the need to be with him as much as possible. That hadn’t, however, stopped the daily phone calls from her father, anxious to know how she was feeling and warning her not to overdo. Most of the time her mother had come on the phone as well, and Rita had even made an effort to sound concerned about her. Her sisters had sent flowers and a fruit basket, and had each called a couple of times to check on her. Angela hadn’t been able to say for sure, but she’d strongly suspected her father’s influence had been behind all of that.

Her eyes grew a little misty now as she recalled the rather heart wrenching conversation she’d had with Gino in her hospital room. She’d never seen her dad cry before, but that day he had wept almost inconsolably onto her pillow as she had assured him everything was going to be okay now. Gino had told her over and over how sorry he was for everything she’d gone through over the years, that he should have been a better father and stood up to Rita far more often, while Angela had told him it didn’t matter any longer and that she’d always known he loved her.

“After all,” she’d murmured, “if it wasn’t for you sticking up for me all those years ago, I wouldn’t even be here today. You loved me before I was even born, Dad, and I’ll always remember that. And you and I are going to make a pact with each other right now that things will be different from here on. Whether Mom and my sisters are on board with that, I don’t really care.”

And while things were far from perfect with her mother and sisters, Angela admitted that the situation was slowly beginning to improve. She didn’t know whether to credit the tongue-lashing that Lauren had given Deanna and Rita that day at the hospital (which both Nick and Julia had recounted to her afterwards), or the fact that Gino was now asserting himself for once, or whether it was because everyone in her family was all goo-goo eyed over Nick. He’d accompanied her on two visits to Carmel thus far, and both times everyone – parents, siblings, brothers-in-law, nephews, nieces - had more or less tripped over themselves in order to talk to him. Nick had taken it all in stride, even though Angela could tell how much he disliked all of the socializing, and he’d managed to win everybody over within the first hour of their arrival.

He was trying, she told herself with a smile, really trying to make things work. The first step he’d made in that direction had been to ask her to move in with him, to not automatically go back to her flat once she’d fully recovered. She’d been shocked speechless, never having imagined that they could make quite so much progress in their relationship that fast, but had quickly accepted. Her lease had been up anyway in October, so the timing of her move had been ideal.

Nick had admitted that asking her to move in hadn’t been an easy choice for him, and that he was probably going to piss her off at least twenty times a day while he adjusted to having someone live with him after so many years of going solo. But both of them had been pleasantly surprised at just how easily Angela had fit into his life, at how well they got along and how Nick hadn’t felt the least bit threatened that his privacy was being encroached upon. They had fallen into a routine with astonishing speed, and Nick told her frequently how much he loved having her here, how empty his life had been before she moved in.

And then, barely a month ago, he’d given her another shock by proposing that they go into partnership together at work.

“You know I’ve been looking to bring another member into my team,” he’d told her. “And I can’t think of anyone else in the office – hell, the entire business – that I’d rather have working with me. You’re smart as hell, work harder than I do most of the time, and with you on board we could take on even more clients. Besides, it would force you to move out of that corner office you’ve buried yourself away in for so long and join the real world.”

They were still finalizing everything at this point, getting paperwork drawn up and hammering out all the details, but as soon as they returned from visiting Nick’s father over Thanksgiving, Angela would be moving into the empty office adjacent to his. Cara, too, would be joining the team and had told her boss more than once what a great opportunity this was for both of them.

“Not many people can make a go out of working and living together,” Cara had cautioned. “But I think after all you’ve been through that you and Nick know what it’s going to take in order to make this work. Just don’t let him think he’s your boss or anything. Stick up for yourself when he starts getting too pushy, okay?”

Angela had laughed at the irony of her young assistant’s advice. “You’re a fine one to be telling me that. Especially since all he has to do is give you one of those famous smiles and you melt like a stick of butter at his feet.”

Cara had sighed. “I know. I told you I’ve got a problem with hot guys. I’ve really got to work on that one of these days.”

Life, thought Angela sleepily, couldn’t get much better right now. She was moved in, bag and baggage, with her dream man; was about to go into a very lucrative partnership with the very same man at work; was closer to her father than ever before and gradually beginning to mend fences with the rest of her family. She was healthy and fit, eating normally, and while she was still running had cut back on the extreme ultrarunning for the time being. She was too busy, after all, between work and Nick to put in those sort of miles right now. And she no longer needed to run for hours at a time to forget or block things out, because those years when she’d lived half a life were long gone now.

She wasn’t naïve enough to believe that everything was going to be all sunshine and roses from here on end. Nick was still a stubborn bastard more often than not, and it was going to take some time to loosen up someone who’d been set in his ways for such a long time. But he’d been doing a lot more than compromising these past few months – inviting her to share his home; making an effort to meet her family and friends; going public with their relationship. They were flying back to Boston soon to spend Thanksgiving with his father and current stepmother, though Nick had warned her it wasn’t going to be a particularly enjoyable holiday.

“My father’s an ass and he and I butt heads constantly,” he’d cautioned. “And his current wife is a doormat, almost thirty years younger than he is, and probably only with him for the money and prestige that comes with being married to a federal judge. But thank Christ that Thanksgiving only rolls around once a year. And that my father keeps a very well stocked liquor cabinet. We’ll all need it before the long weekend is over.”

They had agreed to attend the office Christmas party for once, having acknowledged that they both needed to work on their social skills. Added to that was Dante’s annual holiday bash, a party being hosted by one of Nick’s former NFL teammates, and Julia and Nathan’s combination New Year’s Eve/housewarming party being held at their brand new, nearly completed home in Tiburon.

Christmas would be spent at her parents’ house, and they had already made their plans to fly out to Tahiti and spend a week with Sheena right after New Year’s. Nick called his mother dutifully once a week now, and she usually demanded he put Angela on the phone for a few minutes each time.

But the one thing Nick hadn’t changed his mind on, and wasn’t willing to compromise on, was the subject of marriage. He’d been upfront and honest with her from the very first about that, but she could truly, sincerely, accept the fact that it didn’t bother her in the least.

“Look,” he’d told her within the first week of her moving in with him, “I’ve never bullshitted you before and I’m not going to start now. I love you, Angel, and I will do everything in my power to make sure you know that. I want you with me always, can’t imagine a life without you in it. But this marriage thing – that’s not me and I’m not sure it ever will be. I promise I’ll always take care of you, will damned sure always be faithful to you, and I’ll work real hard on not being too much of an asshole. But marriage – I’m just not sure that will ever be for me.”

“It’s okay,” she’d assured him with a kiss. “I don’t need that from you, Nick. I don’t need the rings or the priest or the piece of paper that the law says binds us together. And I really, really don’t need the white gown or eight bridesmaids or the reception with rubbery chicken and barely palatable wine. All I need,” she’d added, wrapping her arms around him tightly, “is you.”

He had hugged her fiercely, burying his face in her hair. “Well, that, Angel, you’ve definitely got. For life, baby. That’s the honest truth, and I’ll even write it down for you if you want.”

She’d shaken her head. “No. Because it’s already written on my heart.”

She must have fallen asleep after that, because the next thing she knew Nick was waking her persuasively, kissing his way down her body until her eyes fluttered open with a groan. She gasped as he nuzzled his face between her thighs, his tongue rimming the opening to her body that was suddenly wet with need.

He wrung two stunning orgasms from her, making sure she was fully prepared for him, expertly using his tongue, lips, and fingers to arouse her and allow her to open completely. But when it finally came, his first thrust inside of her pliant body wasn’t the savage, almost brutal possession she’d grown accustomed to, grown to crave. Instead, he slid in almost gently, a little at a time, and then just rocked his hips back and forth carefully a few times before holding himself still.

“Something wrong?” she asked breathlessly, unable to look away from the dark eyes that held hers captive.

He shook his head, a slow grin materializing. “Not a damned thing, no. It’s pouring rain outside, while I’m tucked up all safe and warm inside my bed. Not to mention,” he purred, bending down to nuzzle her neck, “inside of you. So I would say that everything is just about perfect right now.”

She ran her hands up over his bare, broad chest until her arms were closely entwined around his neck. “Mmm, except that I couldn’t possibly be burning up that many calories just being still this way. And you did assure me that I wouldn’t regret skipping that race earlier.”

Nick grinned, his hands sliding beneath her buttocks as he got to his knees, still deeply imbedded inside her body. “And I am a man of my word, Angel. So if it’s a workout you’re after, you’re definitely in the right place.”

She thought wildly that Nick’s idea of physical activity was a hell of a lot more fun than slopping through muddy trails and skirting tree roots with the rain pounding down on her the whole time. And that the way he was twisting and contorting her body, pulling her on top of him one minute, and then flipping her over onto her belly the next, must surely be burning up a thousand calories at least. And when it was over, when he’d made her come more times than she could keep track of and he’d collapsed on top of her in a heavy, sweaty heap, her heart was pounding so fast that she felt like she’d just run a marathon at world record pace.

Nick’s hand caressed her bare back soothingly as their breathing gradually returned to normal. “Still regretting sleeping in and missing that race, Angel?” he murmured to her teasingly.

“Hmm, maybe just a little,” she teased back. “But then, I tend to forget sometimes that I’m sleeping with the devil and that he constantly tempts me to do naughty things.”

He laughed, capturing one of her hands and interlacing their fingers together. “While having my angel back in my life is saving my soul.”

She grinned at him. “So while you’re corrupting me I’m saving you? I guess as long as there’s a happy medium that will balance itself out in the long run.”

“Speaking of runs, you’ve still got several hundred calories to burn off here if you want to make up for that half marathon, Angel,” he reminded seductively, his hand cupping her breast. “Not to mention the huge breakfast I’m going to insist you eat in a few minutes.”

She made a sound of pleasure deep in her throat as he licked her nipple. “No rush. We’ve got the rest of the day to burn off those calories, don’t we?”

Nick shook his head. “No, baby. We’ve got the rest of our lives.”

 


 

 

 

THE END


A Note from the Author

I hope you enjoyed reading Angela and Nick’s story, as well as catching up with a few of the characters from the other books. I’ve had the time of my life writing these stories and sharing them with my readers.

Next up is Lauren’s long awaited novel, tentatively titled Sensational. And yes, there is far more to Lauren than the tough-talking image she likes to present to the world. Once upon a time Lauren was in love and had her heart broken, and her novel will take you back to that more innocent time in her life while also carrying you through the whirlwind of her life in the present time. Look for Sensational at your favorite e-bookstore in the fall of 2015.

I’m currently looking into the possibility of creating print editions of all my books, so stay tuned to my website, Facebook page, and Goodreads for more information on this development. Until then, please stay in touch. I love to hear from fans and think of you more like friends than I do readers. Please drop me a line anytime and I’ll be sure to reply as soon as possible.

 

Happy reading!
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  Chapter One


  Big Sur, California


  More than ten years had passed since Ben Rafferty had left the Cincinnati suburb where he’d grown up, not the least bit sorry to leave behind the cold, snowy winters and mundane Midwestern existence that had been all he’d known since birth. Those sentiments were now strengthened tenfold as he walked a few more yards down the gravel road and was left both speechless and breathless by the sight he beheld.


  This wasn’t his first trip to California – or even to the central coast – but Ben knew he’d never seen a vista quite like this one before. The view of the mighty Pacific Ocean as it crashed over jagged rocks, framed by majestic coastal cypress trees, was most definitely a one in a million sight. And a photo of this exact vista would make the perfect accompaniment to the article he was currently writing on traveling Highway One – which, in his well-traveled experiences, was the most beautiful stretch of road anywhere in the world.


  He focused the camera that he’d never really gotten the hang of using – after all, he was a writer, not a photographer. But he’d taught himself, experimented, and muddled through the process over the past few years since he’d begun living the life of a nomad. With a view like the one in front of him right now, however, the pictures would practically take themselves.


  Ben had only snapped half a dozen shots when the mildly amused feminine voice behind him announced lazily, “You do realize you’re trespassing, don’t you? And that the locals around these parts have been known to shoot at outsiders?”


  He had been an accomplished writer since his pre-teen years, and was certainly familiar with the meanings of words like “poleaxed” and “gobsmacked” and “thunderstruck”. But he’d never once come close to actually experiencing any of those reactions until now – as he turned and stared at the girl who was unquestionably the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen.


  The petite but curvy goddess was gazing back at him steadily, evidently not the tiniest bit intimidated by the fact that he had a good eight inches and probably seventy pounds on her. A corner of her full-lipped mouth was quirked up in amusement, and a dark blonde brow arched inquisitively as she waited – none too patiently – for his reply. Her long hair was wet, as though she’d recently been swimming, so he couldn’t determine the exact shade, but the eyes that were making an equally thorough inspection of his own face and body were a clear, deep green.


  She was wearing a tiny pair of fringed denim cutoffs, her long legs tanned and toned, her small feet bare. But it was the navy polka dot bikini top that his gaze was drawn to – and fixated on – for the miniscule garment bared a whole lot of a really amazing pair of tits.


  Short and Stacked glared at him. “You’ve already got one strike against you for trespassing on private property. Are you trying to really piss me off by staring at my boobs?”


  Ben grinned in spite of himself, and slowly dragged his gaze back up to meet the little spitfire’s emerald eyes. “Sorry. It’s just – ah – well, I figured the view of the ocean from up here was the most sensational thing I’d ever seen. And then I turned around.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Really? That’s the best pick-up line you can manage? Don’t bother trying to think up anything more clever, either. Trust me when I say I’ve pretty much heard them all, and one is generally lamer than the next. So, is that your motorcycle parked up at the top of the driveway? Guess you didn’t see the huge ass sign that says Private Property – No Beach Access.”


  He gave a brief shrug. “I saw it. But all I wanted to do was take a few photos, figured I could slip in and out before anyone noticed me. They’re for an article I’m writing, and I’ve been searching for the perfect shot all morning. This is definitely it.”


  She narrowed what he’d already concluded was an extremely perceptive gaze on the camera he held. “Well, you sure as hell aren’t going to get the perfect shot of anything with a piece of shit like that. Who sold you that pathetic excuse of a camera anyway?”


  Ben frowned as she sauntered over to where he stood, holding out her palm as she did so. Somewhat reluctantly he placed the camera in her hand. “Sounds like you might know a little something about this stuff. Is that right?”


  She grinned and gave him a flirty little wink. “You could say that, Blue Eyes. I’m Lauren, by the way. Lauren McKinnon. And my Uncle Malcolm is a very accomplished photographer. He’s had books published, exhibits, yada, yada. He gave me my very first camera when I was five years old. So, yeah, I know a “little something” about them. And I know that this,” she gave his camera a disparaging glare, “isn’t something I’d give a child to use.”


  Ben emitted a low whistle. “Malcolm McKinnon. Yeah, I’ve heard of him. He’s one of the most famous nature and outdoor photographers of the past few decades. Oh, and I’m Ben. Ben Rafferty. And I’ll, ah, be on my way now. I really didn’t mean to trespass.”


  “Wait.”


  Lauren continued to shake her head disapprovingly at the camera she still held. Admittedly he’d relied on the nerdy sales clerk at the discount electronics store to recommend a camera, and since money had been an issue he hadn’t been able to afford anything too fancy.


  She glanced from the camera to the ocean and to his face. “You’re right. You aren’t likely to find a better view than this one anywhere on this part of the coast. And it would be a criminal offense to even try and publish a shot of my beach that was taken by this hunk of junk.”


  Ben chuckled. “Your beach? I was under the impression that the coast was public property in this state.”


  Lauren shrugged. “Figure of speech. And technically the view belongs to my parents. I mean, the house does at least. Do you want to come inside for a minute so I can get a real camera?”


  He looked at her in surprise. “Sure you want to invite a stranger – not to mention a known trespasser – into your house?”


  She smirked, giving him a very thorough onceover. “Well, honey, from what I can tell your bod’s really rocking it underneath that T-shirt and those jeans. But I’ve taken guys your size down without breaking a sweat so, no, I’m not the least bit worried.” At his look of disbelief, she added, “I also started doing martial arts when I was five. I’ve got three black belts – kung Fu, karate, and judo – and working on earning a fourth in capoeira.”


  Ben glanced at the admittedly tight, toned body that nonetheless didn’t look capable of kicking him in the shin, much less toppling him to the ground. But while her petite, trim figure didn’t intimidate him in the least, the flash of emerald fire in her eyes made him feel more than a little uneasy.


  “Well, in that case, how can I refuse?” he replied. “Lead the way.”


  He followed her back up the driveway, amazed that she never flinched even once as her bare feet glided over the gravel road. He had to duck his head as he followed Lauren though a break in the tall hedge that grew along the perimeter of the property, and stepped up onto the wide redwood deck at what he guessed was the back of the house. As they walked onto the deck, they were very enthusiastically greeted by a trio of Australian Shepherd dogs. After a few minutes of petting the animals – who seemed especially enthused to lick Ben’s face and lean against his legs while he scratched behind their ears – Lauren uttered a few succinct commands that the dogs obeyed instantly, each retreating to various corners of the deck. And then he was speechless for the third time in the past fifteen minutes as he got his first glimpse of Lauren’s home.


  It was the oddest sensation – not precisely déjà vu – but he couldn’t help feeling as though he’d finally arrived home after a very long time away. He’d never considered any of the houses he’d lived in while growing up in Ohio as his home. His parents had divorced when he was seven, and from that point on he’d been shuttled back and forth between their new homes – both of them having quickly remarried and started new families. It had been difficult, if not downright impossible, to ever truly feel comfortable or like he belonged anywhere.


  During college he’d lived in dorm rooms, studio apartments, houses he’d shared with several roommates. Since then he’d drifted from one place to the next, mostly living in cheap rented rooms, never calling one place home for very long.


  But now, as he walked slowly across the redwood deck that offered up its own spectacular views, Ben felt an instant affinity with the house – more of a cabin, really, he noted now – as though the structure of wood and glass was speaking to him, recognizing him, welcoming him home. He knew a sense of peace, of belonging, that he had never felt before.


  He ran a hand over the door jamb as he followed Lauren inside the cabin. “This place. It’s – incredible is the only word that comes to mind. I haven’t even been inside yet but I can already sense how special it is.”


  Lauren turned and smiled, her green eyes glowing. “You feel it, do you? I’ve always thought this place was magical, was convinced when I was a little girl that fairies or elves lived here. And even though we haven’t lived here full time since my sister and I were five years old, I’ve always considered this place my real home.”


  Ben walked inside the main room of the cabin, which at first glance appeared to be a combination living/dining space. The floors were of a sturdy, distressed oak, the beamed ceiling high and sloped. The furniture looked comfy and well lived-in, everything chosen to blend in with the earthy, almost rustic feel of the place.


  As Lauren nimbly clambered up a spiral staircase to what he assumed was a loft, Ben quickly took in as many other details as possible. In addition to the spacious, high-ceilinged great room, there was a kitchen, bathroom, and bedroom. The cabin would definitely be on the small side for a family, but there was certainly plenty of room for one – or two – people here.


  His gaze fell on a particularly arresting seascape that hung above the rock fireplace. He knew less about art than he did about photography, but even his untrained eye could recognize the quality of the piece. There were other, smaller, but equally magnificent works hung at strategically placed spots around the room, and Ben knew without being told that they had all been rendered by the same artist.


  The slight creaking of a floorboard alerted him to Lauren’s presence, and he felt the same sort of thunderstruck reaction as he faced her again. Jesus, but she was beautiful, he thought wildly, and wondered briefly if all of her lush little body was tanned the same deep shade of apricot as the considerable amount of bared flesh was. The scowl on her face told him that she was well aware of the perverted direction his thoughts must be taking, and he felt his cheeks flush as though he were an adolescent boy caught with a pornographic magazine in his grasp.


  “Did you, uh, paint these?” he mumbled, trying to cover up the fact that he’d been rather blatantly ogling her cleavage.


  Lauren snorted, no doubt very well aware of his hasty cover-up attempt. “The few times I’ve attempted to paint I wound up with more of the stuff on my face and hands and clothes than on the canvas. I don’t have the patience to mix the colors or work on all those little details. No, my mother did all of these. She’s an amazing artist, very well renowned in the art world.”


  Ben stepped closer to one of the paintings, squinting as he read aloud, “Natalie Benoit.”


  “She uses her maiden name to sign her art.”


  He nodded. “She’s of French descent?”


  “French Canadian, to be exact. My grandparents are from Montreal. My sister and I are both fluent in French, learned it from the time we could speak. Arrêter de regarder mes seins et prenons votre photo de stupide.”


  “Huh?” He lifted a brow at her flawless French, not understanding a single word.


  Lauren scowled. “I said stop looking at my breasts and let’s take your stupid photo.”


  Once again feeling like a fourteen year old boy with more hormones than brains, Ben obediently followed her back outside, the dogs eagerly trotting along in their wake.


  She adjusted the lens and flicked a variety of switches and buttons on the camera before handing him the obviously high tech and very expensive piece of equipment.


  “Here. Now this is a camera,” she announced bluntly. “Don’t touch a thing, it’s all focused and ready. All you have to do now is take the shot.”


  Ben was more than a little intimidated to actually take the shot under Lauren’s eagle eyed regard, but was pleasantly surprised at the results of his efforts when he studied them in the view finder.


  “Hmm. Not bad,” acknowledged Lauren. “Mind if I have a go at it?”


  Ben spread his hands wide. “Be my guest. After all, it’s your camera. And your beach.”


  She winked at him again, a flirty little gesture that made his heart rate accelerate and his cock perk up at the same time. “Now you’ve got it, sweetie.”


  And then he could only watch in silent awe as she snapped what had to be dozens of shots in rapid succession. In his chosen – and poorly paid profession – he’d had occasion to work with photographers, and it was very obvious from what he could see here that Lauren was already a pro, despite her youth. She couldn’t be much older than twenty two, twenty three tops – if that – he figured, despite the air of supreme self-confidence she gave off.


  And, upon closer observation of her fresh-faced, makeup-free complexion, and the way her long, thick caramel colored hair had begun to curl up beguilingly as it dried, Ben was beginning to think she was even younger. She couldn’t possibly be a teenager, he assured himself. It wasn’t something he even wanted to consider, given the very strong physical reactions he was experiencing in her presence. It had been a long time, longer than he could accurately pinpoint at this moment, since he’d been with a woman. His restless, nomadic existence definitely didn’t lend itself to having anything resembling a relationship, and he’d always been a real loner during high school and college.


  But even if he was the biggest manwhore on the face of the earth, the kind of guy who picked up women at random whenever the urge struck, Ben knew that he still would have felt this overpowering attraction towards Lauren. It wasn’t just her face and hair and body – though God knew that was more than enough to attract any red-blooded, heterosexual man – and maybe even some who weren’t. It was also her sassy, fearless attitude, the way she didn’t seem to care a whit about her appearance, and how she seemed perfectly at home in this wild, somewhat rugged environment. Put together into one tempting, irresistible package, it was small wonder that he’d been hard and ready from the first moment he’d laid eyes on her, and was having a very difficult time thinking about anything else but having her beneath him, his cock buried as deep inside of her lithe body as he could reach, fucking her harder than he’d ever come close to taking a woman before. And then he couldn’t help but smile as it occurred to him that he’d likely be the one beneath Lauren. Something told him that she would prefer to be on top whenever possible, and as much as he wanted her right now he’d let her do whatever the hell she wanted to him.


  Lauren finally lowered the camera, flipping through the shots she’d taken with a casual expertise. “Not bad,” she acknowledged. “Come on, we’ll go download these and pick the best shot. You got a flash drive with you to copy the files to?”


  “Uh, no,” admitted Ben reluctantly. “I can get my laptop, though.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Forget it, this will be quicker. I’ve always got a couple of dozen of those things laying around, mostly because I tend to misplace them constantly. Come on.”


  He was startled when she took hold of his hand, tugging him along in her wake and whistling for the dogs at the same time. Three eager, furry bodies emerged from seemingly out of nowhere at the same time, and they trotted along obediently behind Lauren. Ben couldn’t help thinking that he knew exactly how the animals felt, not daring to disobey their mistress’s commands. He’d only been in Lauren’s presence for less than half an hour, and could already sense that she was a natural born leader, and definitely not a woman you’d willingly want to challenge. Or piss off.


  “You’ve got them well trained, I see,” he commented as the Aussies followed them inside the house.


  Lauren gave a careless little shrug. “They know better than to try and pull any of their little doggy antics with me – doesn’t work and never has. They’ll be happy to go back home in a couple of weeks when my parents return from Europe, especially since my dad spoils them rotten. My sister and I used to grouse about the way the dogs got away with a hell of a lot more than we ever did.”


  Ben chuckled. “What did your father have to say about that?”


  She gave him an answering grin. “That the dogs were much more obedient than we were, and much easier to manage. Especially me. Come on, my computer’s up in the loft.”


  He followed her up the narrow, winding staircase to the loft, his gaze fixed firmly – and unapologetically – on the really fabulous cheeks of her ass so lovingly outlined in their tight, faded cut-offs. But if Lauren was aware of the direction of his eyes she didn’t acknowledge it, merely tossing out “It’s kind of a mess up here. I wasn’t exactly expecting company.”


  Ben took a quick glance around the spacious loft that contained a squishy-looking sofa, an oversized, equally comfy armchair, a computer workstation, and a long, low table that was piled high with books, photographs – framed and unframed – and a variety of camera equipment. He noticed at least half a dozen camera bags stashed in various corners, as well as three tripods of various dimensions. The computer workstation was an untidy mess of papers, books, DVDs, an oversized mug half-full of heavily creamed coffee, and a bowl that contained the remnants of some sort of breakfast cereal. A closer inspection of the loft revealed a huge, half-empty plastic tub of red licorice, a variety of dog toys, an enormous bag of Cheetos that also looked half-empty, several articles of clothing strewn about, and at least three pairs of rubber flip flops that had been carelessly left lying about.


  He shrugged, not in the least bothered by her obvious untidiness. “I’ve seen much worse. The house I lived in my junior year of college looked like someplace they’d feature on an episode of Hoarders.”


  Lauren pulled out her desk chair, tossing aside a furry squeak toy as she sat down. “Where did you go to college?”


  “I started at a community college near Cincinnati, and then transferred to Northwestern.”


  She nodded in acknowledgment as she attached a USB cable to the camera and plugged the other end into her computer. “They have a great journalism program from what I’ve read. It was actually one of the schools I considered for a time, but I knew I’d never be able to handle the winters there. I could never be away from the beach for months at a time.”


  “Where did you end up then?” he asked.


  “UCLA.” Lauren tapped a few keystrokes and then the photos began to load. “Best decision I ever made. I’ll actually miss the place when I graduate next year, and that’s not something I thought I’d ever say about school.”


  “You’re still in school?” Ben frowned at this revelation. “How, uh, old are you?”


  She smirked knowingly. “You know it’s really not polite to ask a lady her age, don’t you? But since I’ve never pretended to be a lady, I guess those rules don’t apply. So to answer your question, Blue Eyes, I’m twenty, twenty-one come October. How old are you?”


  “I’ll be twenty-nine in January.”


  “Ah, that old, huh?” she teased. “Now that I think of it, you seemed to be having a tough time of it walking back up that hill. I think we might have a walking stick around here somewhere if you need it. Good thing for you I happen to like older men.”


  Ben felt his cheeks grow warm again, nowhere near skilled enough at the art of conversation to think of a clever reply to her obvious flirting. He was saved from having to do so by the rows of tiled photo icons that filled the computer screen. “Is this all of them?”


  Lauren grinned as though well aware of his discomfort. “Nice way to change the subject, Blue Eyes. And yes, they’ve all been uploaded. Let’s take a look at what we’ve got.”


  As Lauren set up the photos to display in slide show format, Ben had to force himself to drag his gaze back up to the computer screen instead of “taking a look” at the tempting display of her abundant cleavage. She seemed completely unconcerned about how much bare skin the skimpy bikini top was revealing, and if she was aware of his ogling it evidently didn’t bother her in the least. As he stood just behind her desk chair, his palm literally tingled with the urge to slide down the side of her throat and then to keep on going until he was cupping the warm, soft globe of her breast in his hand. He belatedly became aware of Lauren’s voice as she pointed out various flaws with the camera angle, the lighting, or the framing of certain photos, and he guiltily dragged his gaze back up to the computer screen.


  With rapid fire keystrokes, Lauren deleted several of the shots and made adjustments to a number of others. Then, after scanning through the remaining ones several times, she pointed to the screen.


  “This one,” she declared. “This should be your shot for the article.”


  Ben studied the photo she’d selected, unable to find a single flaw, and nodded. “I agree. You’re incredibly talented, Lauren. That’s a professional quality shot for sure.”


  She snickered. “Yeah, I know. However, this happens to be one of the shots you took. Not bad for a rank amateur who’s never used a decent camera before today.”


  He didn’t smile often, was by nature a serious, largely undemonstrative man, but resisting a force of nature like Lauren McKinnon was proving to be impossible. He returned her grin with enthusiasm. “Maybe it’s beginner’s luck. Or maybe it’s just the camera.”


  “Pictures don’t take themselves, no matter how awesome the camera is. You might have some untapped talent there, Blue Eyes. If you ever got yourself a halfway decent camera you might surprise yourself.”


  He sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s not in the cards right now. More accurately, it’s not in the budget. I’m just assuming this baby of yours wasn’t cheap.”


  Lauren nodded. “This is a Nikon D800. Retails for around $2500. Fortunately for me it was a hand-me-down from Uncle Mal. He has more cameras than the local Best Buy store.”


  Ben shuddered. “Yeah, way out of my budget. But maybe this photo will help sell the article I’m writing and snag me a permanent job in the process.”


  “Hmm.” Lauren plugged a bright orange flash drive into the CPU and began copying the photos over. “So you’re like a freelancer, something like that?”


  He nodded. “But I’ve been trying like crazy to get a foot in the door with a magazine like Outdoor or Conde Nast.”


  She handed him the flash drive. “Well, if you write as well as you take pictures this article should be an easy sell. Come on, let’s go grab a beer and drink a toast to your future success.”


  Ben looked at her inquiringly. “Last time I checked it was barely eleven in the morning. I don’t know about you but it’s a little early for me to start, ah, celebrating.”


  Lauren grinned impishly. “Don’t you know it’s five o’clock somewhere? But, hey, if you can’t handle a cervesa this early I’ll whip up some tequila sunrises instead. Or would your delicate tummy prefer a mug of hot cocoa instead? Fresh out of mini marshmallows, though.”


  Her green eyes were sparkling with a truly evil twinkle and he couldn’t help laughing – something else he didn’t do very often. “Okay, you’ve talked – no, make that shamed – me into it. Beer it is. Just as long as it isn’t light beer,” he cautioned.


  She gave him a look of horrified disbelief. “Two words that should never be uttered in the same sentence – light and beer,” she scoffed. “I’ve got Corona, Sierra Nevada, and Guinness. And fresh limes that I picked yesterday from my dad’s garden.”


  “Well, then, can’t let those go to waste, can we? Corona it is.”


  As they left the loft, Ben paused a moment to grab the blue and gold UCLA hoodie that had been carelessly flung over the back of the sofa. Once downstairs he tentatively held it out to Lauren.


  “Um, do you think you could, uh, put this on maybe?” he stammered uncertainly.


  Lauren glanced up at him with an odd expression. “Why? If I was cold I would have covered up as soon as I got back from surfing.”


  “Surfing. Guess that explains this.” He gestured at her bikini clad torso.


  She took two ice cold bottles of beer from the fridge, popped the caps off, and then pushed a lime wedge inside. “Is the sight of my cleavage disturbing you?” she drawled while handing him a beer. “Is that why you want me to bundle up like it’s thirty degrees outside?”


  Ben, who also rarely blushed, once again felt his cheeks grow hot and he tried like hell not to stutter. “Um, disturbing isn’t the word I’d use. Distracting is more like it.”


  Lauren laughed in delight. “Well, God forbid that I distract you. So, here, let me cover up the goods.”


  She grabbed a T-shirt that had been draped over the back of a living room chair and pulled it on. “Is this a little less distracting?”


  The snug fitting white T-shirt emblazoned with the logo of a popular alternative rock band was distracting in a whole different way than the polka dot bikini top. The worn, faded fabric clung to her breasts like a second skin, and the short, cropped hem bared half of her toned, tanned abs.


  He gulped before taking a long drink of his beer. “Not really, no. Sure you won’t wear the sweatshirt? Or maybe a bathrobe?”


  Lauren snickered, sauntering over to him, beer in hand. Then she shocked him by grabbing a handful of his own T-shirt and tugging him in close. “Or you could just loan me your shirt,” she murmured in a husky, suggestive voice. “Unlike you, I’m not the least bit bothered by a little bare skin. Come on, let’s sit out on the deck and drink these. It’s too nice a day to stay indoors.”


  He followed her outside, propping his forearm against the deck railing, and gazing out once again at the jaw dropping view.


  Ben shook his head in amazement. “You know, I’ve done a lot of traveling over the past ten years or so, seen some pretty incredible sights along the way. But this – ” he waved a hand, encompassing the trees, the ocean, the redwood and glass cabin – “is pretty much my idea of paradise. I think if this was mine I’d never want to leave.”


  She smiled – really smiled – and he could tell how much pleasure his words had given her. “I feel exactly the same way. I’m already dreading going back to school in a few weeks, and I know I’ll be counting the days until I can come home. And this place – for me – has always been home, even though I’ve spent most of my life living up the road in Carmel.” She took a long swallow of her beer before setting it down on the railing. “I made my father promise to never sell this place, to always keep it in the family. And I know that no matter where I travel or work or might have to live on occasion, that I’ll always want to come back here. That it will always be home.”


  “I envy you,” he admitted. “To have a place like this to come back to – you’re a lucky girl, Lauren.”


  “What about you?” she inquired. “When you aren’t trespassing on private property, where do you call home?”


  He shook his head, smiling. “You’ll never let me live that down, will you? And to answer your question, I don’t actually have a place of my own right now, not for more than a year. I’ve been traveling around, crashing with friends here and there, renting cheap motel rooms or camping. Believe it or not, I’m packing a tent and sleeping bag on my motorcycle. Fortunately, I tend to travel light so there’s room for them.”


  “Hmm.” Lauren finished off her beer as she processed what he’d just told her. “So you’re just passing through here? What’s the next stop for you?”


  “I’ll head further down the coast. I’ve been slowly working my way south from the Olympic Peninsula in Washington, plan to wind up the trip in San Diego. But I was figuring on staying in this area for a few days, maybe exploring Carmel and Monterey a bit.”


  “Ah.” She nodded as she tossed the empty bottle into a plastic garbage can that had been appropriated for recycling. “Where are you staying?”


  He shrugged. “Haven’t figured that out just yet. Any suggestions?”


  Lauren gave a quick hoot of laughter. “Yeah. Go back in time about five or six months and make a reservation. Guess whatever research you did – or more likely, didn’t do – on this area didn’t cover the fact that summers are ridiculously crowded. Everything’s bound to have been booked solid for months, even the campgrounds.”


  “Shit.” He ran a hand through his close-cropped dark blond hair. “You’re right. I didn’t do my research properly. But since I haven’t had any problems so far along the way, I guess I figured it wouldn’t be any different here.”


  Lauren tapped a finger against her chin thoughtfully. “Tell you what. I’ll make a few calls, see if we can’t find you a room or campsite somewhere. I know every innkeeper and park ranger in the area.”


  But five phone calls later, she was shaking her head. “Unless you’re willing to plunk down a thousand bucks for a room at the Ventana Inn, looks like you’re out of luck.”


  Ben grimaced. “Yeah, that’s not likely to be in the budget. Ever. Guess I’ll just keep heading down the coast and maybe find a campground a little further south. Hey, thanks for trying at least. Not to mention the beer. And especially for the photo that’s going to sell that article.”


  He placed his empty bottle in the recycling can just as a small but astonishingly firm hand clamped around his forearm.


  “Wait. Look, I don’t know why I didn’t suggest this earlier,” said Lauren. “You’re welcome to crash here for a few days. This place is the perfect base if you want to explore Carmel and Monterey, plus there’s some great hidden spots just south of here. And no one knows this area better than I do, so I could be like your tour guide. What do you say?”


  Ben was also not a man who was caught off guard very often, but Lauren’s unexpected, rather impulsive offer did just that. “Uh, that’s not necessary,” he stammered. “I mean, I wouldn’t want to impose.”


  She snorted, a decidedly unfeminine sound. “As if I’d let anyone impose on me, invited or not. Besides, you’ll be earning your keep – doing the dishes, helping me walk and feed the dogs, taking out the trash.”


  He hesitated. “Why would you want to stick your neck out that way, Lauren? You don’t even know me, just met me an hour ago.”


  Lauren squeezed his forearm. “I know enough. I know you’re drawn to this house the same way I am. So here’s your chance to hang out here for a few days. Or however long you want to stay.”


  Their gazes locked and held – dark blue staring down into emerald green – and in her eyes Ben recognized the exact same sort of physical awareness, the undeniable sexual attraction that he’d been experiencing from the moment he’d first met her.


  His voice was rough as he tried to ignore the rapid hardening of his body, how his erection was pressing insistently against the snug crotch of his faded jeans. Her scent – an oddly beguiling combination of the ocean, fresh lime juice, and the clean, fresh fragrance that was Lauren’s own unique essence – only made his awareness of her that much more pronounced.


  “Didn’t your parents warn you not to invite strangers into the house?” he asked half-jokingly, desperate to lighten up the sexual tension that was beginning to seep into his very bones. “What if I’m some sort of serial killer who preys on hot young college girls? That sort of thing doesn’t worry you?”


  Ben never saw it coming, admittedly hadn’t really believed her earlier claims of being a martial arts aficionado. But when he found himself sprawled flat on his back, and Lauren smiling down at him triumphantly, he quickly revised his opinion.


  “My parents know I can take care of myself,” she declared matter-of-factly. “Not to mention the fact that I keep an undisclosed number of knives stashed in various places around the cabin that I can get to very easily. So, no, honey. I’m not the least bit worried about having a house guest for a few days. Come on, let’s go get your stuff.”


  He scowled as she extended a hand to help him up, ignoring her gesture as he scrambled to his feet. “I studied martial arts myself, you know,” he told her in a sullen voice as they ambled up the steep driveway to where he’d parked his motorcycle. “Muay Thai and kickboxing mostly, but some judo and karate as well. Not sure I ever saw a move quite like that before.”


  “That’s because I didn’t take you down using judo or karate or even capoeira – my newest little hobby. No, honey, that was just good old dirty street fighting. This your bike?”


  “Yeah.” Ben tried to feign nonchalance, well aware that the older model bike had seen better days and was certainly nothing to boast about. But Lauren didn’t seem to notice as she took one of his bags.


  “I want to get a bike one day,” she told him. “But I want a Ducati. A black one. And, yes, I know they cost big bucks so I’ll have to wait until I’m a big name photographer before I can get one. But a girl can dream, you know? Until then, my pick-up gets me around just fine.”


  She inclined her head in the direction of the older model truck that was parked rather haphazardly on the far side of the driveway. The faded yellow paint was liberally caked with dried dirt and sand, and the truck bed was nearly as cluttered up with stuff as the loft had been. Including the surf board sticking out the back end that Lauren had apparently just used earlier today.


  Once they were back inside the cabin, Ben glanced around the great room uncertainly. “Where should I leave my bags? I didn’t notice a second bedroom so should I crash on this sofa or the one in the loft?”


  And then Lauren caught him by surprise for the second time in less than five minutes by sliding her hands up his chest to clasp around his neck, pressing her curvy little body flush against his as she murmured suggestively, “Actually, I was sort of figuring you could bunk in with me. After all, I’ve never been the kind of person who keeps things bottled up inside, and it was only going to be a matter of time anyway before I jumped your bones. So let’s stop wasting time, hmm?”


  She pulled his head down to meet her kiss, and even though he remained standing, Ben once again felt like he’d just been knocked on his ass.


  Chapter Two


  He gave a long, low groan as Lauren pressed herself even closer against him, the firm mounds of her breasts crushed against his chest. His hands were splayed on either side of her slim hips, as though he hadn’t yet decided whether to push her away or pull her in even closer. Her tongue traced over the outline of his lips persuasively, until they parted as if with a will of their own.


  It took the briefest sweep of her tongue inside his mouth to snap whatever control he’d been struggling to hold onto, and then he was kissing her back fiercely, his hands sliding up the sides of her ribcage and into the thick tangle of her hair. He kept her head immobile as the kiss went on and on, their tongues tangling almost as though they were doing battle with each other, as her arms remained wrapped tightly around his neck.


  More than a year had passed since he’d had a sexual partner, and his body was reminding him now – very clearly – about that long abstinence. His cock was fully erect and pushing insistently against the fly of his jeans. And when Lauren began to grind herself against him, he couldn’t determine if the sensation was one of pure, unadulterated pleasure or instead of sweet, sweet pain. His hands slipped down her back to cup her ass, holding her in place as they continued to dry hump each other as if their very lives depended on it.


  And then the armful of temptation otherwise known as Lauren startled him yet again by hoisting herself up his body until her legs were tightly wrapped around his waist.


  “Bedroom,” she murmured in his ear, her teeth nibbling teasingly on the lobe before she kissed him again.


  She was wrapped around him like a vine twined about a tree, with every part of their bodies fused together, and he couldn’t think any longer, could only feel as he began to walk haltingly into the cabin’s sole bedroom. He had to feel his way there blindly, given that his eyes were tightly shut as they continued to kiss with a near desperation, and hoped vaguely that he wouldn’t trip over his own feet. He swore softly as his shins made painful contact with the wooden bedframe, a pain that was quickly forgotten as he tumbled onto the big, soft bed with Lauren still entwined around him.


  Ben considered himself a quiet, somewhat introverted man, certainly a loner, and he disliked conflict or confrontation. But those attributes didn’t mean he was also passive or submissive, and definitely not in the bedroom. Every woman he’d ever been with – and there admittedly hadn’t been all that many in his twenty-eight years – had been more than content to let him take the lead, to be the seducer, the dominant.


  Now, however, the tempting little spitfire whose small, slender hands were roving greedily over his body, and whose wet, eager mouth was still clinging to his like a starving woman, was knocking him for a loop by being the aggressor. At her urgently murmured instructions, he undressed quickly, his movements jerky and clumsy, made even more so when he was given his first, spectacular glimpse of her bare breasts as she tossed her bikini top aside carelessly.


  When they were both naked, their kisses and caresses became even more frantic, their bodies a tangle of arms and legs and lips as they nearly tore up the bed with the urgency of their embrace. He filled his palm with the lush, warm curve of her breast, his thumb teasing the nipple, while her own hands slid over his stomach until she was stroking his rock hard cock with long, slow movements.


  “Jesus,” he panted, his hips bucking off the mattress in sync with the stroking of her hand. “Lauren – sweetheart – I need - ”


  With a swiftness he wouldn’t have believed possible, she tumbled him back against the pillows, straddling his thighs as she continued to pump his cock.


  “You need,” she whispered wickedly, “the exact same thing that I do right now. To fuck. Really, really hard.”


  She guided the tip of his throbbing dick to where she was wet and hot and ready, and then shocked him speechless one more time by impaling herself on him with one decisive motion.


  “Ah, God!”


  Lauren’s gasp was ragged as she remained utterly still for the first time since she’d kissed him out in the great room. When he glanced up at her, the breath stuck in his throat at the glorious sight she made – her slender thighs quivering just a little as she straddled him, as she allowed her body to become used to the feeling of him filling her so completely, stretching her to accommodate his length; the soft nest of her light brown pubic hair just above the spot where their bodies were tightly co-joined; the curve of her belly that was both firm and soft at the same time; those incredible tits, almost too full and firm to be real, but that jiggled enticingly as she slowly began to rock her hips back and forth. Her caramel colored hair was a wild tangle of curls that spilled over her shoulders and back, almost to her tiny waist. There was a pink flush tingeing her skin, one that traveled a path upwards from her belly to her breasts and all the way up to her perfectly sculpted cheekbones. Her green eyes held a dazed expression, almost glassy, and she was breathing unevenly through her lushly full, half-parted lips.


  She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, certainly the sexiest and most seductive, and he couldn’t ever remember being this aroused before. But as she began to move a bit faster, taking him on a slow, sensual ride, his hands suddenly clamped down on her hips, stilling her motions.


  “Condom,” he hissed urgently, trying to ignore how incredible it felt to be bare inside of the tightest, hottest pussy he’d ever known, and to concentrate instead on making sure they were both protected.


  But she only gave a brief shake of her head, running her palm up his sweat-dampened chest until she was caressing his cheek. “No worries,” she murmured. “Got it all covered, Blue Eyes.”


  Any further protest he might have made was swallowed up by the pressure of her mouth against his as she began to ride him in earnest this time. Her breasts were crushed against his chest, the hard points of her nipples poking into his bare skin. His hands slid from her hips to the high, taut curves of her buttocks, urging her to increase the tempo of her movements.


  And then Lauren was the one left gasping as Ben swiftly and determinedly took control of things. He rolled her beneath him, crushing her into the mattress with his much bigger body, and letting her know without uttering a single word that he was the one in charge now.


  And take control he did – wrapping her legs around his waist with her feet digging into his buttocks as he levered himself up off her body, his biceps straining with the effort. He was now in the perfect position to gaze down and watch her reaction each time he rammed his cock a little deeper, a little harder, inside that tight-as-a-fist pussy. Lauren was panting now, her breathing fast and shallow as her head fell back and her shoulders lifted off the bed. She tried to clasp the back of his neck, to pull his head back down to hers for yet another kiss, but her arms weren’t long or strong enough to get her way. In retaliation, she dug her fingernails into his biceps, but Ben was so far gone by now, so consumed by the unbelievable pleasure of fucking her senseless, that he didn’t even feel the slight pain.


  He had never been much of a talker, preferring to express his thoughts and emotions on paper, and he was especially quiet during sex, letting his body do the communicating then. But Lauren – whom he guessed was rarely if ever quiet – was not only a hellcat in bed but a noisy one at that. She groaned and moaned, gasped and panted, alternated between begging him – “Please, Ben, please. Yes, just like that!” – and calling out to some nameless deity – “Oh, God, yes, yes, God, yes! Oh – my – God – fuck, yes!”


  She was pulling him along, urging him to go faster and harder in what had already been the wildest ride of his life. It was the dirtiest, most consuming, and – hell, yeah – the most world-rocking sex he’d ever come close to having before, and he wanted it to go on and on, wanted to fuck her for hours before starting it all over again.


  But then he felt Lauren’s snug little cunt begin to convulse around his cock, and if he had had any doubts about whether or not she was really having an orgasm, she quickly made it very, very clear about what exactly was happening down there.


  “Ohhhh. Ohh, God, yes, yes!” she screamed. “I’m coming, it’s – oh, fuck yes!”


  She turned her face to one side, her fingers clamping tightly around his forearms as her teeth sunk into his bicep. Her legs slid bonelessly from where they’d been locked like a vise around his hips, and her eyes closed as the orgasm made her whole body quiver in reaction.


  He was at the very end of his limits by now, and despite his desire to prolong the ecstasy as long as possible, he surrendered instead and let it wash through him – coming so hard his balls ached with the effort, emptying himself into her warm, willing body for so long that he couldn’t believe there was even a single drop of semen remaining in his body.


  Their skin was slick with perspiration, their chests heaving from the intense physical effort of the rough sex, and Ben was in a shell-shocked daze at what had just happened. He’d never fallen into bed with a woman he’d met scarcely an hour earlier, and he’d never – ever – come anywhere near to having the sort of wild, almost primitive sex he’d just shared with Lauren. He lifted his hand, startled to notice it was trembling, and gently stroked the damp, tangled strands of her hair. She was curled up against his side, her face buried in the crook of his neck, and she gave a little grunt at his touch.


  “You okay?” His voice was raspy, almost raw, even though he’d barely uttered a word the whole time.


  She nuzzled her face deeper against his throat. “Way, way better than okay,” she whispered. “In fact, more okay than I’ve ever been.”


  He smiled before pressing a kiss to her damp forehead. “What – exactly,” he asked in awed disbelief, “was that?”


  Lauren lifted her head then, propping her chin in her hand as she grinned mischievously. “Honey, don’t tell me a big boy like you never learned about the birds and the bees? Well, see, this is how it works. First, the man takes his - ”


  “Brat.” He smacked her on one round, tempting ass cheek, his palm instantly soothing the pinkened flesh even though she’d barely flinched at the contact. “You know what I meant. And by no stretch of the imagination could what just happened be called sex. Sex doesn’t make skyrockets go off in your brain, doesn’t make every single nerve ending in your body come alive. I have never – ever – felt anything close to that before. So, since I’m all out of descriptive phrases here – frankly, I think half my brain cells just got fried – why don’t you tell me what just happened here?”


  “Hmm.” She flopped onto her back, her head sharing – actually, hogging – his pillow and began to idly run her palm up and down his arm. “Well, considering that you’re only the fourth guy I’ve ever shagged, I’m not sure that you could call me the ultimate authority on the subject. But what I can say for absolute sure is that it’s never been like that for me, either. Not even close. So,” she turned her head, running her tongue over the small teeth marks she’d imprinted on his bicep, “I would say – in my inexpert opinion, mind you – that what just happened was really, really incredible, toe-curling, mind-numbing, earth-shattering, out of this fucking world, hot, hard, dirty sex. But,” she added teasingly, her hand caressing his still-heaving chest, “since I’m far from an expert on the matter – and not very experienced – I’d say we need to have several repeat performances before I could say for sure.”


  Ben laughed weakly. “You don’t make it a habit of inviting trespassers into your home then, huh? Not to mention your bed.”


  Lauren rolled her eyes. “If it had been anyone but you out there by the bluffs, I’d have called my neighbor – the off-duty sheriff who always carries some sort of weapon with him 24/7 – to head over and throw your ass off the property. So, no, I’ve never brought a man here to the cabin before. And before you ask the next question, I’ve also never fallen into bed with someone I just met before, either. I’ve always been – well, careful.”


  “But not with me.”


  She shook her head. “No. Not with you. I could sense right away that I would be safe with you, and I also knew the second I saw your face that this would happen. You never stood a chance, Blue Eyes.”


  He grinned at her, capturing the hand that still rested on his chest and drawing it to his lips. “And I knew you were trouble the first time you spoke. Speaking of which.” His smile faded, his tone becoming serious. “Talk to me about how you’ve got this birth control situation quote unquote “covered”. Because – swear to God – I’ve never had sex without a condom before, and I’m not sure what the hell I was thinking about when I let you - ”


  Lauren placed her palm over his mouth. “Shh. What you were thinking about, honey, was how fast you could get your dick – which is truly, completely amazing, by the way – inside of me. But relax, okay? When I told you I had it covered, I meant it. I don’t lie or spout bullshit – ever – and especially not about something like that.” She shuddered. “God, I can’t even imagine getting knocked up at this point in my life. Not with all the things I want to do, places I’m dying to see, this huge, amazing career I’m going to have. No babies, not for a long, long time if ever.”


  “Are you on the pill, then?”


  “I was. Until I kept forgetting to take it.” She shrugged unapologetically. “Fortunately, I insisted that the other guys I banged used a condom every single time. Most college guys I know aren’t – uh, very discriminating so there was no way any of them were going to hump me bareback. But since I tend to, ah, get easily distracted, my doctor and I decided that maybe the pill wasn’t the best solution for me. So now I’ve got this implant thingy they stuck in my arm, supposed to last for three years at a time, and I don’t have to worry if I go brain dead and skip a pill or two. And,” she added, tracing her index finger over his lips, “I had to have a bunch of tests done before they put the implant in so I definitely don’t have any nasty social diseases. God, do they still call them that?”


  “I think the new term is STDs.” He’d realized by now that expecting a quick, concise reply from Lauren would probably never happen in this lifetime. “And I’m clean, too. Before I traveled to Africa for a freelance assignment over a year ago I had to get some vaccinations and tests done. And, um, there hasn’t been anyone since before I left.”


  She practically vaulted to a sitting position, her green eyes wide with astonishment as she socked him – hard – on the upper arm. “Shut – UP!” she exclaimed in mingled disbelief and delight. “You cannot possibly be telling the truth. A guy as hot as you – well, you could have fresh pussy every night of the week if you wanted to.”


  “Jesus, Lauren.” His cheeks flushed in embarrassment at her very frank way of speaking. “I, uh, appreciate your vote of confidence there but it’s true. You’re the first woman I’ve been with in over a year.”


  “Lucky me, then, hmm?” she purred, crawling back on top of him as though she were in actuality a sleek, seductive cat. “To be the one you break your dry spell with, that is. Because – and this is just a guess now – I figure you’ve got a whole lot of time to make up for. And I,” she murmured, bending forward until her breasts were crushed against his chest, “would be very, very happy to help you out with that. I mean, you’re my house guest, after all, and you know the old saying – mi casa es su casa – my bed is your bed – my body is your body. So you should plan on making yourself feel right at home. But first, why don’t you lie back while I give you a little welcome gift?”


  The half-hearted protests he’d been about to make – the ones about needing at least a little more time to recover; that both of them should really wash up or take a shower; that he wanted to give her pleasure, too – were all quickly forgotten as Lauren slithered sinuously down his body, her hand stroking his cock that was somehow miraculously rock hard again. And when she licked him up and down just before sucking him greedily into her mouth, he couldn’t think or speak, could only feel – feel and enjoy and wonder faintly if he’d somehow fallen into another dimension – one that was inhabited by a lusty, voracious sex goddess who seemed intent on having him make up for a year’s worth of abstinence in one afternoon.


  ***


  Lauren propped herself up on her forearms as she took advantage of Ben’s present state of unconsciousness to study him in greater detail. After another rowdy bout of sex – he’d resisted her efforts to finish off the blow job she’d begun so eagerly and made sure both of them got off at the same time – he had fallen asleep just a few minutes ago.


  She was still in disbelief that she’d thrown herself at him so brazenly. Oh, not that she hadn’t taken a whole lot of dares in her twenty years, hadn’t acted impulsively and often unwisely on too many occasions to remember. And while she hadn’t been exaggerating earlier when she’d told Ben she could take care of herself very, very capably, she’d also never done anything as potentially risky as inviting a complete stranger to share her home for an undetermined amount of time. She knew that her parents would definitely not approve of her actions, and that she certainly wasn’t planning to ever clue them in. She’d spent an awful lot of her life alternately trying to please her mother and father, and stubbornly insisting on doing things her own way. And, in the case of the gorgeous, hunky man who was sleeping soundly next to her, the latter condition definitely applied.


  She’d been something of a late bloomer when it came to having boyfriends – and sex. During high school she had still been a huge tomboy, preferring to compete on the soccer, swim, and cross country teams and take her martial arts classes than enjoy the things her twin sister and most of their friends had been fascinated with – namely, clothes, shoes, makeup, and boys. Though in Julia’s case, it had been boys in the singular case and not the plural, since she’d dated Sam Patterson exclusively for more than five years. Lauren, on the other hand, hadn’t gone on a date until Julia had wheedled, pleaded, and bullied her into attending their senior prom. And that had turned into something of a disaster when her date had gotten stinking drunk at a post-prom party and she’d had to drive him home. She’d parked the car in his driveway, left him passed out cold on the passenger seat, and then pissed off Julia and Sam by interrupting their amorous activities with a phone call pleading for a ride home.


  If she was being completely honest – something Lauren always prided herself on being, even if the truth wound up having repercussions at times – she could admit that one of the reasons she’d never dated during high school (and not all that much during college thus far) was because she intimidated the hell out of almost every guy she met. Oh, not with her shorter than average height and slender build – though nearly everyone underestimated just how quick and strong she was, and how skilled at martial arts. And as tempting as it was to demonstrate those skills, she’d learned back in grade school to keep a lid on it. After one too many incidences of being called into the principal’s office following a playground demonstration, her father had laid down the law – threatening to cut off the judo and karate classes that Lauren adored, that were in fact one of her lifelines, if she didn’t stop showing off. And Lauren had come to recognize early in her life that stern, unwavering tone in Robert McKinnon’s voice – the one that she knew no amount of pleading and promising or tantrum-throwing would budge.


  So she’d held back – at least until high school where she had eagerly cultivated a reputation as the bad-ass chick, the one you just didn’t mess with. And it hadn’t been just her physical strength and athletic skills that had gained her such a reputation. Rather, it had been her quick wit, smart mouth, utter fearlessness, and the way she never backed down from a confrontation that had scared off the clique of popular girls who normally would have taken great pleasure in making all types of catty comments about her; that had caused all the nerdy kids to quake in their shoes whenever she sauntered past them; and that had even made the jocks keep their distance. And nobody actually wanted to date her – ballsy, tough-talking Lauren who could cut a guy down to size with just one scathing glance. And especially not after the incident junior year where – on a dare, of course, because she could rarely resist taking a dare, no matter how stupid or risky it was – she’d landed a roundhouse kick on Sam Patterson’s head. She’d knocked the popular high school quarterback – her own sister’s longtime boyfriend – to the ground, causing him to black out for a few brief seconds.


  She’d been damned lucky that Sam and his buddies had been too mortified by the incident to report it, though of course word had spread like wildfire around campus until it had reached the level of urban legend. Julia had been furious, and it had been one of the very few times in their lives that she’d refused to speak to Lauren for more than a week. They had eventually mended their fences, but word of the incident had made guys stay even further away from Lauren.


  College had been an opportunity to start over, someplace besides the affluent but admittedly small town of Carmel where everyone knew her. She’d made friends easily at UCLA, her outgoing, vibrant personality attracting both men and women. Guys had hit on her constantly, multiple times a day, and while she’d flirted like mad she had continued to keep her V-card intact until nearly the end of freshman year. Since the lack of opportunity hadn’t been an issue, Lauren had always figured that her rather unimpressive sex life thus far was due to the simple fact that she was picky. She wasn’t the least bit attracted to any of the clean-cut, well-to-do, preppy guys, or even most of the jocks. Instead, the ones who caught her eye were either the rugged, outdoorsy types who liked more extreme sports like ocean kayaking, rock climbing, and mountain biking, or the ones who looked like they should be playing lead guitar in a rock band – long hair, pierced ears, tattoos, and ripped jeans.


  Ben, she noted with an admiring smile, possessed the very best attributes of both types of men. His ripped biceps, defined six-pack abs, and well-muscled legs spoke of years spent outdoors engaging in the same sort of extreme sports that she thrived on herself. It was likely that he also did some sort of targeted weight training, but judging from the deep golden tan that covered his face and body he spent the majority of his time outside.


  And while the short, close cut of his hair wasn’t exactly rock star material, he did have both a piercing – a small gold hoop in his left ear – and a tattoo. Unable to resist, she idly traced her index finger over the stark black, intricate design that covered part of his bicep. The sleeve of his T-shirt had covered the bulk of the unusual design, and she’d been fascinated to discover it after he’d stripped.


  Impulsively she reached for the digital camera she’d left on the bedside table a couple of days ago. Lauren usually took much better care of her camera equipment, making sure it was always packed safely away, and chided herself a bit now on her carelessness. But at least this particular camera was not a very expensive model, and its proximity now was proving to be extremely convenient.


  She focused on the tattoo, then snapped an even dozen shots in a row from various angles. Ben flinched slightly when the flash went off but otherwise didn’t wake. Grinning impishly, Lauren then proceeded to take dozens more shots of the really fine male specimen sleeping in her bed – his face, chest, arms, before carefully easing the sheet downwards so she could photograph his lower body.


  “That last shot had better not wind up on a porn website somewhere. I’m a pretty shy guy, after all, and I really don’t want my junk on display to the public eye.”


  Ben’s voice was raspy and sounded vaguely amused as she glanced up at him guiltily. Laughing merrily, she set the camera aside and scooted back up the bed until she was cuddled alongside him, her arms wrapped around his waist.


  “No worries,” she assured him breezily. “These are going to be for my super-secret, private collection. I’ll triple password protect the file I store them in. And,” she added with a quick kiss to his pec, “you’re way, way hotter – not to mention having much bigger, uh, junk – than those icky, hairless guys in pornos.”


  Ben’s dark blue eyes widened. “Uh, would you be speaking from first hand viewing experience?”


  She gave him a flirty little wink. “Absolutely. One of my soccer teammates in high school – Erika – lived in this huge-ass mansion in Pebble Beach – pool, tennis courts, the works. So naturally everyone wanted her parents’ place to be our hangout after the last practice of the week each Friday. Especially since her parents always went out that night, and kept both the fridge and the bar stocked to overflowing.”


  “What does all this have to do with watching porn flicks?” he asked, puzzled.


  Lauren ran her tongue along the side of his neck, pleased when he gave a little shiver of reaction. “Getting there, Blue Eyes. So, this mansion also included two playrooms. One was the PG-rated version – pool table, video games, that sort of stuff. And the other playroom – the one Erika stole a key for – was the X-rated version. In addition to housing a very disturbingly large collection of porn flicks, the room was sort of a – well, I guess you’d call it a dungeon.”


  His mouth gaped open in shock. “You mean like - ”


  She nodded. “Whips, chains, shackles, all that kinky shit. But Erika didn’t believe for a minute that her parents ever actually used any of it, that they just liked to fantasize about stuff. And given that her father had a stick about a yard long wedged up his ass, while her mother would have had a panic attack if she broke a fingernail, I’m pretty sure she was right.”


  Ben began to laugh, the vibrations rumbling in his chest. “So you and your soccer teammates used to spend Friday nights eating snacks, getting drunk, and watching dirty movies? Well, that sure as hell beats how I used to spend my Friday nights during high school – working some lousy minimum wage job.”


  “Well, we didn’t watch porn every week. Sometimes we’d mix it up with a slasher flick or an action/adventure movie.”


  He began to massage the nape of her neck gently. “What? No chick flicks or rom-coms?” he teased.


  She rolled her eyes at him in mock disgust. “God, no, never that crap. Look, lots of girls play soccer these days, starting from when they’re little kids. But in most cases it’s because their parents push them into it. If you’re still playing sports competitively by your junior or senior year of high school, it’s because you want to, because you’re a true athlete. And you don’t – ever – watch chick flicks.”


  He grinned at her passionate little speech. “Got it. No chick flicks, no rom-coms. You know, sweetheart, the more I learn about you – which I’m beginning to think could take a lifetime – the more you’re sounding like the perfect woman. Let’s see – you like beer, you do martial arts, you drive a pick-up truck but really want a motorcycle. You’ve got those dogs so well trained they’re like a small army, got a mouth on you like a sailor, and like to watch porn. And I believe I noticed at least one tattoo. May I?”


  He picked up her left wrist, turning it slightly until the small mark on the inside was revealed. “What is this?” he asked, his long, blunt fingers tracing gently around the ink.


  “The Gemini. You know,” she explained as he looked puzzled, “the twins. When my sister and I went away to college – she’s back east at Cornell – it was the first time we’d ever spent a significant amount of time apart. So I got this done as a little reminder of Julia – so that I’d always have a little part of my twin with me.”


  “And did Julia get a matching tattoo?”


  Lauren hooted with amusement. “Julia? You’ve got to be kidding. We may be identical in looks and shoe size and even our bra size, but the resemblance ends there. Jules would probably faint just from looking at the tattoo needle.”


  “Should I assume she also doesn’t play sports or know how to take an adult male down with a chop block?”


  She shook her head. “While I was at judo class, Jules would be in the dance studio at the other end of the strip mall doing ballet. And instead of soccer or softball, she did gymnastics. Now,” she turned up her nose with a little sniff, “she’s obsessed with yoga of all things. Every time I talk to her she’s either scurrying off to a class or just getting back from one.”


  Ben continued to rub the roughened pad of his thumb over her tattoo. “Is this your only ink?”


  “Nope.” She wriggled onto her stomach. “Two more. But you’ll have to find them on your own.”


  Lauren shivered in reaction as his hand began to slowly trace its way down her spine, taking his time as he leisurely explored every curve and dip. There hadn’t been time for this during either of their previous encounters – they’d been far too frantic and wild, intent only on pushing each other over the edge as quickly and savagely as possible. Now, though, when the edge had been take off a bit, there was time to enjoy the moment, to savor each touch, to memorize each caress.


  His big hand squeezed each cheek of her buttocks before continuing its lazy glide down the backs of her leanly muscled hamstrings all the way to her calves.


  “Ah. Here’s number two,” he declared triumphantly as he lifted her left foot, running his fingertips along her inner ankle. “And even less idea of what this one means. Are those Chinese characters?”


  Lauren didn’t even try to muffle the little groan of pleasure as he began to gently massage her foot. “Mmm, no. They’re ah – wow, that’s good – erm, Japanese. It means – ooh, yeah, go over that spot again just like that – bravery. I got it in honor – oh, honey, you’ve got like magic fingers, you know? – of my first judo teacher – Yamashiro Sensei. He died a year ago, just two months after his eighty-fifth birthday. He – well, that’s another story altogether – but let’s just say he was like a second father to me, except that he had a lot more patience than my own dad. Especially when I was five.”


  “I can’t imagine anyone losing their patience with you,” jibed Ben. “I would have just assumed you were a sweet, docile little girl.”


  Her snort was loud, derisive, and extremely unladylike. “My father would be rolling around on the floor with hysterical laughter right now to hear you say that.”


  “Yeah, well, forgive me if I don’t want to think about your father at this exact moment,” he drawled sardonically. “Now, where was I? Oh, yeah, searching for that elusive third tattoo.”


  She gasped as his hand slid up between her thighs, to where she was already wet, a fact he quickly discovered as he slowly pumped two long fingers in and out of her with controlled deliberation.


  “Um, I, ah, definitely don’t have a – ah, God – tattoo – um, there,” she panted.


  “No?” Ben’s body covered hers now – chest to back – as he used his superior strength to pin her to the mattress. “You sure about that? ‘Cause I’ve heard about guys getting their dicks inked or pierced – two images I’d really rather not visualize.”


  “Mmm, well I’ve seen pictures of both at the tattoo parlor I go to. And while some women get their clit hood pierced, I doubt that anyone has ever gotten ink way down there.”


  He eased his body from hers, only to flip her over onto her back. His dark blue eyes were filled with what she guessed was very uncharacteristic mischief.


  “Well, I still think I should check it out just the same,” he taunted. “After all, tattoo number three must not be very large or I’d have noticed it by now. In fact,” he added, as his mouth trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses along the side of her neck down to her collarbone, “I’d better check this side of you very, very carefully. I mean, when you consider all of the places that pesky little tattoo could be hiding away.”


  Lauren’s breath hissed in sharply as Ben cupped a breast in his big hand, his thumb teasing the nipple as he pretended to inspect the underside carefully.


  “Hmm, nothing on this one,” he murmured in a voice that had grown decidedly husky. “Gotta check the other one now.”


  She squirmed eagerly beneath him as he plumped the other breast up, and then ran his tongue over the nipple. “Just so you know,” she told him breathlessly, her hips lifting off the bed as he sucked the entire areola between his lips, “my breasts are off limits for any sort of ink. No nipple piercings, either.”


  “Good.” Ben squeezed both breasts roughly before kissing a path down her cleavage towards her belly. “Because your tits are works of art, sweetheart, and to deface something so sensational would be the worst sort of crime. Now, where’s number three hiding?”


  He continued to kiss and caress his way down her abdomen, parting her legs as he did so to nuzzle her vulva. She clutched his head to her, cursing him silently for not having the sort of long hair that would have allowed her to tug him in even closer.


  “Ben.” Her voice was a plaintive wail as his tongue teased the slick folds of her inner labia. “Ah, God.” She grabbed handfuls of the already rumpled sheets as he slid two fingers back inside of her and began to flick his tongue back and forth over her overly sensitized clit. “I’m all – I should really wash and – ohhh!”


  He had one hand splayed over her heaving belly, holding her down as her hips thrashed wildly beneath the twin assaults of his mouth and fingers. “You don’t need to wash,” he murmured hoarsely as he lifted his head for a moment. “Just like you didn’t want me to wash earlier when you were giving me head. Especially since you’re the most delicious treat I’ve ever tasted.”


  He sucked on her clit then, his fingers pumping frantically in and out of her slick, creamy pussy, and she fell apart – falling and falling until she feared she’d never reach the ground again. Her whole body was quivering in reaction to the stunning orgasm he’d just brought her to, and her arms reached out blindly for him, craving his embrace.


  But Ben ignored her outstretched arms as he resumed his quest to find the elusive third tattoo. “Ah. Found it at last. And this one at least I recognize. But tell me – why a seahorse?” he inquired, examining the tiny but perfectly detailed image that graced the instep of her right foot.


  She was still struggling to breathe, her head still spinning from the really fabulous demonstration of oral sex he’d just given her. “I, uh, need a minute here, okay?” she wheezed. “Just regaining consciousness.”


  He chuckled as he released her ankle and took her into his arms instead, cradling her against him. “Is that a good thing? Passing out after an orgasm, that is.”


  “It’s way, way better than good, Blue Eyes,” she whispered, caressing his heavily stubbled jaw. “It’s out of this world, fucking amazing. You’ve, ah, got a gift. Or maybe just a whole lot more experience than my previous partners.”


  Ben grimaced. “I doubt that. Don’t forget I went to college, too, and almost every roommate I had was a big manwhore. So I’ve got a feeling the guys you’ve been with more than likely have way more notches on their belts than I do.”


  “Okay. Maybe experience isn’t the correct word,” she agreed. “Let’s search our vocabulary and see if we can come up with the right one. How about expertise? Finesse? Or what about instinct or mastery or maybe - ”


  He laid two fingers over her lips. “How about,” he suggested in a low, sexy voice, “it’s just a matter of having met the right woman to uncover my previously undetected skills?”


  Lauren grinned up at him even as he nudged her thighs apart and began to slowly feed his fully engorged cock back inside of her an inch at a time. “I’d say that makes you something of a bullshitter.” She gasped loudly as he gave a sudden, hard thrust, burying his penis fully inside of her. “But that, ah – oh, God, sooo good – if you keep making me – oooh – feel this amazing you can tell me whatever BS you dream up.”


  Ben’s mouth captured hers in another blistering kiss as he continued to ram his cock inside of her pliant body with hard, deep thrusts. “It’s not bullshit,” he whispered raggedly in between kisses. “I’ll never feed you BS, Lauren, or lie to you. But nothing would please me more than to make sure you keep feeling this way. And, like you reminded me earlier, I’ve got a whole year to make up for, don’t I?”


  For once she didn’t have a witty comeback, but it didn’t matter because what she was feeling quickly became way too intense for mere words to express.


  Chapter Three


  Ben took a sip of the mellow cabernet sauvignon, leaning over the deck railing as he observed that the view of the night sky was every bit as stunning as those of the sunrise, high noon, or sunset. It was nearing the end of his fourth day here in Big Sur, and still his breath caught in his throat every single time he saw this view – no matter what time of day, or whether it was sunny, foggy, or pitch black outside.


  These last few days had been almost unreal in a way – like a chapter out of time – and he knew with a sense of dread that this magical time couldn’t last forever. Or even much longer. While he didn’t have a specific deadline of any sort to finish this article – one of the few perks of being a freelance journalist – he also couldn’t afford to simply hang around here for weeks on end. He had to get the rest of the article finished up as quickly as possible, which entailed at least ten more stops en route along Highway One until his final destination in San Diego.


  And while Lauren didn’t have to be back at school for several more weeks, he knew that her parents were due back from their trip to Scotland and the British Isles within the next two weeks. And he had a very strong hunch that they wouldn’t be at all pleased to learn their daughter had a house guest – especially one who had barely enough money in his bank account to finance the rest of his trip.


  He’d tried on numerous occasions to buy groceries or take her out to dinner as a way to repay her hospitality, but Lauren had brushed him off each time. Instead, she’d been true to her word and heaped one chore after another on him – washing her mud-caked truck; feeding the three dogs – who always seemed to be hungry – as well as helping her take them for walks twice a day; doing the dishes after each meal; and helping her stain and seal the deck – a project she’d promised her father would be taken care of before the summer ended.


  But he still felt like a freeloader, especially since he knew the wine he was drinking now had likely cost thirty bucks a bottle, and that the steaks they’d grilled for dinner had been of a prime cut. He’d noticed over the past few days that everything in the house – furniture, linens, dishes, etc. – might appear simple and even bohemian at first glance, but upon closer inspection had proven to be of a very high quality. Even the casual clothing that was all Lauren seemed to own – tank tops, bikinis, shorts, jeans, flip flops – were largely brands that he recognized as being on the upscale side.


  And, unknown to Lauren, he’d done a bit of research on her parents, learning that Natalie Benoit was considered one of the great painters of her generation, and that her works typically sold in the five figure range. As for Lauren’s father, Ben had determined that Robert McKinnon had been a much sought-after architect up until his semi-retirement just a couple of years ago. Ben had also checked out some local real estate listings and figured that this deceptively simple, rather small cabin – albeit with its jaw-dropping views and surrounding property – was worth over two million dollars.


  Everything added up to the inescapable facts that Lauren’s parents were millionaires, and that her upbringing in the exclusive community of Carmel had been markedly different from his own rather dreary childhood back in Ohio. After his parents had divorced and then quickly established separate homes with new spouses and second families, Ben hadn’t even had a bedroom of his own, shuttling back and forth between two homes constantly and bunking in with one of his half-siblings. Money had always been tight, and he’d had to make do with the basics. He hadn’t even owned a cell phone or laptop until he’d started college, where he had worked three part-time jobs to pay for the expenses not covered by scholarships and grants.


  And he sensed that Lauren’s childhood had also been an extremely happy one, with parents and a sister who had loved and cherished her. He’d glimpsed dozens of photographs clustered around the cabin – on tabletops and bookcases, hanging on the walls – and each one spoke of a warm, close-knit, and very happy family life. Ben’s favorite photo had been one of Lauren and her twin, when they had been approximately seven or eight years old. Lauren had been wearing her martial arts gi – white pants and jacket with a purple cloth belt, and had been barefoot. Julia, who looked so much like her sister that it was almost eerie, even for identical twins, had been garbed all in pink – leotard, tights, a short wraparound skirt, and ballet slippers. Both girls were smiling broadly, their arms flung over the other’s shoulder, and Ben had realized that even as little girls they’d been gorgeous.


  He envied Lauren tremendously. Oh, not for the understated but still obviously affluent lifestyle she’d no doubt enjoyed all her life. No, he envied her instead for the loving family that she’d always had, the comfort in knowing that she was loved and cherished, and that she belonged – things that Ben had never really known in his own life.


  “Should I open another bottle of wine, or is it time to move on to the hard stuff?”


  He smiled as a now-familiar voice startled him out of his brooding, and he held out his arm, beckoning her close.


  Lauren wasted no time in snuggling up against his side, wrapping her arms around his waist as he hugged her in tight.


  “I’m good for now,” he told her quietly. “Still full from dinner actually. I’m not sure I could eat or drink another thing at the moment.”


  Teasingly, she pinched the side of his waist. “Yeah, you look like you’ve put on a few pounds. Good, because you were a teensy bit on the lean side for my liking.”


  “Is that right?” he drawled in amusement. He pinched her ass in retaliation, chuckling when she yelped in protest. “Well, sweetheart, every part of you is one hundred and fifty percent to my liking, so don’t change a thing, hmm?”


  She stood up on her bare toes, wrapping her arms around his neck and planting a resounding smooch on his unshaven cheek. “Okay, boss. Whatever you say.”


  Ben rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right. Like you’d ever think of me as your boss. Or do anything I asked for that matter. You, sweetheart, are what’s known as a law unto herself. No one is ever going to be able to control you.”


  Lauren snickered. “One of my teachers used to call me a little tornado.”


  He shook his head. “Not tough enough. You’re more like a Category Five hurricane.”


  She laughed in delight. “Hurricane Lauren. I love it. Think the National Weather Center might name one after me someday?”


  Ben pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Absolutely. Though it can’t hurt to send them an email request.”


  They stood there for a few minutes wrapped in each other’s arms as they gazed out at the night sky. The moon, nearly full, was just beginning to rise, and soon the stars would all be out in full force.


  “So I guess this means we’ll need to wait awhile before dessert?” Lauren asked, her voice breaking the comfortable silence.


  He caressed the skin of her back, bared by the cropped halter top she wore. “That depends,” he teased. “If you’re the dessert, then I don’t think my appetite would ever be appeased.”


  “Hah, hah.” In retaliation, she bit down – a little too hard to be considered a love bite – on his earlobe. “Well, I’m always on the menu, Blue Eyes,” she murmured suggestively. “But for tonight I also made my specialty – actually, it’s the only dessert I know how to make – slutty brownies.”


  He quirked a brow at her. “I’m not sure if that sounds disgusting or delicious. What – exactly – are slutty brownies?”


  Lauren grinned impishly. “Well, it isn’t a dessert baked by hookers, if that’s what you’re thinking. To make them, you layer chocolate chip cookie dough – refrigerated in this case, mind you, ‘cause I do not make anything from scratch – a bag of Oreo cookies, a jar of caramel syrup, and then the brownie batter. Topped with more caramel syrup once they’re out of the oven.”


  “Jesus, I feel kind of nauseous just thinking about them,” he groaned, clutching his stomach. “Serves you right for cooking such a great dinner.”


  She shrugged. “It wasn’t anything special. Just salad and bread from the bakery in town and the steaks. And you did the grilling. I’ve told you before that I’m not much of a cook.”


  He slid a hand to the nape of her neck, massaging it gently. “And I’ve told you that just isn’t true. Granted, I’m not a picky eater but everything you’ve made so far has been delicious.”


  She’d surprised him – after her multiple and fervent warnings that she could barely boil water – by just how good a cook she really was. Granted, nothing had been fancy or complicated, and pretty much all of it in the way of comfort food – pancakes, grilled cheese sandwiches, fish tacos. Nothing had been too fussy – he didn’t think Lauren ever actually fussed over anything – just good, tasty food simply prepared.


  Lauren waved a hand in dismissal. “My mom and sister are the cooks in the family. If either of them had cooked tonight we would have had something elaborate like salad Nicoise, coquille St. Jacques, sole meuniere, and crème brulee.” She wrinkled her nose slightly. “They both love all that very traditional French stuff. My grandfather was a chef, you know, first back in Montreal where he grew up and then in New York City. He’d be turning over in his grave right now if he knew I use spaghetti sauce from a jar.”


  Ben grimaced. “Well, he’d really have a problem with the ravioli I used to eat from a can, then. And all that stuff you just mentioned, with the fancy French names? I honestly have no idea what most of it is. I’m a pretty simple guy, Lauren, as you’ve probably already noticed. I don’t wear suits or drink expensive wines and I wouldn’t know gourmet food if it fell in my lap. So stop dissing your cooking skills because I’ve loved everything you’ve made so far.”


  “Really?” She beamed at him, the smile lighting up her gorgeous face. “Well, don’t get used to it, Blue Eyes, because tomorrow it’s frozen waffles for breakfast and that spaghetti I just mentioned for dinner.”


  He slid his arms around her waist. “Sounds a hell of a lot better than most of the meals I get these days. But you forgot about lunch.”


  Lauren shook her head. “Nope. But that’s a surprise. You’ll see tomorrow what I’ve got planned.”


  He gazed down at her warily. “You’re not taking me surfing again, are you? Because I’m not sure that’s really my thing.”


  She smiled before stretching up to brush a kiss on his chin. “Not surfing, no. And you did fine. I mean, you can’t expect to get the hang of it after only two days. I’ve been surfing since I was six.”


  In truth, he hadn’t done all that badly during the two surfing trips she’d dragged him along on, had actually managed to stay upright for a few seconds at a time. But he’d been intimidated by Lauren’s obvious expertise, not to mention the dozen or so male surfers who all seemed to know her very well, if the number of hugs exchanged and blatant flirting going on were any indication.


  Everyone, in fact, seemed to know Lauren. She hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d told him that first day that she knew every innkeeper and park ranger in the area. She also knew the proprietors of the general store, bakery, coffee shop, gas station, art gallery, and the adventure sports outfitters. When they took the dogs for walks along the beach or a trail, everyone they passed greeted Lauren by name. And Ben had thought each and every time how wonderful it would be to have that sense of belonging, of community, of family – things that he hadn’t known since he was a small boy and even then not to the same degree that Lauren did.


  “The stars are all out now. But I always forget which constellation is which. Is that one over there Sirius or Ursa Major?”


  Ben glanced to where she was pointing. “Neither. That one’s Cassiopeia.” With all the years of backpacking and adventure travel he’d done, he had learned early on how to navigate using not just maps and a compass but the solar system as well.


  “Oh.” She shrugged carelessly. “Well, astronomy was never one of my strong suits at school.”


  “What was?”


  She scuffed a bare foot along the freshly stained deck before replying in a joking manner, “Well, I was tops of my class in P.E. After that – well, most everything else was a little challenging.”


  Ben looked at her quizzically. “What does that mean?”


  She kept her gaze downcast. “Just that I wasn’t the best student in the world. Things didn’t come easy for me.”


  He shook his head. “Now that I don’t believe. You’re one of the smartest, well educated people I’ve ever met and you’re only twenty years old.”


  Over the past few days they’d talked almost nonstop on a wide variety of subjects – ranging from sports to books to current events and world politics – and he’d admittedly been surprised by just how intelligent and witty Lauren was. Not so surprisingly, she had very strong opinions on just about everything, but was obviously well read and had a razor sharp mind.


  Lauren broke away from his embrace to prop her elbows on the deck railing, staring out at the night sky. “It’s better now. By high school, I’d learned how to deal with it, enough that I could get into a school like UCLA. But I had to work like hell, and even now it’s a daily struggle.”


  “What is?” Ben was becoming increasingly puzzled.


  She heaved a sigh. “If I’m going to talk about this, then I insist we break out the tequila. Wait here.”


  As Lauren dashed inside the house before he could question her further, Ben continued to ponder what it was she was so obviously reluctant to tell him. And he realized that this was the first time since meeting her that Lauren had seemed something besides her usual arrogant, cocky self. She’d appeared more than a little vulnerable, uncertain, and closed-mouthed, three traits he would never have thought of applying to her.


  “Here. Have a seat. I brought out the good stuff.”


  He turned just as she was setting a bottle of Gran Patron Platinum, two shot glasses, a salt shaker, and a bowl of lime wedges onto the glass-topped rattan coffee table. By the time he sat down next to her on the padded rattan settee, she’d already bolted down a shot and was refilling her glass.


  He didn’t bother warning her to take it easy on the booze, for he’d already seen –with disbelieving eyes – exactly how much alcohol she could put away without blinking an eye. She had certainly drank him under the table – not that he’d ever been one to overindulge.


  Ben licked the salt off his palm, bolted down the tequila, and then sucked on a lime wedge before asking her quietly, “So, what’s this all about?”


  Lauren was quiet for long seconds – quite possibly the longest amount of time she’d gone without speaking since they’d met. She didn’t look at him, and both her facial expression and her voice were uncharacteristically somber


  “Hardly anyone knows what I’m about to tell you,” she began haltingly. “My parents and sister, of course, my Aunt Maddy and Uncle Mal. A few teachers, doctors, therapists over the years. And, really, it’s no big deal, something that’s actually very common. But, well, I’ve always had a tough time admitting that – that I’ve got ADHD.”


  Ben knew how difficult making such an admission had been for someone as proud and arrogantly confident as Lauren. And, he realized, the knowledge of her condition explained a whole lot of things he’d picked up on over the last few days – her almost frantic energy and nonstop chattering; how she rarely sat still for more than a few minutes at a time; and how she could fall asleep almost instantly but at the same time rarely seemed to need more than four or five hours of sleep each night.


  He’d become aware of the latter the last couple of nights when she’d woken him up from a sound sleep around two or three in the morning, with his dick either halfway down her throat or already buried deep inside her slick, hot pussy. He wondered now if her voracious sexual appetite – no matter how often or how hard they fucked it seemed she was always ready for more – was due in part to her ADHD. And – God help him – maybe it was really, really shitty of him to be thankful for this potential symptom, but he was incredibly grateful nonetheless.


  He slid his hand over hers, stilling it before she could pour another shot – her fourth, by his calculations. “You don’t need another drink,” he told her softly. “And definitely not because of what you just told me. You’re right, you know. ADHD is absolutely not a big deal, and never anything to be ashamed of. And you certainly seemed to have learned how to cope with it. You’re at UCLA, and I know their film program is one of the toughest in the world to get into. Plus, I’ve only known you for a few days, sweetheart, but I already know you’re the smartest, bravest, and toughest person I’ve ever met. Not to mention,” he murmured, scooping her onto his lap, “the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”


  Lauren snickered, wrapping her arms around his neck and snuggling in close. “You forgot sexy. And funny. And definitely,” she added, her tongue circling his ear teasingly, “the best fuck you’ve ever had.”


  He kissed her gently, his tongue exploring her mouth with slow, thorough licks. “You’re way, way more to me than just a casual fuck,” he whispered. “And you know it. What we’ve had – there’s nothing casual or cheap about it. You’re the most remarkable woman I’ve ever known, Lauren – in and out of bed.”


  She smiled then, wriggling her tempting little ass against his rapidly hardening cock. “Well, duh. But, you know, I’ve had to work very hard at being amazing, and it’s always been a struggle.”


  He stroked her tumbled curls comfortingly. “How old were you when you were diagnosed?”


  “Five. But I’d imagine it was pretty apparent well before then to everyone around me. I was the ultimate wild child – climbing trees, jumping on the furniture, always getting into mischief. I’m sure I drove my parents crazy – especially since Julia was a little angel. She’d be having tea parties with her dolls and teddy bears, or looking at a picture book, while I’d be outside digging up worms or wrestling with one of the dogs.”


  Ben frowned. “Your parents didn’t – that is, I hope they never expected you to be more like your sister, or tried to compare the two of you negatively.”


  She shook her head firmly. “God, no! I’ve got the absolute best parents in the whole world – the best sister, too. None of them ever made me feel less worthy than Julia, or that I was damaged or inferior in any way. No, I managed to do those things all by myself.”


  “Lauren – ” he began to admonish.


  But she ignored his protest and continued to speak. “I always felt like I was disappointing my parents, letting them down. Everything came so damned easy for my sister, while I had to work three times as hard. That was why I always insisted we dress differently, had separate interests. I didn’t want people comparing me to Julia unfavorably more than they already did. After a while, I got real tired of hearing teachers grouse about how different we were, that it was hard to believe we were twins.”


  “Did your parents – did you take medication?”


  “No.” The denial was firmly issued. “God bless my mother because she set her foot down with every doctor and therapist and teacher we encountered. She flat out refused to shove Ritalin or Adderall down my throat, swore that she’d home school me before that ever happened. Instead, she and my dad did all the research, talked to a bunch of experts, and found alternative therapies.”


  “Like martial arts, for example?”


  “Yes. And it was a lifeline for me, Ben. My first teacher – the one I got the tattoo in honor of – he intimidated the hell out of me. Yamashiro Sensei was probably only an inch or two taller than I am now, and not a whole lot heavier. But it would usually just take one look from him, and I’d be like a little soldier in his presence. Martial arts helped a lot with the ADHD, as did sports and then photography. My Uncle Mal would drag me along with him on these day long hikes through the Ventana Wilderness or Point Lobos and teach me how to take the perfect shot, to learn patience. There were other therapies, too, more traditional, and I eventually learned how to keep it in check. But it’s a constant struggle, especially at college, and I will be the happiest person in the world when I don’t have to take another exam or write another paper ever again.”


  Ben’s arms tightened about her fiercely, deeply touched by what she’d just shared with him, how she had trusted him enough to confess her secrets, and especially how she’d allowed him to glimpse her vulnerability. “You don’t have to ace exams or write twenty page term papers to be considered brilliant, you know,” he assured her. “From the first second I saw you, Lauren, I’ve been dazzled by you. And your ADHD is just part of who you are. Besides,” he added wickedly, his hand caressing the bare skin of her upper back, “I’d much rather dig for worms and climb trees than attend a tea party. Especially one where the guest list includes stuffed toys.”


  It was exactly the right thing to say to her, as evidenced by the way she laughed joyously and gave him a loud, smacking kiss – a kiss that very quickly became seeking, hungry, then frantic.


  He groaned as his hand slid up beneath the halter top to encounter a warm, bare breast. “Do you, ah, own any bras?” he rasped, his finger tweaking her nipple until she was squirming in arousal.


  “Dozens,” she murmured, as her hands untied the halter top and tossed it onto the deck. She gasped as he squeezed her full, swollen breast roughly. “Doesn’t mean – ahh, that’s good! – that I like to wear them.”


  “Christ.” He bent his head and licked a slow, arousing circle around one pale pink nipple. “You must drive the guys at college crazy, strutting around campus with these tits bouncing up and down all day. It would be worth going back to school just so I could see you walk by every day. And you can bet,” he growled in her ear, his hand slipping inside the low waistband of her white terry shorts, “that I’d be doing my damnedest to get inside your pants on a regular basis.”


  Lauren moaned as his fingers brushed aside the flimsy fabric of her white silk thong and then slid inside of her body. “You, ah, wouldn’t have to do very much,” she told him raggedly. “In fact, for you, Blue Eyes, I’d walk around without pants on. Or any other articles of clothing, for that matter.”


  “Good to know,” he muttered harshly. “And no time like the present.”


  With one decisive motion, he stripped the shorts and thong from her body, and then pulled her into place until she was straddling his lap. His dick was pushing insistently against his zipper, begging to be set free and then confined again – this time inside her snug little cunt.


  She squirmed impatiently on his lap, trying her best to alternately tug his T-shirt off or attack his zipper. But he was determined this time to take total control of things, to slow it down and savor the experience, to seduce her – though he honestly wasn’t sure if the latter was a real possibility or simply a wild fantasy.


  “Easy, sweetheart,” he soothed, capturing her hands in his and drawing them to his lips. “It doesn’t have to be a race, you know. Let me enjoy having a hot, naked babe on my lap for a few minutes, hmm? Just for this one time,” he cajoled persuasively, “let yourself surrender.”


  “Ben – no, I - ”


  But the protest stuck in her throat as he kissed her slowly, with long, sensuous swoops of his tongue. One of his hands slid to the back of her head, holding it still, while the other roved freely over her body – cupping her breast, squeezing her ass, brushing tantalizingly over her clit before finally sliding two fingers back inside of her, where she was slick and hot, and he could smell how aroused he was. He was torn between jerking down his zipper and shoving his cock inside that tight, creamy cunt, or laying her down on the narrow rattan settee and licking her up like the most decadent dessert ever created.


  But when Lauren howled in protest as he began to ease his fingers away, he kept them in place, pumping them in and out of her with rapid movements until he felt her pelvic walls begin to spasm and she cried out in release.


  Even in the dark of night, with only the dimmed deck lighting to provide illumination, Ben could see how brightly her green eyes were glittering as he slowly withdrew his fingers from inside her still-clenching pussy and brought them to his lips.


  “Mmm.” He smacked his lips with an exaggerated gesture. “Delicious. Tell you what, sweetheart. You can keep those brownies for yourself because you’re the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted.”


  Lauren grabbed his wrist and brought his fingers to her mouth, sucking the middle digit between her lips. “Hmm, kind of salty, actually,” she murmured. “Not all that different from the way you taste. Speaking of which.”


  “Uh, uh.” His fingers clamped firmly around her wrist as she tried to unzip his jeans. “Not now, sweetheart. Not when I’m this fucking hard. You’d only have to touch me – one little fingertip – and it’d be over with in about two seconds.” He drew her hand to his lips, this time sucking her fingers into his mouth. “And I want it to last a whole lot longer than that. I want to fuck you for hours. Starting like this.”


  He lifted her nude, curvy body off his lap and then brought her over to the edge of the deck. He placed her hands on the railing before smacking her lightly on the ass.


  “Hold on to that railing,” he instructed in a husky voice. “Don’t let go no matter what. Bend over now, keep that gorgeous little butt up in the air for me.”


  “Yes, sir,” she replied sarcastically, wiggling her ass in deliberate provocation.


  Ben chuckled as he shucked his clothes in record time, then stepped in until he was standing directly behind her. “Good girl,” he whispered in her ear, his hand slipping around the front of her body to tweak her nipple. “Keep doing what you’re told now and I won’t have to spank you.”


  Lauren snorted in derision. “As if that’s ever going to happen. Look, you can play at being the big, bad Master all you like but there will be no spanking, no – mmph!”


  He grinned wickedly as he secured Lauren’s discarded halter top around the back of her head, the cotton garment making quite an effective gag. He ran his hand down the curve of her spine to pinch her ass cheek.


  “You didn’t say no gagging,” he taunted teasingly. “Now, relax, hmm? Relax and enjoy and – surrender.”


  Each time they fucked, Ben didn’t think he could possibly want her more, didn’t believe that his cock could feel any harder. But as he worked himself inside of her tight, juicy cunt one slow, delicious inch at a time, he thought that surely his dick was an inch or two longer and wider than normal, and definitely a whole lot harder. As he sunk himself fully within her welcoming body, the groan he emitted threatened to echo for miles around. And even though Lauren had assured him repeatedly each time they’d had outdoor sex – on the too-small settee, or on a deck chair, in the hot tub – that no one could possibly hear them, Ben had yet to be completely convinced.


  But now, as he began to fuck her in earnest with deep, rapid thrusts, he wouldn’t have given a damn if a hundred people were gathered around to watch them. It was too good, too unbelievably satisfying for anything to make him stop, and from the muffled sounds Lauren was making beneath her improvised gag, she was feeling the same way.


  He wanted this to last for hours, to keep fucking her all night long, but he was too aroused, too needy, and he felt his release approaching like a runaway train despite his efforts to slow it down. At the last minute, he jerked the gag away, grasping her chin between his fingers and tilting it back to meet his blistering, demanding kiss.


  The orgasm almost knocked him off his feet, and he had to band an arm around Lauren’s waist to hold her upright, her legs shaking beneath the force of his thrusts.


  And when they did eventually sink to their knees, their arms wrapped tightly around each other while they struggled to regain control of their equally ragged breathing, Ben longed for time to freeze in place at this exact moment, knowing he would never want to be anywhere else but right here – with this beautiful, enchanting woman entwined around him.


  Unfortunately for him, time not only didn’t stand still but went by far too quickly for his liking.


  Chapter Four


  In the end, he stayed with her for ten days, more than twice as long as he’d originally planned to remain in the area. But every time he thought about moving on, driving south to the next stop on his itinerary, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He wanted more than anything to stay here forever – in this wild, rugged coastal town that he’d felt an instant affinity with; in this cabin that after less than two weeks already felt more like home to him than either of his parents’ houses back in Ohio ever had; and with this beautiful girl who was really still in the first throes of womanhood, the girl who could easily be “the one” for him, his soulmate, his once in a lifetime.


  They had never actually talked about how much time they would have together before he needed to move on to his next stop along the route. And neither of them had ever once mentioned the future, where they went from here, or tried to define exactly what this relationship of theirs was or could be. They seemed to have reached an unspoken agreement to live in the moment, to enjoy each precious minute they spent together, and not to think beyond the next hour or two.


  And enjoyment was exactly the right word to describe the past ten days. They had managed to cram a year’s worth of living – of memories – into a scant week and a half. Each day with Lauren was an adventure, a crazy, madcap experience, and that was saying a lot for someone like Ben, who’d already traveled to every continent except Antarctica and frequently engaged in extreme sports like mountain biking, rock climbing, ocean kayaking, and snowboarding. He’d gone bungee jumping in New Zealand, on safari in Kenya, and climbed to the top of Mount Aconcagua in Argentina. But his time with Lauren had been far more exhilarating and definitely more memorable than any of his previous experiences.


  She’d continued to drag him out surfing with her each morning until he was able to stay upright on the board for nearly a minute at a time. And he’d learned that most of the guys who flirted with her so outrageously had all grown up with her, and they were more than happy to welcome Ben into their close-knit circle.


  Lauren had taken him for hikes on several of the trails her Uncle Malcolm had first introduced her to as a young girl. And while the hikes had been challenging, over some very technical terrain, it had actually been the drives up to a couple of the more remote trailheads that had scared the shit out of him. Lauren had insisted on driving, and she’d maneuvered that beast of a pickup truck as though it were a Formula One race car. During the drives along a series of dusty, unpaved roads with more than their fair share of steep grades and hairpin turns, Ben had alternately shut his eyes, clutched the roll bar for dear life, and dredged up some long forgotten prayers. He’d exited the truck on wobbly legs, almost kissing the ground in relief, and thanking the stars above that they had made it this far in one piece.


  The hikes themselves had been amazing, and for most of the time they hadn’t come across another soul. With the camera Lauren had insisted on giving him – after a series of protests on his part and stubborn rebuttals on hers – he’d snapped dozens, hundreds, of shots to accompany his article. Lauren had packed snacks and drinks into their backpacks, along with a space blanket so that they could have an impromptu picnic along the trail. And in between sips of soda and bites of peanut butter sandwiches, the little minx had brazenly stripped off her clothes before tumbling him onto his back. His rather feeble protests about someone walking past had quickly been swallowed up beneath the sweet pressure of her lips on his.


  Then, with the warm summer sun beating down on their naked bodies, they’d fucked with unrepentant hunger right there on the hard, rocky trail, the thin, unsubstantial blanket providing precious little cushioning. Back at the cabin, he’d winced when the spray of the hot shower had pounded down on a dozen or more bruises and scrapes, but the discomfort had been quickly forgotten when Lauren had joined him in the spacious stall. Her small, soapy hands had stroked his cock persuasively until he’d groaned in arousal and spun her around, shoving her up against the smooth granite shower wall before thrusting inside of her.


  And he’d somehow let her persuade him into letting her drive the motorcycle. Surprisingly, perhaps because it was unfamiliar to her, Lauren had driven the bike with considerably more care than she had the truck, and he’d been slightly less terrified as he’d ridden just behind her.


  He’d discovered that she went through her martial arts exercises religiously each day, and after a couple of days watching her out on the deck as she smoothly executed a complex series of punches, kicks, spins, leaps, and arms balances, Ben had experienced a renewed interest in the practice. Lauren had been delighted to have a sparring partner, and he’d been pleasantly surprised at how quickly his training had come back.


  There had been quieter times, too, like the twice daily walks with her parents’ dogs, the three Australian Shepherds all seeming to have boundless energy. Ben’s favorites were the sunset strolls along the beach, accessed by a secret, mostly hidden set of wooden steps that had been built into the hillside just beneath the cabin. He and Lauren would hold hands or link arms, taking turns throwing sticks for the dogs. Even Lauren would be uncharacteristically quiet during these times, saying little, but words never seemed to be necessary.


  And despite her earlier protests that she wasn’t much of an artist, he discovered that she hadn’t been entirely truthful on that score. More than once he’d come upon her out on the deck, or perched along the bluff top with a large sketchpad and charcoal pencil in hand. With a renowned artist for a mother, and a famed architect for a father, Ben wasn’t the least surprised to note that Lauren had real talent of her own. She sketched whatever took her fancy – a tree, one of the dogs, a seagull, him. She’d torn the page from the sketchpad and handed it to him rather impulsively, mumbling “Here. It’s not the greatest, and you can just trash it if you want to. No big deal.”


  But he knew that he’d keep the remarkably good likeness of himself forever, would always cherish it. Like the woman herself, Lauren’s sketches were on the wild, unconventional side, the edges a little rough, but the overall result both unique and breathtaking.


  He’d never come close to being in love before, had never even had an actual relationship with a woman – at least not one that had progressed past the point of fucking like rabbits for a day or two before moving on. And, frankly, he’d yet to meet a woman who’d made him think about things like commitment or putting down roots or falling in love. But even though such ideas were completely foreign to him, Ben realized pretty quickly that he’d fallen in love with Lauren – deeply so. He couldn’t – wouldn’t – tell her how he felt, however. Oh, not because he feared she didn’t return his feelings, despite the fact that she’d also remained silent on the matter. Lauren would always be the sort of person who wore her heart on her sleeve, who would never be able to keep her emotions bottled up inside, or hold anything back. And even though she had yet to utter the words – oddly, perhaps, because she was still old-fashioned enough to want him to say them first – Ben knew she was as crazy about him as he was about her.


  No, the reason he didn’t dare to discuss his feelings – or the future – with her was because he knew for her own good that he couldn’t figure into her plans. If they were to try and continue seeing each other after it was time for him to move on, it would only destroy the brilliant future Lauren had in store for her, and because of that so, too, would their love eventually be damaged beyond repair.


  It had been the most difficult – and, he hoped, unselfish – decision he’d ever had to make in his life thus far. And, up until yesterday, Ben had still been trying desperately to find a way – any way – for he and Lauren to remain together in some way or another. Sure, he had to finish up this article, but maybe after that he could find a way to move to Los Angeles. He knew Lauren rented a house with several other students, and given that he had precious few belongings of his own, he’d wondered if she would be agreeable to sharing her room with him. He’d find some sort of job – it didn’t really matter what – just until she graduated next year. And after that – well, after that the world could be their oyster.


  Lauren had listened with something akin to wonder as he’d told her about the places he had traveled to thus far, then quizzed him in great detail about his visits to Australia, Brazil, Morocco, and even Cuba. She’d told him then of the top five places on her bucket list to see one day – Patagonia, India, Iceland, Bora Bora, and the Swiss Alps. Ben had let his imagination – and his emotions – run a little wild as he pictured the two of them traveling around the world together. Lauren would take the photos while he wrote the accompanying articles, and they would sell their stories to travel magazines, websites, blogs, and maybe even publish their own travel guides. It would be amazing, a never-ending adventure, and life would be good, so much more than he’d ever hoped to have, so long as his beloved Lauren was always by his side.


  He’d come close to broaching the subject with her, to gauge her reaction to his proposal. He had, in fact, finally decided to discuss it all with her over dinner last night, had mentally rehearsed what he would say. But all of that had changed after he’d accompanied her into Carmel to check on her parents’ house and her mother’s art gallery.


  His jaw had dropped open in awe at the first sight of the McKinnon “beach house” as Lauren had so casually referred to it. The prime oceanfront location alone had to be worth millions, while the spacious, custom built house with its vast wraparound decks would likely double the value of the property.


  While Lauren had bustled about the house – opening up windows, watering plants, collecting the mail, gathering more dog food – Ben had made a quick but thorough inspection of the place, his heart sinking a little deeper as he walked past each room. Once again, there was a feeling of understated luxury, a lived-in, comfortable, bohemian décor, but he knew that every piece of furniture, each area rug, even the coffee mugs and hand towels, were all of the very best quality. There was simply no escaping the fact that Lauren was used to a particular standard of living, had grown up in comfort and with a certain amount of privilege, and Ben had shuddered to imagine her reaction if she ever accompanied him on one of his admittedly low budget journeys.


  He always flew coach, often having to make multiple connections or endure long layovers in order to get the cheapest fare. Once at his destination, he typically relied on the local transportation to get around, quite often noisy, dusty trains or hot, crowded buses. His accommodations were the most inexpensive he could find, and often barely habitable. And while he knew Lauren had a sense of adventure and not one ounce of pretension in her body, Ben still couldn’t picture her being happy or content to live the life of an impoverished nomad for very long.


  Things had only gotten worse when they’d walked inside the Spindrift Gallery in quaint, downtown Carmel. While Lauren carried on a spirited conversation – in rapid, fluent French – with the thin, elegantly attired older woman who was the gallery manager – Ben glanced around at the various paintings, sculptures, and framed photographs that were for sale. He was extremely self-conscious of the fact that his worn jeans, faded T-shirt, and biker boots stood out like a sore thumb in these surroundings and among all of the well-dressed patrons.


  And the shocks continued to pile up by leaps and bounds when he discreetly inspected the price tags of several pieces, many of them in the five digits. He was astounded to realize that even the photographs could bring in thousands of dollars each. Lauren’s photographs in particular could bring in a whole lot of money, and she could make herself a very comfortable living just by selling a few pieces a month here at her family’s gallery. She wouldn’t have to traipse to remote corners of the world with him, living on a shoestring budget, would easily be able to travel in style wherever she wanted.


  And that was when he knew he couldn’t ask her to make the sort of sacrifices she’d need to do in order to be with him. He had absolutely nothing to offer her at this point in his life – no steady job or income; a nearly empty bank account; no home of any sort, not even a stick of furniture or a single dish. Ben grimaced as he imagined the reaction Lauren’s parents would have upon meeting him for the first time, his only possessions what he could carry on his beat-up motorcycle. He knew that two people as talented and successful as Natalie Benoit and Robert McKinnon would naturally have equally high expectations for their daughters. And those expectations would not include one of their girls becoming a gypsy, with an unreliable source of income and less than ideal living conditions. While Lauren – stubborn, opinionated, independent Lauren – would more than likely give up or alter her own dreams and ambitions to be with him under any circumstances. And there was no way – no way – he would allow that to happen.


  So he quietly made up his mind to leave, to head on down the road to the next stop, and by doing so to allow Lauren to have the sort of life she’d been raised to expect, the sort she deserved so richly.


  Ben cherished each second of their last day together, committing it all to memory along with all of the hundreds of other memories he already had of her. He snapped photo after photo of Lauren – gazing out at the water, her long hair blowing carelessly in the breeze; giggling like a little girl as one of the dogs eagerly licked her face; as she wielded a spatula like a pro, flipping burgers and hot dogs on the big gas grill; taking a leisurely sip of Chardonnay from her wine glass; winking at him suggestively, her lush mouth quirked up in an inviting smile.


  Thank Christ she hadn’t seemed as yet to detect that anything was amiss, because the very last thing he wanted was to provoke a confrontation, to give her a chance to argue and debate and demand. He’d seen firsthand just how stubborn and determined Lauren could be, how she held nothing back, and Ben knew she’d rant and rave and curse if she even suspected what his thoughts were, would call him ten kinds of an idiot for even thinking of leaving, and react furiously at the very idea of him making decisions for her.


  But because she was so impulsive – not to mention so young – he had to be the strong one now, the one to walk away. Lauren was the sort of woman who very much lived in the moment, damning any consequences, and wouldn’t ever think ahead a year or two or ten. And it would break his heart if she ever decided that the life he led wasn’t what she wanted after all, or worse, blamed him for holding her back from what she could have made of herself.


  No, he thought sadly as he drank his wine, much better all around to make a clean break before either of them got in much deeper. She was only twenty, he told himself firmly, and so beautiful, so completely desirable and passionate, that she could have any man she wanted. She’d forget that a man named Ben Rafferty was ever in her life without much difficulty at all. Whereas he – well, Ben knew he’d never forget this woman, would never love another in the same way. And he was probably ten different kinds of an idiot for even thinking of walking away from her, but he also knew it had to be done.


  They went for one last moonlight stroll along the beach; took one final soak in the hot tub; watched another of the action/adventure movies that Lauren adored; and devoured almost an entire batch of her specialty slutty brownies. And all the while she never seemed to notice a single thing was wrong, chattering on as usual as though she didn’t have a care in the world.


  But when he took her to bed later that night, he was terrified that he’d give it all away. Especially since Lauren was in a particularly feisty mood, leaving him in little doubt that she wanted to take control tonight. And while he enjoyed the times she played at being the dominant, tonight he simply wanted to cherish her, to savor her, and let the touch and sight and scent of her permeate his senses, to burn her into his memory banks for all time.


  “Let me,” he whispered, tumbling her to the pillows as she would have crawled on top of him instead.


  She gave a stubborn little shake of her head, trying to push him off of her, but then gave a little “mmph” of surprise as he captured her lips in a long, searching kiss. Within seconds her arms were wrapped tightly around his neck, pulling him in close rather than shoving him away. He kissed her with a sense of near desperation, as if to memorize the taste of her sweet mouth, the feel of her soft, plush lips beneath his. He rained kisses over her forehead, the tip of her small nose, across each rosy cheek, and then down the side of her throat.


  Lauren gasped as his hot mouth traced a path between her lush breasts, and then around the underside of each full, round globe. She clutched his head to her as his lips closed over one pale pink nipple, sucking it hard, while his fingers plucked at the other tight little bud over and over. He’d brought her to an orgasm just like this once, simply from stimulating her breasts, but he was far too hungry for her tonight to try and repeat the experience.


  But when his lips continued on their downward path to her belly and lower, Lauren somehow managed to squirm out from beneath him. Before he could protest, she’d urged him onto his side and then flipped herself around until they were both in the perfect position for sixty nine.


  They’d experimented with this particular sexual position several times before, and each time Ben had thought that nothing could be much better than the twin sensations of eating out Lauren’s sweet, juicy pussy while she sucked his cock with deep, hungry pulls. It didn’t take very long at all for her to climax around his tongue and fingers, his cock slipping from between her lips as she moaned loudly with pleasure. He took advantage of her momentary lapse to ease her back onto the pillows just before surging deep inside of her pliant body before she could summon up a protest.


  Even as he rode her hard, pumping his rampant cock inside of her over and over, Ben knew that what they’d shared had always gone far beyond mere fucking. As raw and hard and dirty as sex could be with Lauren at times, it had always, always been lovemaking from the very first time.


  He forced himself to keep his eyes open so that he could gaze down at her beautiful face while keeping up the rhythmic thrusts of his cock inside her tight, slick cunt. She stared back up at him, her green eyes still glazed over from her earlier orgasm, and she was so fucking perfect that it made his heart ache with the realization of how much he loved her. It was only when he felt tears form in his eyes, trickling down his cheeks to mingle with the sweat that poured from his brow, that he forced his eyes shut. He couldn’t allow Lauren to see that he was crying, see how deeply their lovemaking was affecting him. And not because he was afraid she’d think him weak or less of a man. Ben was too assured of his own masculinity for something like that to ever bother him. No, the reason he couldn’t permit her to witness his emotional breakdown was because he was terrified that Lauren – with her innate gifts of perception – would suspect what he planned to do.


  He did cry a little, however, when he came – his body bucking from the sheer, unadulterated pleasure of coming inside her for long, endless seconds. Unable to control his reactions any longer, to hide the sorrow he felt at knowing this was his good-bye to her, Ben buried his face against the side of her neck, hoping against hope that she would mistake his tears for perspiration, would think his body was trembling all over merely from the force of his climax and not from his silent weeping.


  And when he sensed Lauren’s concern, felt her slender fingers caressing his damp cheek or rubbing soothing circles over his back, he didn’t allow her the opportunity to question him or think about it any longer. Instead, he kissed her again, his hands cupping her breasts, squeezing her ass, caressing her thighs until she was groaning with pleasure and his cock responded faithfully.


  He kept at her for hours, as though in just one night he’d be able to make up for the lonely lifetime without her that awaited him. He kissed her until her lips were bruised and swollen, sucked her nipples until they were red and sore, and whisker burn covered every inch of her torso. And when she reluctantly admitted she was too sore to fuck again, he replaced his cock with his lips and tongue, not in the least concerned with the fact that she was still wet and sticky from the multiple times he’d come inside of her tonight. His balls ached from the numerous orgasms he’d enjoyed, his back scored in too many places to count from her fingernails, and his throat was raspy and raw from the cries of pleasure she’d coaxed from him.


  And when Lauren finally succumbed to exhaustion, falling into a deep, soundless sleep, he held her in his arms for a long time, unwilling to let her go. In the end, it took every ounce of control he could summon up to gently ease himself out of the bed where he’d shared far more than just his body with her over the past ten days.


  As silently as possible, he dressed in the same jeans and T-shirt he’d been wearing when he’d first arrived here a week and a half ago. He had never actually gotten around to unpacking, living instead out of his saddlebags as he always did. His fingers hesitated as he picked up the expensive Nikon camera Lauren had insisted he keep, at a loss as to what to do with it. If he kept it, then he’d feel like even more of a freeloader than he already did. But if he left it here, it would seem as though he was rejecting her gift – in much the same way, he thought grimly, that he was rejecting Lauren herself.


  Furiously blinking back tears, Ben picked up the camera and focused it on Lauren’s prone body. He couldn’t help smiling as he watched her sprawled out carelessly, her small body nonetheless taking up more than half the bed in the way she always slept. Keeping the flash off, not daring to wake her, he snapped half a dozen shots to add to his already sizeable collection of Lauren photos – a good many of them showing her in various stages of undress, and even in the nude as she was now.


  He put the camera away reluctantly, storing it with the utmost care among his things, and then gazed down at her one final time. When it had been time to leave Ohio to go to college, Ben had thought nothing of bidding his parents, half-siblings, and friends farewell, not giving any of them much of a second thought. And there had been no regrets, no overly sentimental feelings when he’d graduated from college and said farewell to his friends there. Ben had few real friends, no permanent ties, and he’d never once felt the urge to overstay his welcome anywhere or with anyone.


  But as he stared down at the woman he knew would be his one and only, no matter who else might pass through his life in the years to come, Ben’s heart broke into a thousand tiny pieces. He blew her a kiss, not trusting himself to touch her again, for fear he’d tell all of his good intentions to go fuck off before crawling back into bed with her.


  “Good-by, sweetheart,” he whispered brokenly. “Be brilliant for me. Shine brighter than the brightest star. And know that I’m doing this because I love you too damned much to stay and ruin your life.”


  He made it as far south as Lucia, the tiny coastal outpost where Lauren had brought him to explore just a few days ago, before he had to pull off to the side of the road. It was only then that he allowed the tears to fall freely and without restraint.


  ***


  She’d always had a bit of a sixth sense about things, and thus she knew something was different – wrong – the moment she woke. The other side of the bed was empty, though she could still smell his scent on the sheets, mingled with the unmistakable odors of sex. Lauren winced as she pushed herself to a sitting position, feeling sore and tender in too many places to count. A quick check of her body revealed several patches of red, rashy razor burn, a handful of love bites, some rapidly darkening bruises. Last night’s wild, out of control sex marathon with Ben had been far more physically demanding – and punishing – than any of the sporting events she’d participated in over the years.


  As she forced herself out of bed on surprisingly shaky legs, the first thing she noticed was the absence of Ben’s bags. Since his first day here she’d nagged at him to unpack, showing him the space she’d cleared for his things in the closet and dresser. But Ben had always demurred, saying it was no big deal and that he didn’t have all that much stuff.


  At the time she’d shrugged it off, but now – as she padded around the cabin stark naked, searching for any sign of her lover – she began to realize that Ben had never intended to put down any sort of roots, or make any kind of commitment to her.


  Lauren grabbed some clothes out of the dresser, barely noticing what items she took, and dressed quickly, anxious to see for herself if Ben was well and truly gone. The rest of the cabin was as quiet and empty as the bedroom, and by the time she hit the driveway she was running. She didn’t flinch even once as her bare feet made contact with the gravel, didn’t slow down even though she was jogging uphill.


  And when she saw that his motorcycle was gone, she dropped to her knees right there, welcoming the pain from the gravel digging into her skin. For long minutes she just sat there on her haunches, staring at the empty space where the bike was usually parked.


  He was gone. From the cabin, from Big Sur, from her bed, her life. He’d snuck out like a thief in the night, without leaving a note or an explanation, or even telling her good-bye.


  But then Lauren realized that he had told her farewell, that his desperate, devouring lovemaking last night had been Ben’s way of bidding her adieu. What he hadn’t been able to express in words, he’d done with his lips and hands and body.


  As she continued to sit there in the middle of the driveway, too frozen to move, her shock gradually began to morph into disbelief, and then into a slow, burning anger.


  She surged to her feet, her eyes snapping as the curses began to flow freely from her lips. “Bastard. Prick. Conniving, cold-hearted sonovabitch. Scummy, no-good liar. Putano. Pendejo. Fils de pute. Salaud. If he was here right now I’d kick his ass over the cliff, dislocate all of his fingers, slice off his balls. Just for starters.”


  Lauren stormed back down the driveway into the cabin, slamming the front door so hard that all three of the dogs looked up in alarm. In the kitchen she took great pleasure in making as much noise as possible while starting a pot of coffee and popping a bagel into the toaster.


  She ate and drank without tasting a thing before storming back into the bedroom to find some shoes. She glared darkly at the mussed bed, suddenly finding the lingering scents of sweat and sex offensive, and promptly stripped the sheets off the mattress.


  She took the dogs for their usual morning jaunt, ignoring the fact that the three of them kept looking around anxiously for Ben. “Traitors,” she hissed at them crossly. “And stop looking so sad. He isn’t here any longer. The big jerk just up and left this morning without having the guts to even say good-bye. Or leave his fucking email address.”


  And then the stream of curses began anew, each one more colorful than the last, switching rapidly between English, Spanish, and French, three languages in which she was fluent, and knew all the dirty words.


  Back at the cabin, she spit on the driveway where his motorcycle had been parked, thinking savagely that she should have slashed the tires of the beat-up bike. And then inspiration hit her as she quickly fed the dogs, gulped down another mug of heavily creamed and sugared coffee, and munched on one of the leftover brownies. With her ADHD, caffeine and sugar were two stimulants she had been warned to avoid but that she also had an admitted addiction to.


  Five minutes later she was behind the wheel of her truck and tearing south along Highway One. She’d glimpsed Ben’s proposed itinerary once, knew that his next stop was at Hearst Castle. Lauren wasn’t sure exactly how long ago he’d left Big Sur, but she figured she could be in San Simeon well before lunchtime if she hustled.


  But she only made it ten miles out of town before pulling over to the side of the road. While it was extremely tempting to go find that lying, manipulative bastard and give him a piece of her mind – not to mention her fists – her pride was suddenly rearing its ugly head. Did she really want to go chasing after a man who clearly didn’t want her, who hadn’t even cared enough to leave a goddamned note? Where was her sense of self-worth, for God’s sake, to go haring after a man who’d dumped her without so much as a backwards glance?


  “Fuck him,” she swore vividly. “If he doesn’t appreciate me, what we could have had, then fuck Ben fucking Rafferty to hell. I’ve got better things to do with my time than think about a loser like him for even one more minute.”


  She turned the truck around and headed back into town where she hung around for an hour or so – grabbing another cup of coffee which would only make her hyperactivity that much worse; buying half a dozen items at the general store that she really didn’t need; popping in to say hello to some longtime friends of her parents who owned a local art gallery.


  When she arrived back at the cabin, she threw herself into tidying the place up – putting clean sheets on the bed and starting a load of laundry; scrubbing the bathroom from top to bottom; restoring some sort of order to the admittedly messy loft space.


  For dinner she made one of her favorite comfort food creations – mac and cheese with cut-up hot dogs – and ate until her stomach hurt. She took the dogs for their usual evening walk, blocking out the image of Ben strolling along leisurely by her side.


  Back at the cabin she slipped into the hot tub sans clothing, as was her norm when she was alone – or with a gorgeous, chiseled hunk with dark blond hair and three day stubble. Ben was the only man she’d ever invited to stay here at the cabin, and she forced herself not to recall how many times over the past ten days they had kissed and cuddled and even had sex right here in the hot tub.


  Lauren sat out on the deck for a long time after her soak, swaddled up in a well-worn flannel bathrobe that was riddled with holes and stains but that she loved beyond reason and always kept here at the cabin. She drank a beer, quickly switched to tequila, then sought out a bottle of single malt Scotch. Her normally cast iron stomach began to rebel at mixing alcohol, and she irritably slammed the shot glass down.


  The first tear trickled down her cheek and plopped onto her lap before she was even aware that she was crying. And then the tears fell freely, the sobs wracking her slender body almost violently. It was only the feel of a cold, wet nose poking against her cheek that finally caused her brokenhearted weeping to slow down. Gracie, the lone female of the pack, had jumped up onto the settee, whimpering in distress at her mistress’s cries. Lauren cuddled the dog close, burying her face in Gracie’s soft coat, and drawing comfort from the warm, furry body.


  And even though she normally banned the dogs from the bedroom, much less her bed, that night she urged all three of them to cuddle with her, unwilling to be alone for fear she’d never stop crying otherwise.


  ***


  By the time her parents arrived home a few days after Ben’s departure, Lauren had forced her wayward emotions back beneath the surface. Robert and Natalie never suspected for a minute that during their absence their daughter had fallen deeply in love for the first time in her young life, only to have her heart and her spirit irrevocably broken. To them, she was the same carefree, outspoken Lauren she’d always been, the one who asked about their trip, updated them on the goings-on at the gallery, and discussed her class schedule for the upcoming fall semester.


  Julia arrived in town for a visit towards the middle of August, and she, too, never noticed anything amiss with her twin. The girls made a quick trip north to Palo Alto to hang out with their best friend Angela for a couple of days, and it was just like old times back in high school.


  And by the time early September rolled around, and with it the need to pack up her things and head back to L.A., Lauren had managed to convince herself that she was well and truly over that bastard Ben Rafferty. She shrugged off the ten days they’d spent together as nothing more than a fun, frivolous summer fling, and now she was more than ready to move on. Maybe she’d finally agree to go out with the hot, tattooed guitar player who lived across the street from her rental, the one she’d previously shunned because one of her roommates had dubbed him Manwhore of the Year. Or maybe she’d ask that cute sales clerk at R.E.I. to have coffee so they could continue their discussion on rock climbing.


  Whatever she did – whoever she might date or flirt with or even fuck in the future – there were two things of which Lauren was absolutely certain. One was that never again would she put herself in a position to have her heart and her spirit crushed like Ben had managed to do this past summer. And the second was that she would never – ever – cry over a man again.


  Chapter Five


  Eighteen Months Later – Mozambique


  “Is the fact that you’re out here all alone mean that you didn’t get lucky last night after all?”


  Lauren glanced up from the French newspaper she’d been poring over while sipping coffee and eating a bowl of fresh fruit and yogurt. “Depends on your definition of lucky,” she drawled. “If you’re asking if I shagged the jerk then the answer is a very unfortunate yes. But the word lucky doesn’t figure into the conversation for even a second. I would use the phrases “gravely disappointed” and “psychotically pissed off” instead.”


  The three other members of her production crew quickly took seats at the patio table where she’d set up camp nearly half an hour ago. Each one of the men looked half-asleep, more than a little hungover, but also extremely intrigued by the reply she’d just given to Chris’s question.


  “So where is Loverboy this morning?” inquired Stefan cheerily. “Did you wear him out?”


  Lauren snorted in derision. “Hardly. After one go-round with Two Pump Chump, I was trying to figure out exactly how much I’d had to drink last night. Because I gotta tell you guys – there is no other excuse aside from being stinking drunk for me to have tapped that. As for where he is this morning, my guess would be at the closest medical clinic.”


  Karl’s face held a pained expression. “What did you do this time, Lauren?” he asked in exasperation.


  She shrugged nonchalantly and reached for her second croissant of the morning. “Nothing he didn’t deserve. And believe me, when you hear what that fucker was trying to get away with, you’ll all agree he got off easy.”


  Chris smirked as he helped himself to coffee from the carafe that had been left on the table. “You sent the guy to the hospital just because he turned out to be a minuteman?”


  Lauren refilled her own cup once Chris was done and began to dump cream and sugar – a great deal of it – into the strong African brew. “Minuteman? You’re being generous, Chris,” she replied caustically. “I’d say more like thirty seconds, if that. But, no, that isn’t why he’s probably seeking medical attention right about now. That would be due to the fact that the lying scumbag was trying to steal photos off my laptop. Turns out the bastard works for the travel bureau of one of those third-rate news agencies, didn’t have the budget to go on the dive we took yesterday, and thought he’d help himself to one of my photos for his article.”


  Karl emitted a low whistle. “That’s fucked up, kiddo. How’d you figure it out?”


  She slathered more butter on her croissant. “Caught him red-handed. I had a weird feeling about him from the minute we walked inside my room – the way he kept looking around, some of the questions he asked. So after the most pathetic excuse for a shag you could ever imagine, I pretended to fall asleep. He barely waited five minutes before he booted up my computer and plugged in his flash drive.”


  “Ah, shit.” Chris shook his head. “How bad did you mess him up? Are we going to have to scrub blood off the floor or anything?”


  “Nah.” Lauren waved a hand in dismissal. “I mean, I was so pissed I didn’t trust myself with a knife. Especially when the little prick – and you can take that description figuratively and literally – started whining that he was only going to copy one photo. Like that made it okay.”


  Stefan regarded her with a guarded expression. “So what exactly did you do to him?”


  She grinned evilly. “I told him that copying just one photo was a wise decision, since that meant I only had to dislocate one of his fingers. But then I remembered how he’d shot his load off before I’d even gotten warmed up, so I jerked a second finger out of joint as payback.”


  All three men stared at her in mingled shock, amusement, and honest to God fear.


  “Jesus,” muttered Karl. “You are terrifying, kiddo. Fucking terrifying. So what did Quickdraw McGraw do then?”


  “Screamed like a teenaged girl at a rock concert,” replied Lauren matter-of-factly. “And while he was wailing away I grabbed his little flash drive and flushed it down the toilet. Then I got the knife out and slashed holes in all his clothes. He had some nice stuff, too – Ralph Lauren shirt, Diesel jeans, Magli boots.”


  Stefan shook his flaxen head in disbelief. “You even slashed his boots? I remember admiring those Magli’s last night in the bar, too. He must have been pretty pissed off.”


  Lauren winked at her crew members. “He was too busy chasing after his stuff. After I shredded them I tossed everything off the balcony.”


  “Isn’t your room on the third floor?” inquired Karl.


  “Yup.” She eyed the basket of croissants longingly, wondering if taking a third would officially classify her as a glutton. “Lucky for him it was late and no one else saw him running around bare-assed naked. Or wearing see-through clothes.”


  Chris was laughing uncontrollably by now, clutching his stomach. “Christ, I can just picture him running around the lawn picking up his boxers and boots. And didn’t it rain most of the night?”


  “Like cats and dogs. Though Minuteman looked more like a drowned rat by the time he ran off,” clarified Lauren. “Serves the cocksucker right. He’s damned lucky he got off that easy.”


  Karl ran a hand through his nearly shoulder length dirty blond hair. As the oldest of the crew, he tried – usually unsuccessfully – to keep the others in line when they were on assignment. And ever since Lauren had joined the team six months ago, he’d more than had his hands full trying rather futilely to do just that.


  He pointed a finger at her. “You’d better hope he doesn’t press charges, kiddo. Or file a complaint with the magazine. I’m guessing he already knows who we work for.”


  “Yeah, right,” scoffed Lauren. “Because every guy I know – including you, Karla, Christina, and Stefanie – would be so anxious to admit some girl half your size dislocated your fingers and tossed your clothes off the balcony.”


  Lauren had christened each of them with the feminine versions of their names within the first month of her joining the crew. It had been towards the end of an assignment, and only Lauren hadn’t been tired or cranky or eager to get home. She’d joked then that they were all acting like a bunch of high school girls, and from that point on she teased them with their nicknames whenever they got a little whiny.


  The three men exchanged a glance before Karl nodded sheepishly. “I see your point. And hopefully Quickdraw will think twice about trying to poach someone else’s work again.”


  “And I’ll tell you right now what else is never going to happen again,” declared Lauren. She glared darkly at Chris. “You are never again going to dare me to do anything that involves boinking some dude. You know I’ve got a problem, Chris,” she whined. “When someone dares me to do something I can’t back down, no matter what. So in the future dare me to do stuff like eat bugs or do a handstand on a six-inch wide ledge. But no – more – guys. Got it?”


  Chris heaved a sigh of resignation. “Fine. But only because I don’t want a dislocated finger of my own.”


  Karl chuckled. “Now that we’ve heard all the juicy details of Her Majesty’s adventures last night, let’s talk about today’s adventure, hmm?”


  Lauren grinned at Karl’s use of the nickname Chris had come up with during her first assignment in Guadeloupe. They’d run into some difficulty with their hotel reservations, and she had shoved Stefan aside as he’d tried to resolve the problem in his usual calm, diplomatic manner. Instead, Lauren had let loose on the hapless desk clerk with a stream of rapid fire French. Within five minutes they had been handed room keys, and Chris had dubbed Lauren “The Queen of Confrontation.”


  She’d looked at him quizzically. “Huh?”


  “You know, like from Seinfeld,” he’d explained. “They used to called Julia Louis Dreyfuss’s character that because she always got in peoples’ faces and said what was on her mind. But you’re way ballsier than she ever was.”


  So the nickname had stuck, and had gradually evolved into the abbreviated “Her Majesty”. And Lauren continued to make sure she remained worthy of such a title, never backing down from a confrontation or allowing anyone to intimidate her. The rest of the crew always seemed more than a little in awe of her, and in barely six months’ time Lauren had become the unspoken leader of the group.


  Landing the job as a photographer with National Geographic Travel right after college had been so far beyond what Lauren could have hoped to achieve at this point in her life that at times she still couldn’t believe it. She’d entered a photography contest sponsored by the magazine during the fall semester of her senior year at UCLA, never expecting to win.


  But win she had, and landed this job with the magazine’s travel affiliate that had been part of the prize. At the age of twenty two, she was traveling to all of the places she’d always dreamed of seeing, and taking photos of the tourist attractions and activities each location offered, like yesterday’s amazing dive off the Bazaruto Archipelago.


  As the very junior member of her crew, Lauren had been fully prepared to have to prove herself to the three other members, to slowly gain their respect and earn her stripes. But she’d been pleasantly surprised at how easily and how quickly the three male members of the crew had accepted her and made her feel like one of them.


  Karl, who wrote all of the articles and photo captions, was in his early thirties, tall and rangy with his long, dirty blond hair, and a full beard and mustache. He favored ripped jeans, funky T-shirts, and cowboy boots, and nearly always traveled with his guitar in tow. When he wasn’t on assignment, or attending planning meetings in New York, he lived with his longtime girlfriend in Gatlinburg, Tennessee.


  Chris, the videographer, was in his late twenties and lived fulltime in Manhattan. Lauren had dubbed him – to his face – “a hipster doofus”. No matter the weather or climate he nearly always wore a knit cap of some type, his oddly mismatched clothes hanging loosely on his skinny frame. And, as Lauren teased him about on a regular basis, he couldn’t hold his liquor worth shit, and had the most appalling taste in women she’d ever seen.


  Stefan was the crew’s producer, the person who worked with the magazine staff to make travel arrangements, obtain any necessary travel visas, procured film permits when required, and acted as liaison with the local tourist bureaus and adventure outfitters. He hailed from Sweden, spoke half a dozen languages, and thought everything Lauren said and did was both hilarious and rather shocking. She, in turn, loved to shake up the rather prim, reserved Swede as often as possible.


  But as different as all of them might be, they jelled together very, very well, and it was rare when they totally disagreed on how to approach a feature. Lauren considered all of them to be good friends as well as co-workers, and trusted that none of them would ever make a serious pass at her – Karl because of his long-term but complicated relationship with his girlfriend Tamsyn; Stefan because he was more than half-afraid of her; and Chris – well, he’d got the message loud and clear during their first assignment that Lauren was not interested. Since then the videographer had treated her solely as a co-worker, drinking buddy, and fellow adventure seeker.


  Lauren loved her job, thanked her lucky stars every single day that she’d been fortunate enough to win the photography contest, and therefore been able to realize her dreams so quickly. She thrived on the challenges the job presented, loved the ability of being able to combine her chosen profession with her love of adventure and physical activity. Thus far, the assignments had called for her to go scuba diving and snorkeling, white water rafting in Class IV rapids, hang gliding, horseback riding, ascend and rappel steep cliffs on fixed ropes, and ride dune buggies in the desert.


  No job was perfect, however, and there were two major downsides that she had to deal with on a regular basis. One of those was the fact that her presence was required in New York City for a couple of weeks after each assignment had been finished. The crew would spend that time putting the finishing touches on their article before handing it over to the production staff, and then they would review plans for their next assignment. Once everything had been wrapped up, Lauren would head back to Big Sur for two to three weeks until it was time to embark on the next adventure.


  She was no stranger to New York, having spent quite a bit of time there over the years. Her maternal grandparents had emigrated to the city from their native Montreal when Lauren’s mother and aunt had been just eight years old. Along with her parents and sister, Lauren had visited her grandparents and Aunt Maddy every summer and spent each Thanksgiving with them as well. And while Julia had always loved New York – the museums and theaters and restaurants, not to mention all of the fashion boutiques and high-end department stores – Lauren hadn’t shared her twin’s sentiments. She found Manhattan noisy, crowded, and claustrophobic, and couldn’t wait to leave each time she finished up with an assignment, was always eager to return to her beloved cabin in wild, rugged Big Sur.


  Her grandparents had died within a year of each other a couple of years back, and their brownstone on the Upper East Side had been sold. Julia lived in Manhattan now, apprenticing at an interior design firm, but her tiny apartment was barely big enough to accommodate her and her extensive wardrobe. So whenever Lauren had to be in town, she stayed with Aunt Maddy, who owned a spacious apartment conveniently located near her job as the head buyer at Bergdorf Goodman, Manhattan’s most exclusive department store. And as much as Lauren adored spending time with both her sister and their beloved aunt, it was always with a sense of relief that she boarded a flight out of New York, whether it was to return home or to head out on a new assignment.


  And that was the second issue she had with an otherwise dream job – the travel arrangements. Nadine, the staff member who was responsible for making flight and hotel reservations for the crews, stuck to the budget she’d been given like a hawk. She prided herself on not just staying within budget but saving the magazine as much money as possible. That was why the crew rarely got direct flights anywhere, being forced to make connections and endure long layovers. Each time Lauren had to fly to New York from the West Coast it was on a red-eye. Checking baggage was frowned upon since it incurred extra charges. And their accommodations were often on the borderline between three stars and dicey. Lauren certainly didn’t expect to sleep on five hundred thread count Egyptian cotton sheets, or have a top of the line flat panel TV with a hundred cable channels in her room. But she drew the line at mildew on the shower walls, or air conditioning that didn’t work, and she would often nag and complain to the front desk staff until she got moved to a better room.


  Yet another of Nadine’s cost-cutting tricks was to book their trips during the off season. That was why they’d traveled to Mozambique at the height of rainy season, and why the drive from the airport out to the guest lodge had been made through a torrential downpour and over nearly washed out roads. When Lauren had seen the nasty weather upon landing a few days ago, she’d overridden Nadine’s strict instructions and rented a vehicle with four wheel drive and tires that wouldn’t get them stuck in the mud. A stern lecture on staying within the budget would be awaiting her upon their return to New York, but it certainly wouldn’t be the first time she’d pissed Nadine off and it definitely wouldn’t be the last.


  Fortunately, the rain had eased up enough yesterday for their diving excursion to go off successfully. And while the forecast called for more rain this afternoon – bucket loads of the stuff – Stefan was fairly confident they could get their morning shoot finished in time.


  They were due to fly home tomorrow, with connecting flights in both Johannesburg and Frankfurt, before returning to a cold, snowy New York winter. And by the end of her time there, she’d be nearly climbing the walls, anxious to be back in California and her much loved sanctuary. Even if that sanctuary continued to brim over with memories that were almost unbearable at times.


  Even now, a year and a half after Ben had broken her heart, she still reached for him in the night or found herself taking two coffee mugs out of the cabinet. And no other man had ever come close to helping her forget about Ben the Bastard – the not so flattering nickname she’d bestowed on him after he’d left her without so much as a “have a nice day”.


  Oh, she’d tried like hell to forget the sonovabitch, to date other guys and move on. As soon as she’d returned to college, she had agreed to a date with the first guy who’d asked her, even though he had been way too clean cut and straitlaced for her taste. At least he’d been a decent kisser, and their make-out session had almost progressed as far as third base. But then Lauren had gotten cold feet, had felt more than mildly repulsed at the touch of hands and lips that hadn’t been Ben’s, and she’d abruptly called a halt to the action.


  It had taken six months and more than half a bottle of tequila before she’d actually had sex with a guy, and it had been such an unsatisfactory experience that she’d sworn off men for the foreseeable future. A vow she hadn’t broken – well, except for a whole lot of relatively harmless flirting – until last night’s unfortunate hook-up.


  The lowlife, would-be thief that she’d tossed out of her room had reminded her of Ben. The resemblance – plus his really sexy Australian accent – had caught her attention, and they’d made frequent eye contact across the largely empty bar last night. That still hadn’t been enough to tempt her into breaking her dry spell, however. It hadn’t been until that half-drunk idiot Chris had double dared her to approach the guy, taunting that she didn’t have the nerve to actually do it. And when Lauren had still refused to pick up the gauntlet, Chris had upped the ante by calling her a tease, a spoilsport, and, worst of all, a chicken.


  That had done it for Lauren. Nobody called her a chicken, no matter what the circumstances, and so she’d bolted down another shot of vodka - since the bar didn’t stock what she considered a decent brand of tequila – and then approached the hot Australian surfer-type dude. And considering what a piss poor decision that had turned out to be, she figured she was due for a much longer dry spell to commence.


  ***


  Stefan’s optimism about the weather had been short-lived, for the heavens had opened up about half an hour before their final shoot at an elephant reserve wrapped up. Lauren, who’d been standing in thigh-deep water taking her shots, had borne the brunt of the downpour, and was thoroughly drenched by the time they’d bundled back into the Range Rover. She’d wasted little time hurrying into the shower upon their return to the guest lodge, thankful that Nadine had at least booked them decent accommodations this time – with clean, hot showers, plush bath towels, and brand name toiletries.


  As she dried off, she took a brief glance at the permanent reminder of Ben that she’d impulsively had inked on her body – a very small but nonetheless exact replica of his own intricate tattoo. It had hurt like fuck to have the super sensitive skin of her inner thigh inked, but she’d insisted on having it applied to that particular spot. When Ben had left her all those months ago, it had been incredibly difficult to fight past the pain, to go on with her life as though nothing had happened, and to never reveal to her family or friends how stupidly naïve she’d been.


  The tattoo served as a painful reminder to never, ever let anyone hurt her that way again – and especially not a gorgeous, hunky man with dark blue eyes and three-day stubble. Lauren only wished with vengeful malice that she had thought to carve her initials on his skin so that he, too, would have a constant reminder of the girl he’d left behind.


  Chapter Six


  New York City, 2½ years later


  October


  It was her. He was sure of it this time. Unlike the dozen or so other occasions when he’d been certain the woman he had spied dashing across the street or entering a restaurant was Lauren – only to realize it had been merely wishful thinking on his part – this time he was convinced it was really her. Who else walked with that particular swagger, or had hair that exact shade of light brown – like creamy, melted caramel? And unlike some of the other women he’d spotted over the last months, this one was dressed as he’d imagine Lauren would be on a crisp autumn day in Manhattan – tight jeans, long-sleeved thermal top, quilted down vest, and high-top sneakers.


  And then she was gone as quickly as she’d appeared, swallowed up in the sea of humanity that seemed to be a constant here in the city. Ben cursed himself silently for not having moved faster, at having remained frozen in place as he’d tried to determine if the girl he had glimpsed was really Lauren. Now it was too late.


  But, no. It had been too late to run after Lauren more than three years ago. Less than twenty four hours after sneaking out of her cabin like a gutless coward, he’d regretted his actions, had waged a fierce internal battle with himself about whether to retrace his footsteps and run back to her, begging her to forgive him and doing whatever he had to in order to make things right.


  But each time he’d reminded himself that he still had nothing to offer her, that his bank account was shrinking alarmingly with each passing day, and that he didn’t even know if this current article he’d spent so many weeks researching would even sell.


  So he’d stayed away, had forced himself not to contact her, and thus ensure she would have the opportunity to have the sort of future she deserved. He’d forced himself to finish the article, even though his heart hadn’t really been in it ever since he had left Big Sur.


  But to his surprise the article had sold, and rather quickly at that. Outdoor Magazine had liked his writing so much, in fact, that they’d offered him a staff position at their headquarters in Santa Fe. The pay hadn’t been great, and most of the assignments he’d received not especially exciting or challenging, but at least he’d gained both a steady income and enough experience to pad his resume. He’d continued to live frugally, sharing a house with three other guys, and trying hard not to feel like he was back in college again.


  But it was now two and a half years later, and he had a relatively healthy bank account as well as a much better paying job with Conde Nast here in New York City. He’d moved in May, and was currently living in a tiny Brooklyn apartment that wasn’t much bigger than a walk-in closet. But given that he’d had precious few belongings to move in, Ben hadn’t minded, especially since he still kept himself on a strict budget. Not to mention the fact that he seemed to be traveling on assignments three weeks out of every five, and hardly spent any time in town.


  It hadn’t been a requirement of the job to live in New York, but given the amount of time he spent at the magazine’s offices or at the airport, moving here had made sense. Despite the conveniences, though, Ben knew he could never make New York his permanent home. There had really only been one place that he’d wanted to call home for the rest of his life.


  The memory of those ten life-changing days in Big Sur were still as vivid as ever, and scarcely a day went by when he didn’t long to be back in that magical cabin by the sea. And as for Lauren – well, the memories of his feisty, passionate young lover alternately thrilled and tortured him. In the years since he’d last seen her, there had been no other women for him, not even the temptation to hook up for a night or two. That little green-eyed witch had ruined him for other women, had captured his heart and refused to release it, even though they hadn’t seen each other for more than three years.


  He’d told himself on more than one occasion that he was just too busy these days to date, much less have a relationship, even joking to co-workers that he was married to his job. But the real truth was that he simply didn’t want anyone else, no matter how lonely he felt at times. Any woman that might briefly catch his attention would just as quickly be dismissed when he realized she wasn’t Lauren. That was one of the reasons, perhaps, why he thought he’d seen her so many times since moving here. He knew that her aunt lived in Manhattan, and that her grandparents had owned a home in the city before their deaths. It was entirely possible, therefore, that the slim, graceful girl he’d just spotted striding along with a confident swagger a few moments ago had really been Lauren this time – in town, perhaps, to visit her aunt.


  The quiet, discreetly appointed restaurant he entered a couple of minutes later was very much like the person he was meeting here for lunch. Ben was only two minutes late, but he knew from past experience that Elle would have arrived at least five minutes early. She was already sitting at the table he was ushered to, her napkin already spread neatly across her lap. As usual, she looked perfectly put together, the epitome of the sophisticated, ladylike professional. She wore one of her typical work outfits – crisp, white linen blouse, slim navy skirt, sensible leather pumps. Her glossy black hair was drawn back from her lovely face into a neat chignon, her pale gold skin and large, dark brown eyes subtly made up.


  Her face lit up with pleasure as she saw him approach, and she reached out a hand to him in greeting. “Ben, it’s so good to see you,” she told him with a warm smile. “How was Antigua?”


  He returned her smile, giving her hand a brief squeeze before taking his seat. “Hot, humid, and crowded. But the new resort was pretty spectacular so I suppose it was worth it. How’s everything been here?”


  Her dark eyes twinkled. “Cool, drizzly, and crowded.”


  Ben chuckled as he took a sip of water. “I could see that for myself when I landed a few days ago. More specifically, what’s been going on with you? Write any interesting articles lately?”


  Elle was always eager to talk about her job at The New Yorker, where she was a staff writer. “Only an interview with Harold Fielding,” she declared triumphantly. “An interview that might just land me a few rungs higher up the ladder for that promotion I’ve been angling for.”


  “That’s great, Elle,” he told her sincerely. “I’ll look forward to reading the interview with Harold, uh, Fields.”


  Elle gave him an indulgent smile. “You have no idea who he is, do you?”


  Ben returned her smile sheepishly. “Guess I’m not very good at faking it, am I? The name sounds familiar but - ”


  “His latest book has been on the New York Times bestseller list for six months,” clarified Elle. “He writes political fiction, and he’s brilliant. Just brilliant. It was a real coup for me to snag that interview.”


  As they ate lunch – a strawberry kale salad and herbal tea for Elle, grilled salmon and mineral water for Ben – she talked at length about the interview she’d done with the famed writer that he had honestly never heard of until now. He feigned polite interest in her recounting, making comments or asking questions from time to time, but nearly half of what Elle said went over his head as usual, as it had from the very first time they’d met.


  He’d only been in New York a couple of weeks, still learning his way around not only the bustling, perplexing city but the maze of offices occupied by the Conde Nast Group as well. The publishing conglomerate owned more than twenty different magazines, including the famed literary magazine that Elle worked for.


  Ben had been searching for the Human Resources Department to drop off some additional forms they’d asked for, and somehow got rather hopelessly lost in the process. Elle had been walking past as he’d been wandering the hallways and taken pity on him. She had personally escorted him to HR, and then surprised him by waiting outside until he was finished.


  “Just to make sure you don’t get lost again,” she’d teased. “By the way, I’m Elle Kimbrough, a staff writer for the New Yorker.”


  Ben had shaken her slim, elegant hand. “Ben Rafferty. New travel writer for Conde Nast. Nice to meet you.”


  They’d wound up having coffee – herbal tea for Elle – at the employee cafeteria, where Ben had gratefully listened to all the advice she’d eagerly imparted about the company, and New York City in general. He had learned that Elle had been born and raised in London, the only child of a British father and an Indian mother. She’d graduated from Cambridge with a double major in English and political science, before getting her master’s degree in journalism from NYU.


  It had been very obvious from her elegant designer suit, posh accent, and flawless manners that Elle had come from a very upper crust family. As they’d continued to chat, she had told him that her father was a top ranking executive at British Petroleum, while her mother’s family was actually descended from royalty in India.


  She’d wrinkled her aristocratic little nose in mild distaste to learn he was living in a tiny apartment in Brooklyn, but hadn’t commented otherwise. Elle and a former NYU classmate shared a floor in the brownstone her parents owned in one of the toniest neighborhoods in Manhattan.


  And it had also been obvious to Ben right from that first casual meeting that Elle was very interested in him. Oh, she was far too well-bred and reserved to have done something as crass as make a pass at him, but he hadn’t missed the way her dark eyes held all sorts of hidden promises, or the rather deliberate way she kept smiling at him.


  Elle’s interest, however, had been completely one-sided and continued to be so. There was no denying that she was a very pretty woman, of medium height and almost ethereally slender. She was highly intelligent, a skilled conversationalist, and overall a very pleasant, likeable person. But Ben had yet to feel anything for her beyond friendship and admiration, had never had the slightest urge to become intimate with her or even hold her hand. She was his friend, his colleague, but she would never be more as long as his heart still belonged to someone else.


  Elle knew that he’d been involved with someone a few years back, and that the relationship had had a profound, intense effect on him. And when he’d told Elle that he was still very much in love with this woman, she had backed off on her subtle efforts to mold their friendship into something deeper.


  So now they met for lunch or coffee every couple of weeks, exchanged texts once in awhile, discussed their current work assignments. Elle was always giving him suggestions about where to get his hair cut, where the best restaurants in his neighborhood were, made a point of introducing him to other colleagues. And on a handful of occasions they had seen a movie together and once a Broadway play. But Ben persisted in keeping their interactions as low-key and casual as possible, treating Elle solely as a friend, and even teased her about the continual stream of eligible bachelors that her family and friends set her up with. And while he sensed she still wanted more, she seemed content to keep things status quo – at least for now.


  “Oh, I almost forgot,” Elle said in a bubbly voice. “My boss was so pleased with the Fielding interview that he gave me tickets to the new Brian Stokes Mitchell musical. Would you like to go with me? All of the reviews have been glowing.”


  Ben hesitated. Musicals and plays really weren’t his thing, but he knew how much Elle adored the theatre. The one and only time he’d accompanied her to a play he had felt like an unschooled idiot, not understanding half of what was going on, and he’d struggled desperately not to yawn in boredom.


  “Uh, sure,” he found himself agreeing automatically, aware that she was gazing at him expectantly. “When is it exactly?” He pulled out his phone and scrolled to the calendar function.


  “A week from Thursday. I thought we could catch an early dinner first,” she ventured.


  Ben forced himself to sound regretful as he shook his head, though in truth he was silently relieved to notice the entry on his calendar. “I’m sorry, Elle, but I can’t make it. I fly out this Sunday to Russia and won’t be back until the following weekend.”


  “Oh. Drat.” Elle looked crestfallen. “I wouldn’t have thought they’d send you out again so soon, given that you just returned from Antigua.”


  He shrugged. “I’ve been home for a week, and still have five more days until I leave again. That’s a pretty standard timeframe in between trips. Plus, there’s been something of a rush lately to get as much traveling done as possible before the winter months.”


  She nodded. “I get it. Maybe some other time, then.”


  Elle continued to look so disappointed that he felt compelled to offer, “Hey, why don’t we try and get together this Friday? One of my co-workers offered me tickets to the Knicks game. It’s still officially pre-season but it should be a good game anyway.”


  She wrinkled her nose in that odd little way she occasionally did. “What is that – baseball?”


  He smiled indulgently. “Basketball. And I’m guessing you aren’t a big sports fan.”


  Unwillingly, he recalled that Lauren had been an avid sports enthusiast. Baseball had been in full swing during his time in Big Sur, and she’d been glued to the TV each time her beloved San Francisco Giants had played. When she’d learned that Ben was a lifelong Cincinnati Red fan, she had ribbed him unmercifully, especially when the two teams happened to play each other. She’d made him a bet on the outcome of the game, and he had to stifle a groan as he recalled the terms.


  “Tell you what, Blue Eyes,” she’d drawled in that lazy, seductive voice that had never failed to turn him on. “If my team wins, then I get to be on top tonight. And if your boys somehow manage to steal the victory, then I’ll let you be on top.”


  He’d chuckled, pulling her into his arms and nuzzling her neck. “So in other words, no matter what team wins tonight, I can’t lose.”


  Elle gave a brief shake of her elegantly coiffed head. “Especially not of American sports. I do enjoy watching tennis and golf, and occasionally European football. But otherwise it’s not really my thing.”


  “Okay,” he conceded, taking pity on her. “So no Knicks game. We could catch a movie instead, I suppose.” He kept his fingers crossed that she wouldn’t suggest seeing one of the foreign or art house films she loved. He already knew she despised the type of action/adventure or suspense movies that he favored – the very sort that Lauren had adored.


  ‘Jesus,’ he thought angrily. ‘Why does everything always come full circle back to her?’


  Fortunately, Elle suggested a comedy that they could both agree on, and they arranged a time to meet for a quick dinner beforehand.


  She had an appointment after lunch, and so they bid each other farewell outside of the restaurant. Ben ignored the hopeful look in her eye, knowing that she’d eagerly welcome a kiss on the cheek or a hug good-bye, and merely gave her hand a light squeeze instead.


  As he walked briskly back to his office, turning up his jacket collar against the chilly autumn air, Ben resolved to make sure he continued to treat Elle strictly as a friend. The last thing he wanted to do was give her any sort of encouragement, to lead her on in any way – even unintentionally. He had to make sure she was always aware that their friendship would never progress beyond this point. At least not as long as a feisty little seductress continued to hold his heart captive.


  ***


  February


  Ben followed Elle through the spacious, high-ceilinged rooms of the brownstone gingerly, half-afraid he’d knock over one of the undoubtedly priceless sculptures, vases, or figurines that seemed to cover every marble-topped table in the place. And even though Elle had assured him that he didn’t need to leave his boots at the front door, he was still doubtful on that score as she continued to give him the grand tour.


  He’d never been inside her home until now, though he’d shared cab rides with her before and had seen the exterior of the place. He should have expected Elle’s home – technically, her parents’ home – to be as posh and elegant as the woman herself, but nothing could have truly prepared him for the intimidating grandeur of the house. Everything here shrieked money, lots of it – the plush carpets, gilt-framed artwork, a mixture of modern and antique furnishings.


  He followed her into the huge, gleaming kitchen – all white cabinets, white granite counters, and professional grade stainless steel appliances.


  “This is really something,” he told her in awe. “You must like to cook a lot with a kitchen this size.”


  Elle smiled sheepishly. “You’d like to think so, wouldn’t you? The truth of the matter, though, is that I can boil water for tea but not much else. I grew up with servants, never had to worry about cooking or cleaning or doing the laundry. And my parents employ a housekeeper here for me as well. She leaves ready to cook meals for me so that I don’t have to eat out all the time. Do you like to cook, Ben?”


  “Some. Though it’s been a challenge to get creative when all you have to work with is a two-burner hot plate and a microwave,” he admitted.


  She beamed. “Well, you’d have all the space in the world if you decide to move in. This kitchen has every gadget, appliance, and convenience you’d ever need.”


  “Yeah, I can see that.”


  Ben intentionally remained non-committal as he continued to follow Elle on the tour of the multi-level house. The ground floor included the living room, formal dining room, a library/office, the huge eat-in kitchen, and a pantry that was bigger than his entire apartment.


  The second floor consisted of two separate suites, almost like self-contained apartments. Each suite included a bedroom with a walk-in closet, a spacious bathroom, and a sitting area/office. The third floor, which was used exclusively by Elle’s parents when they visited New York every couple of months, had an identical layout to the second.


  In addition, there was an attached garage and a rooftop garden that offered up incredible views of Manhattan. Ben couldn’t even begin to calculate how much a property of this size would be valued at, especially given its prime location within the city.


  “So what do you think?” Elle asked eagerly as they returned to the living room. “I mean, I’ve never seen your place but I have to imagine this is at least a step or two up from that.”


  “A step or two?” Ben shook his head in bemusement. “More like a few hundred miles. Or a whole world apart. I honestly don’t think this could work, Elle. I appreciate the offer but I’m just not sure I’d ever fit in a place like this.”


  Elle shook her raven head in denial. “You don’t have to “fit in” anywhere, Ben. I mean, you’d just be my roommate, free to come and go as you please. And given how much time you spend on the road for work, you’d hardly even be here.”


  When Elle’s roommate Delia had decided to accept a job in Paris, Elle had eagerly offered the empty suite of rooms to Ben. She’d been quick to clarify that their relationship would continue to remain strictly platonic, that they would be nothing more than roommates and good friends.


  Ben’s initial instinct had been to gently refuse her kind offer, not entirely convinced that Elle truly meant what she said. But when she told him he wouldn’t be expected to pay rent, merely his share of the utilities and his own groceries, he’d agreed to at least look at the place. The thriftiness that had been instilled in him from youth by his blue-collar family was tempted by the possibility of being able to save some money while making a considerable upgrade to his living conditions at the same time.


  Now that he’d had the grand tour, however, all of his doubts returned full force. Despite the obvious beauty and grandeur of the house, it all left Ben feeling more than a little cold. And the place certainly didn’t call to him, didn’t feel the least bit like a home. Not at all like the way he’d felt the first time he’d walked inside the cabin in Big Sur.


  There was really no comparison between this elegant Manhattan brownstone and the rugged, laidback oceanfront cabin. Even the much larger and more formal McKinnon home in Carmel Highlands was far more casual and welcoming than the Kimbrough residence. And while Ben had easily been able to envision himself living in either of the coastal homes, the same couldn’t be said of the intimidating city dwelling.


  He hesitated before telling her, “I just don’t know, Elle. I’ve never lived in a place like this before, you know?”


  She laughed softly. “It’s just a house, Ben. And you’d have your own things around you, after all. I mean, Delia did leave a few pieces behind but we could store them in the garage. Though the computer workstation she left in her office might be something you’d like to use.”


  Ben looked around the very formal room they were standing in, afraid that if he made one wrong move some priceless collectible would tumble to the floor. “I suppose the suite is more or less like a separate apartment,” he mused, as though to himself. “And I guess you’ve got a point that I’d only be here half the time at best.”


  “I hardly ever saw Delia,” offered Elle, obviously pulling out all the stops to convince him. “Most of the time I didn’t even remember I had a roommate. And when my parents were here, Delia pretty much stayed in her rooms.”


  And that was yet another concern for Ben. “What are your parents going to say if you have a male roommate?”


  Elle gave a careless shrug. “I’m twenty-nine, you know, and I’ve been taking care of myself for quite some time. My parents trust my decisions. And, yes, they’re rather old-fashioned about certain things but they also trust my judgment. If I assure them you’re strictly my roommate – my platonic roommate – then they’ll be fine with it.”


  But Ben still wasn’t convinced, still felt a niggling sense of doubt about the whole situation. “And if I do agree to this, Elle, it needs to be understood upfront that roommates is all we’d be,” he reminded her in a gentle but firm manner. “I like and respect you too much to ever lead you on, or to let you hope we’ll ever be more than friends.”


  The smile she gave him didn’t quite reach her eyes, but her tone was confident and casual as she assured him, “Well, of course. All of that goes without saying, Ben. After all, I’m dating Marcus now while you – well, sometimes I’m afraid you’ll never get over that woman who broke your heart, whoever she is.”


  He had yet to tell Elle any specific details about the woman he continued to pine after, including her name or where they’d met or how long their relationship had lasted.


  “That woman,” he said quietly, “wasn’t much more than a girl when I knew her, only twenty years old. And I never said that she broke my heart. It was actually the other way around.”


  Elle stared at him, the surprise on her face evident. “You left her? You were the one to break things off? Then why - ”


  “Why am I still so hung up on her if I was the one to end things?” he finished. “Because I left her for her own good. I had nothing to offer her back then, while she had absolutely everything to look forward to, all sorts of dreams to fulfill. I left so that she could do exactly that.”


  “And has she?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know for sure, but I’d be shocked if she hasn’t. She was a force to be reckoned with, even at twenty years of age.”


  “You haven’t tried to get in touch with her then?” asked Elle thoughtfully. “Or even looked her up on social media?”


  “No.” He shook his head firmly. “I’ve resisted the urge to Google her, or see if she’s on Facebook, that sort of thing. If I did – well, I’m not sure how much longer my good intentions would last. And while I’m in a better place financially and job-wise now, I doubt she’d ever want to see me again after what I did to her.”


  Elle looked as though she wanted to quiz him further on the subject, but Ben guessed that the look on his face must have warned her off.


  “I get it now,” she assured him. “You still love this girl and probably will for a long time, maybe even forever. And you aren’t ready to move on. So I get it, really I do. You and I are just friends. Friends and hopefully roommates.”


  He hesitated for long seconds before finally giving a brief, decisive nod. “Okay. Friends and roommates. I’ll give my landlord notice tonight. Good thing I’m on a month to month lease.”


  As he and Elle exchanged a brief, friendly hug, Ben only hoped he wouldn’t come to regret his decision. Because in spite of her repeated assurances to the contrary, he still wasn’t convinced that all she felt for him was mere friendship.


  Chapter Seven


  July


  Ben clinked his champagne flute against Elle’s. The bubbly brew wasn’t his usual drink of choice – he was much more likely to choose beer, whiskey, or red wine – but he supposed that tonight’s occasion called for the rather shockingly expensive Brut.


  “Congratulations,” he told her sincerely. “I know how hard you worked for this promotion. And you deserve it, Elle.”


  Elle was practically giggling – a very un-Elle like behavior – as she returned the toast. She’d already had a few celebratory drinks with her co-workers, who’d dragged her out to a favorite watering hole after she’d given them the good news. By the time she’d returned home, she had been more than a little tipsy, another very atypical behavior for her.


  And she had been so happy, so thrilled at having received the promotion she’d worked so hard for, that Ben had impulsively suggested they go out to dinner to celebrate. He’d had something of an ulterior motive in inviting her, however – that of providing him with a much needed distraction. Otherwise, he would have been spending the evening closed up in his home office flipping through the hundreds of photos of Lauren still stored on his computer.


  The anniversary of the day they’d first met was always bittersweet for him. And it was one of the very few times that he permitted himself to not only gaze longingly at her image, but to let all the memories of their time together wash over him.


  It had been his third night in Big Sur, and they were sitting out on the deck sharing dessert and a huge mug of Irish coffee. The fog had rolled in, and the night air was crisp and drizzly. Lauren had scoffed when he’d suggested heading inside, had half-jokingly told him to toughen up if he wanted to survive a summer on the northern California coast. And while he’d thrown a flannel shirt on over his thin cotton T-shirt, Lauren had remained stubbornly barefoot, clad only in her skimpy shorts and tank top. But he’d remained silent when she lit some logs in the fire pit and then huddled under a cashmere throw with him.


  A dab of whipped cream from the Irish coffee had clung adorably to the tip of her nose, and he hadn’t been able to resist licking it off. It had only been a light, teasing touch, but it had been more than enough to arouse both of them instantly.


  They’d forgotten the chill in the air, had tossed off the blanket just prior to stripping off their clothes. And then Lauren had boldly straddled his lap, lowering her tight, slick pussy onto his hard, fully erect dick. They had fucked like wild things out under the stars, until he had carried her inside to continue their frantic coupling in much warmer and far more comfortable surroundings.


  He had snapped a quick photo of her just before he’d licked the whipped cream off her nose, and it was that particular shot he’d been gazing at morosely when Elle had arrived home earlier. The news she’d then shared about her promotion, and the invitation he had subsequently issued to dinner, had been necessary diversions to what would have otherwise been a night spent brooding and wishing for things he could never again have.


  The alcohol Elle had consumed made her considerably more relaxed and chatty than he’d ever seen her before, and Ben couldn’t help laughing along with her during the meal. It had been a long time since he’d felt like laughing, since he’d allowed himself to have a good time. For four long years now he’d been beating himself up over what he had done to Lauren, even though he was still convinced it had been for her own good. So he resolved that for tonight, at least, he’d give himself a reprieve from the guilt and regret, and enjoy a good meal with a good friend instead.


  By the time they had finished dinner, they’d consumed not just the entire bottle of champagne, but one of merlot as well, plus after-dinner drinks. Elle was giggling and weaving precariously on her sensible heels as they exited the cab, and Ben wrapped his hand around her arm to steady her as they climbed the stairs of the brownstone. He was more than a little tipsy himself, but at least the alcohol had helped to block out the poignant memories of the girl he’d met and loved four years ago to the day, the one he’d foolishly walked away from.


  As he unlocked the front door, Elle began to sway drunkenly again, and this time he quickly slid an arm around her wait to keep her upright. She giggled again, leaning her head on his shoulder as he led her inside.


  And then she shocked him speechless by sliding her arms around his neck, pressing her body flush against his as she tugged his head down for her kiss. Too startled to react at first, Ben remained passive, his hands hanging loosely by his side. And while he wasn’t exactly pulling away from Elle’s very unexpected embrace, he wasn’t actively participating, either.


  Elle was frowning, her delicately arched brows drawn together in confusion as she lifted her lips from his unresponsive ones. “Ben – please,” she whispered, gazing up at him imploringly. “I’ve wanted you – wanted this – from the first time we met. And I know I promised we would just be friends but I want so much more than that.”


  “Elle.” He shook his head. “You know my feelings about that, know that I - ”


  “I know that you’re in love with a ghost,” she told him firmly. “And that you’re throwing your whole life away because of it. It’s time, Ben. Time to let her go, and to start living again. And I want you to start over with me.”


  This time as she reached up to kiss him, he didn’t push her away. Instead, he found himself kissing her back almost without being aware of his actions.


  ***


  October


  “Hold still a minute. Your tie is a little crooked. There. Perfect. Just like you look in this suit. I told you that everyone looks good in Armani, and that goes double for someone as handsome as you.”


  Ben smiled as Elle gave a final adjustment to the gray and silver striped tie that she’d helped him pick out a few days ago. It coordinated perfectly with the charcoal gray suit and crisp white dress shirt, but the shockingly expensive ensemble didn’t feel at all comfortable and familiar. He had to constantly resist the urge to tug at the shirt collar, which felt snug and confining, despite the fact that it was the exact right size.


  “But as good as the suit looks on you, you’ll need to lose the earring for the interview,” she said resolutely.


  He touched the small, barely noticeable gold hoop. “Seriously? I mean, I already think the suit is overkill. This isn’t The Atlantic or Esquire I’m interviewing at.”


  Elle shook her head. “And this isn’t New Mexico or California, Ben. Things are different here in New York, more formal, old-fashioned. You’ve seen that for yourself the past eighteen months. Take my advice and leave the earring off. And thankfully the suit and shirt cover up that ugly tattoo.”


  She’d made it very clear on a number of occasions that she didn’t like his tattoo – or tattoos in general – though she’d been careful not to nag him on the subject. But Elle had a way of making her displeasure apparent, even if it was in the most subtle of ways. He’d picked up on that particular trait of hers, along with a number of others, in the three months that they’d been a couple.


  The morning after they’d had sex for the first time, Ben had felt a myriad of emotions – regret, uncertainty, confusion, and guilt. And the guilt had been a double-edged sword – on one side because while his body had participated in the act with Elle, his heart and emotions had been largely absent; and on the other side because what he’d done had felt like a betrayal of what he’d had with Lauren.


  Which was a ridiculous and pointless notion, because he was convinced that Lauren would have moved on long ago. Her volatile, impulsive personality would have guaranteed that she’d have found another guy within weeks, if not days, after he’d left her. She had an enormous amount of pride, and her bruised ego would have sought a quick way to soothe itself. She was a gorgeous, vibrant, and sexy woman who drew men to her like a lodestone, and flirting was second nature to her. There was absolutely no way that she hadn’t allowed other men into her life – or her bed – since the end of their short-lived relationship. Lauren was too full of life to do anything but live it to the fullest every single day. Unlike Ben, who’d been living half a life at best since he’d left her.


  And that was the main reason he’d allowed himself to get swept along in this rather odd relationship he now shared with Elle. For too long now, he’d ignored the facts that he was lonely and alone, that he had no close friends here in New York, and that he’d drifted even further away from his family. And it was, well – nice to have someone who cared about him, someone to spend time with, and share things with. Elle was a great sounding board for his articles, had already traveled to a number of the places he was sent to on assignments, and was able to give him her perspective and insights.


  He’d had more than his fair share of doubts at the beginning – continued to do so, in fact – but their relationship had progressed so quickly after that first night that even now his head was spinning as a result. Elle had begun introducing him to her friends as her boyfriend, had just assumed that they would spend most of their free time together, and had started to arrange his life much as she would organize her closet. He’d been too dazed at the start to resist her efforts very much, and as the weeks had passed and Elle had attached herself to him more and more, he didn’t have a clue as to how he might be able to extricate himself from the complicated threads of their new relationship.


  But even though they had crossed the line from friends to lovers, Ben’s feelings for Elle hadn’t changed all that much. He still considered her a kind, soft spoken woman, admired her intelligence and accomplishments, and tried hard not to be intimidated by her unshakeable poise and sophistication. She was his closest friend, his staunchest supporter, and he felt real affection for her.


  But he didn’t love her, certainly not in the way a passionate and devoted lover would, and sex between them was sweet, gentle, and rather infrequent. For him, at least, it had yet to make the earth move – not the way it had every single time he’d been with Lauren.


  He had tried hard not to compare the two women, knowing that to do so would be grossly unfair to both of them. But it was almost impossible at times to shut his brain off and not think about the wide-ranging differences between them.


  Elle was as fastidious about sex as she was about most everything else in her life. She wasn’t the least bit adventurous in bed, preferring to stick to the most basic of missionary positions; she wrinkled her nose in distaste at the mere suggestion of giving or receiving oral sex; insisted that he use a condom each time, even though she was using birth control and both of them had tested clean; and immediately after sex she always scurried into the bathroom to wash up.


  Ben had never actually seen a bidet until he’d moved into the brownstone, much less knew anyone who used one. But Elle utilized the one in her bathroom on a regular basis, especially after sex, and would then emerge wearing an expensive but largely concealing silk nightgown to sleep in.


  Lauren, on the other hand, had laughed when he’d offered to fetch a washcloth for her after they’d had sex for the first time.


  “Why?” she’d inquired, grinning wickedly. “I mean, we’re just getting warmed up here, Blue Eyes. What’s the point in washing up when you’re just going to come in me again? Within the next fifteen minutes or so, I predict. Besides,” she’d whispered, her tongue tracing an erotic little pattern around his ear, “I like the feel of your cum trickling down my thighs. Why would I ever want to wash that away?”


  And if she’d owned a nightgown or a pair of pajamas, she’d certainly never made use of them during their time together. She would curl up against his side unashamedly naked, and had had no qualms about walking around the cabin in the nude. She had laughed yet again when he’d begun to slip on a pair of dark gray briefs to sleep in.


  “I wouldn’t bother if I were you,” she’d teased him. “You never know when someone might get the urge to give you a blow job at two in the morning. It would be a real shame if there were any obstacles in the way, wouldn’t it?”


  He stifled a groan now as he recalled that Lauren hadn’t waited until the middle of the night to deliver on her taunt, her tempting little body sliding down his torso until her head was between his legs, her tongue sliding sensually up and down his suddenly erect cock.


  And while he slept most nights in Elle’s bed, she wasn’t a cuddler and always stayed on her side of the king sized bed. It was one of her little quirks, as he thought of them, just like the way her enormous walk-in closet was precisely organized according to color, article of clothing, season of the year. Or how she kept bottles of hand sanitizer in every room of the house, in every purse she owned, and how she seemed to be using it every fifteen minutes or so. She never, ever, walked barefoot, even in her own rooms, and was a self-professed germaphobe.


  And when Elle’s parents – whom he had yet to progress beyond addressing as Mr. and Mrs. Kimbrough – visited, Elle insisted that he occupy his own bedroom during those weeks, and made it quite clear that sex was definitely off the table. Her parents, she’d told him, knew that they were dating and that they were roommates, but the elder Kimbroughs were still very old-fashioned and wouldn’t condone their daughter openly sleeping with a man she wasn’t married to. All of Ben’s belongings were still in his suite of rooms, not just to perpetrate the sham to Elle’s parents that they didn’t sleep together, but because he tended to be a bit on the untidy side. Elle’s almost compulsive neatness couldn’t handle the thought of having her obsessively organized closet out of order, and thus his things had remained in his own space.


  Once more, he couldn’t help thinking about Lauren, and the messy condition of the cabin, especially in her bedroom. She’d never actually made the bed during his stay, leaving the sheets and comforter perpetually rumpled, and the pillows tossed about. Her clothes, flip flops, and underthings had been scattered haphazardly around nearly every room of the place.


  He forced his thoughts back to the present as Elle smoothed down the lapel of the hideously expensive designer suit that she’d insisted he had to buy for this interview.


  “I know National Geographic Travel isn’t a literary journal or a high-end fashion magazine,” she acknowledged, “but that doesn’t mean you can’t make a good impression at this interview.”


  Ben sighed. “I’m not even certain I want this job, Elle,” he admitted. “I don’t really have editorial experience, and I’m not sure how I’m going to feel about being tied to a desk job most of the time.”


  She frowned. “So you’d rather keep traveling constantly, be away from home three weeks out of every five? Be away from me for all that time?”


  “Of course not,” he assured her gently, feeling instant guilt at the hurt expression in her big dark eyes. “It will be a nice change not to spend quite so much time on the road. I guess I’m just so used to that lifestyle that it’s weird to even consider the alternative.”


  She wrapped her arms around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder. “Well, I know it would make me very happy to have you at home a lot more. And from what my father’s friend told me about this job, you’d still be doing some traveling.”


  “I know.” He gave her a reassuring pat on the upper back, realizing that to say anything further would make him seem ungrateful.


  And he was grateful for the interview that she’d arranged for him, how she’d contacted her father’s friend who was the editor-in-chief at the magazine. She had surprised him – shocked him, even – when she’d excitedly given him the news a couple of weeks ago, especially since it had been the first time he’d even heard about the job opening. But Elle had been throwing hints for weeks now about him finding another job where he didn’t have to travel nearly as much, and where they could be together more often. He actually liked his current job at Conde Nast, enjoyed traveling to so many varied locations. And while the countless hours logged at airports did grow tiresome at times, the travel was simply something he’d accepted over the years as part of the job.


  Elle had taken things into her own hands, however, determined to spend more time with him, and therefore deepen their relationship. And he couldn’t deny the facts that the prospective job at National Geographic Travel paid a hell of a lot more than his current position, and carried a considerable amount of prestige as well. He’d have a private office, a personal assistant, and have several production crews reporting to him. He would have the last word on what stories the crews would cover, the locations where they would travel to, and final approval on the finished product. It would be a smart career move, and the opportunities for further advancement would be plentiful.


  He just hoped he wouldn’t be expected to wear this damned suit and tie on a regular basis.


  ***


  November


  “Stop tugging at your shirt collar,” Elle whispered to him urgently. “My parents have noticed and they’re both looking at you rather oddly.”


  “Sorry,” he whispered back, picking up his wine glass to distract himself from the irritating collar. The sauvignon blanc wasn’t really to his taste, even though the price of the bottle had been alarmingly high. But Mr. Kimbrough had selected it, and he knew that Elle’s very sophisticated father considered himself to be quite the wine expert.


  The Kimbroughs had arrived in town for their bi-monthly visit two days ago – the same day when Ben had officially been offered the editor’s job at National Geographic Travel. Gordon Kimbrough had insisted on taking him out to dinner to celebrate, and had selected one of the top restaurants in Manhattan. A restaurant that Elle had informed him had a rather strict dress code, and so he’d worn the gray Armani suit this evening – along with the very uncomfortable shirt and tie.


  Of course, this wasn’t the first time he’d been out with Elle’s parents, but as the waiter brought out their entrees, Ben wondered if he would ever feel at ease with them. Gordon was something of a cross between a stuffed shirt and a pompous ass, while Sunita – Elle’s regal, refined mother – made him feel as though he wasn’t quite worthy enough to be dating her daughter, a daughter who was descended from old Indian royalty. Gordon and Elle frequently discussed topics that Ben knew little to nothing about, while Sunita rarely spoke, merely gazing at him from time to time with thinly veiled disapproval.


  At least when they were at the brownstone he could retreat into his rooms while Elle spent time with her parents. He was leaving tomorrow on what would be his final assignment for Conde Nast, so he would see very little of the Kimbroughs on this visit. He was due to begin his new job right after the first of the year, and had given in to Elle’s cajoling to spend Christmas with her parents in England.


  In preparation for the two week trip to England, Elle had been dragging him out to shop for what seemed like an entire new wardrobe. When he’d protested that he didn’t need so many things, she’d reminded him in that prim, rather haughty tone she used at times that they would be expected to attend a number of social events during their visit. As a result, he now owned three new suits, half a dozen dress shirts and ties, several pair of slacks, cashmere sweaters, and leather shoes. His favorite pair of faded jeans, well-worn T-shirts, and biker boots were now relegated to the far corner of his closet.


  “Ah, how remiss of me,” lamented Gordon in that nasally, upper crust accent that made Ben inwardly cringe at times. He picked up his wine glass. “I meant to propose a toast to Benjamin when we first arrived. It’s your fault, Eleanor,” he teased his daughter, “for engaging me in a conversation about the upcoming elections in France.”


  Ben knew it was a small thing, certainly not worth mentioning and possibly causing a confrontation over as a result, but it bugged him to no end when Gordon insisted on addressing him and Elle by their full names. He remained silent on the matter once again, however, not wanting to upset Elle by challenging her uptight father.


  “Congratulations on your new job, Benjamin,” offered Gordon. “From what Eleanor tells me, you’re certain to do very well. And I’ve known Bradley Van Patten for almost forty years, so you’ll certainly be in good hands under his leadership.”


  Brad Van Patten was the editor-in-chief at National Geographic Travel, and in theory Ben’s new boss. But he’d only met the man briefly, and had actually gone through the interview process with three lower level editors. Tactfully, Ben chose not to remind Gordon of this fact and merely took a sip of the bone dry wine.


  The multi-course meal seemed to drag on interminably, and more than once he had to stifle a yawn. He had a pre-dawn flight to South America in the morning, and was hoping the evening would end at a decent hour so he could get some much needed sleep. Though he supposed it didn’t matter all that much, considering all the time he’d likely have in the near future to catch up on his sleep.


  He would miss the travel, the excitement of seeing new places, and even the hassles that came with checking baggage, going through Customs, and putting up with flight delays. But to complain about it now would seem petty and ungrateful, especially since Gordon managed to find subtle ways all during dinner to remind Ben that he was largely responsible for getting him this job. And when he saw how happy Elle was, he felt selfish and more than a little guilty to admit that he didn’t really want to stop traveling.


  But then, he’d grown accustomed over the course of his thirty-two years to giving up those things that he’d come to cherish – his family, hometown, old school friends; his motorcycle; the love of his life. The fact that he was now getting ready to give up the job he’d always dreamed of having was just one more loss he would learn to cope with.


  Chapter Eight


  January, New York City


  If there was anything Lauren disliked more than being in Manhattan, it was being there in the dead of winter with the remnants of a recent snow shower about. It wasn’t even pretty snow, she thought in disgust as she ambled down the street towards her office building. Just some rather dirty patches here and there, not even enough to make a good snowball. And it was fucking cold, a good thirty degrees colder than it had been yesterday in Big Sur.


  She took a long, blissful drink from the extra-large cup of coffee she carried in one gloved hand, needing both the caffeine and the warmth the beverage provided. That damned cheapskate Nadine had not only booked her on a red-eye, but one that had required a two hour layover in Chicago. And the weather at O’Hare had been even worse than it was here, causing her flight to JFK to be delayed by almost two hours. Sleeping on the flight – something she usually had little trouble doing – had proved a much more difficult task this time around due to three different wailing infants or toddlers seated in close proximity. At one point, Lauren had seriously considered ordering a couple of whiskeys, though she hadn’t decided whether to drink them herself or force feed them to the screaming babies in an attempt to quiet them down.


  She was crabby and impatient as she continued on her way, especially since she had been required to arrive in town a full four days earlier than previously planned. And all because of the new sheriff in town, the editor who’d been hired to replace the newly promoted Quinn Cohen. No one knew very much about the new boss except that he’d previously worked at Conde Nast. Lauren hadn’t bothered to find out anything else about him, figuring she would have as little to do with Quinn’s replacement as she had with Quinn himself.


  She’d liked Quinn well enough – even if he was a little too much of a corporate kiss-ass for her liking. And her former boss had seemed content to leave her alone for the most part, allowing her a great deal of creative freedom with her assignments. Of course, he’d also tried to hit on her at least half a dozen times, until she’d “accidentally” spilled a scalding cup of coffee on his lap. She’d ruined his expensive wool trousers, given him a painful second degree burn, and, most importantly, stopped his very unwelcomed flirting for good.


  And that had been a very, very good thing, she told herself, picking up the pace as she walked along, trying to stay warm. Quinn wasn’t a bad looking guy, if a little too buttoned-up for her taste. But he’d had any number of strikes against him that would have ensured a relationship between them had never developed. Being her boss had been number one. She would have never considered sleeping with her immediate superior, and then have the resulting gossip and innuendoes fly fast and furiously. It was tough enough for a woman to make it in this field without dealing with the stigma of having slept her way up the ladder.


  Quinn was also a lot older than she was, nearly twenty years, and the thought of doing it with someone almost old enough to be her father tended to cause a bit of a gag reflex. And Quinn also happened to have a steady girlfriend, a sweet if somewhat vapid woman named Phoebe whom Lauren had met on several occasions. No matter what, Lauren did not poach on other women’s men, nor was she open to sharing them – despite the multiple times she had teased her sister about enticing some hot guy to take both of them to bed at the same time. Julia always shuddered in revulsion at the mere suggestion of the so-called “twin sandwich”, and told Lauren she was getting way too kinky for her liking.


  No, if a guy already had a wife or girlfriend, or even a regular booty call, he was strictly off limits for Lauren. Once, during her sophomore year at UCLA, she’d unknowingly dated a guy who was living with his girlfriend. Fortunately, they’d never done much more than make out a little, despite his repeated urgings to take it further. So when the douche bag’s girlfriend had angrily confronted Lauren after class one day, calling her a skank, and demanding she leave her boyfriend alone, she’d at least had a mostly clear conscience about the unfortunate mess. Lauren had promptly invited the angry girlfriend out for a beer where they’d schemed and plotted the perfect revenge for the lying slimeball. After that the two girls had become good friends, and Lauren still kept in regular contact with Shay.


  Her cell phone rang at that moment, the distinctive La Vie en Rose ring tone signaling the caller was Julia. Her twin loved all things French – food, clothes, films – and truly embraced their maternal grandparents’ heritage.


  “Bonsoir, Jules,” greeted Lauren, her French every bit as perfect as her sister’s. “How are you on this really, really shitty morning?”


  Julia sighed. “Bad flight?”


  “You would not believe. God, how did you stand living in this city during the winter? Do you realize I was surfing at this time yesterday? In a wetsuit, mind you, but the sky was blue and there sure as hell wasn’t any dirty snow on the ground.”


  “At least your next assignment is someplace warm, isn’t it?” asked Julia.


  The team was headed to Australia in less than a week. Under normal circumstances, Lauren would have met up with the others in Los Angeles, and then caught a flight to Sydney. Instead, she’d be making two cross country flights within a five day period, just so she could meet the new boss and listen politely to all of his plans and goals for the team – and then end up doing everything her way after all.


  “Yeah, thank God it’s summer down under. I’m still in shock that we’re actually going somewhere in season. But some of the activities we’re planning to cover are only available for a few months each year. It must be killing that cheapo Nadine to be allotting so much money from the budget. I swear that girl is descended from Scrooge in A Christmas Carol. Or maybe it’s Scrooge McDuck.”


  The twins continued to chat as Lauren approached her office building, confirming plans to meet up the next time she was in San Francisco. After losing her job in October – and suffering through a brief, ill-fated fling a few weeks prior to that – Julia had given up her tiny Manhattan apartment and moved back to California. She’d been staying with their parents in Carmel for the past couple of months, but was in the process of moving to San Francisco where she was due to begin a new job.


  Lauren gave a little wave to the security guard as she flashed her I.D. badge, and immediately began to unzip her quilted down jacket and unwind her cashmere scarf. As cold as it was outside, it was stifling inside the lobby of her office building, and she knew the office itself would be even hotter. It was too bad, she though snidely, that Nadine didn’t turn the heat down and use the money saved to pay for decent flights instead.


  As the elevator ascended up to her floor, Lauren ignored the admiring glances she was receiving from two of the men to her right. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the whispered comments they made to each other, their voices pitched not quite low enough to avoid being overheard. But the things they were saying, the semi-dirty innuendoes, weren’t anything she hadn’t heard hundreds of times before. And the two men, who were dressed to the nines in designer suits and cashmere overcoats, were definitely not her type. Julia salivated over a good-looking man in a suit, but Lauren didn’t even spare them a glance.


  As the elevator stopped on her floor, she couldn’t resist the urge to turn and smile wickedly at her two admirers. “Sorry, boys, but you just aren’t my type. Unless you like being tied up and blindfolded, that is. Have a nice day.”


  She chuckled to herself as she walked down the hallway towards the conference room as she recalled the look of shock on both men’s faces. Julia was always cautioning her to watch her sassy mouth, fearful that one of these days she was going to say the wrong thing to the wrong guy. Or worse, that one of them would actually take her up on the seductive offers she made strictly in jest.


  Since the only member of the team who worked full time in the office was their producer, the rest of the group didn’t have official desks or cubicles. When they were required to be at the office for planning sessions, they typically commandeered one of the smaller conference rooms for their use. As Lauren made her way towards the one they were almost always assigned to, she paused to greet several staff members, wishing them a Happy New Year, or asking how their holidays had been.


  She popped her head inside Nadine’s office, scowling at the administrative assistant whose main responsibilities included making travel arrangements, and pinching every penny she could find along the way. “Thanks a bunch for another great flight, Nadine,” she grumbled. “Can you at least get me an aisle seat next time? I was stuck in between this three hundred pound guy whose gut kept intruding into my personal space, and another guy who reeked of curry and cheap aftershave – two scents that do not mingle well.”


  Nadine’s tight-lipped expression looked almost painful as she replied primly, “If you want a better seat next time, Lauren, then please answer my emails on a timely basis instead of waiting until the last minute. You can’t expect to get your preferred seat when I’m forced to make last minute reservations.”


  Lauren shrugged unconcernedly. “Hey, it wasn’t my idea to cut my time off short by four days. And how come nobody’s whining about the cost involved in two extra cross country flights? We could have used that money to upgrade me to business class for the flight to Sydney.”


  Nadine shook her close-cropped chestnut head. The pixie style should have looked cute but Lauren thought it made her look a tad on the butch side instead. Same thing with the black nerdy-chick glasses. Rather than being cute and stylish they just looked – well, nerdy.


  “You know that all of the crews fly coach no matter what,” reiterated Nadine firmly. “Only the editors and executives get to fly business. Speaking of which, they’ve been waiting for you in the conference room for over an hour now to meet the new boss. I suggest you hustle over there instead of harassing me yet again.”


  Lauren resisted the urge to roll her eyes – or flip Nadine off – and thought, not for the first time, that the tall, skinny admin assistant was the perfect person for this job, what with her uptight, almost OCD personality. Even her clothes reflected her anal retentive character – a mud brown sweater worn over a beige shirt buttoned up to the neck; khaki slacks that didn’t have even a hint of a wrinkle and looked like they’d been bought in the men’s department; and brown leather loafers that were so butt ugly Julia would have cried to see anyone actually wear them – male or female.


  As she continued on down the hallway towards her destination, Lauren forced herself not to turn back and snidely remind Nadine that it was really her fault that she was late – due to the flight delay in Chicago that wouldn’t have happened if Nadine had actually booked her on a nonstop flight for once.


  Sweat was beading her forehead as she removed her jacket and breezed into the conference room. “Jesus, how high is the heat cranked up in this place anyway? I’m either freezing my ass off outside or feeling like I’m in a sauna inside.” She unceremoniously dumped her jacket, scarf, and bulging messenger bag on the closest chair and plunked her coffee cup on the table.


  “You’re late. Really late. We’ve been waiting for you for more than an hour.”


  This time she didn’t even try to resist the urge to roll her eyes heavenward as the other major pain in her ass in this office scolded her.


  Lauren smiled with false sweetness and gave the team’s new producer a rather patronizing pat on his chubby cheek. “Sorry, Georgina. Thanks to Nadine’s usual tight-fisted flight arrangements, my connection got delayed a couple of hours. And being stuck in O’Hare of all places is definitely not my idea of a good time.”


  Stefan, the team’s longtime producer, had resigned last fall to return home to Sweden. His replacement had been George, a recent college graduate who was always overly eager to please his superiors, and so annoying that Lauren had to constantly hold herself back from swatting him like the pesky little insect he was.


  “Don’t call me that,” pouted George. “You don’t hear me calling you by the masculine version of your name, do you?”


  She gave Karl a conspiratorial little wink before giving him a hug. “News flash, Georgina. Lauren is used as a man’s name, too.” She whispered to Karl, “If you see me reaching inside my boot for a knife, do whatever you can to stop me. Otherwise, I swear I’m going to stab that annoying little shit someplace where he’s going to bleed a lot.”


  “Down, girl,” Karl murmured in a low voice. “And best behavior, hmm? The new boss is anxious to meet you, and you don’t want his first impression of you to be with a blade pressed against George’s throat.”


  Lauren shrugged as she turned to give Chris a hug. “Like I give a rat’s ass about what sort of impression I make on anyone. Especially since I had to sacrifice four days off and endure the flight from hell in order to meet His Lordship. And if he’s so anxious to meet me, then where the hell is he anyway?”


  “Right here,” said a voice from behind her – an achingly familiar voice that she had never expected to hear again.


  Lauren extracted herself from Chris’s embrace and turned slowly, her gaze colliding like a head-on crash with those dark blue eyes that had haunted her dreams for far too long, telling herself that this couldn’t possibly be happening; that the man who stood regarding her solemnly from the doorway wasn’t the same man she’d never stopped loving – even when she’d cursed him to hell and back for breaking her heart.


  And even though she would have known him anywhere with those piercing eyes, ruggedly handsome features, and hard, leanly muscled body, Ben had changed in too many other ways to count. His dark blond hair was still cut in the same close-cropped style, but was a bit longer these days. He was clean shaven, without a trace of the thick stubble that she’d always found so sexy. The earring was missing from his lobe, and the long sleeved beige cotton shirt hid his tattoo – the one that was a twin to her own. In addition to the button-down, he wore dark tan khakis and brown leather loafers.


  He looked nothing like the gorgeous, chiseled man who’d rode into her life on his motorcycle wearing faded jeans and an equally faded T-shirt. The one she’d dragged along on her daily surfing excursions; the one who’d trekked through the Ventana wilderness with her, or walked the dogs along the beach; the one who’d sparred with her out on the deck as they went through their martial arts drills; and he most definitely looked nothing like the man who’d fucked her with unrepentant hunger on nearly every surface of her cabin, inside and out.


  The lover she’d alternately longed for and called every vile name in the book was gone, replaced by this unsmiling stranger who regarded her somberly.


  Karl had an odd look on his bearded face as he glanced back and forth between Lauren and Ben, and she suddenly realized that the rest of her crew had quickly picked up on the strange vibes that reverberated through the room.


  “Uh, Lauren, this is our new editor – Ben Rafferty. Ben, meet the infamous Lauren McKinnon. Or, as we’re fond of calling her, Her Majesty.”


  Lauren knew without having to look in a mirror that her eyes would be spitting emerald fire right about now as she silently dared Ben to act as though they were meeting for the very first time. “Welcome aboard, Ben,” she told him in a cool, measured voice. “I assume you’ve been given fair warning what you’ve got yourself into by taking this job.”


  Chris looked startled, and George’s eyes were nearly bugging out of their sockets at her admittedly impudent greeting, but Ben merely gave her an amused smile as he extended a hand towards her.


  “Your crew has been keeping me entertained for the past hour or so with tales of some of your, er, adventures,” he replied, neither acknowledging or denying that they’d already met. “I’m looking forward to working with all of you. And now that you’ve finally arrived, let’s sit down and discuss your next assignment, shall we?”


  Lauren’s hackles rose up instantly at the very businesslike, impersonal manner in which he’d greeted her, and when she finally shook his hand it was with a grip so fierce that Ben visibly winced. She wished viciously that her fingernails were long enough to dig into his flesh and draw blood.


  “I wasn’t intentionally late,” she muttered sullenly. “My flight from Chicago was delayed by bad weather. And it certainly wasn’t my idea to book a connecting flight, or a red-eye.”


  “You could have called from JFK when you landed to update us,” pointed out George in that priggish, kiss-ass manner of his that she loathed. “And then to take extra time for a Starbucks run when you knew everyone was waiting was just rude.”


  Lauren was in George’s ruddy, plump-cheeked face before Karl could hold her back, jabbing a finger into his chest. “Listen up, Georgina. I haven’t had any sleep in almost thirty hours, I can still hear screaming babies and smell sweat and curry from the guys seated on either side of me. I need more coffee, food, a shower, and a nap in that exact order. So back off – get it? Otherwise, I’m going to - ”


  This time Karl took a firm grip of her arm as she would have reached inside her boot – a place where he knew she often stashed a switchblade, and steered her to a chair. “Easy there, tiger,” he whispered. “I’ll get you some more coffee and Chris snagged a bagel for you earlier. So leave the weaponry alone before George pisses himself.”


  With some satisfaction, Lauren noticed the fearful expression on George’s face, and then smiled gratefully as Karl and Chris placed coffee and a bagel in front of her in turn. But it was the expression on Ben’s face as he watched all of this unfold that puzzled her – a combination of impatience, amusement, and what looked almost like jealousy. Idly she wondered if Ben thought that she and Karl were an item, given the way her co-worker tended to look out for her, even though he knew better than anyone just how capable she was of taking care of herself. But then she dismissed that crazy idea, not allowing herself to believe that Ben cared about her in that way any longer. All she’d ever been to him was a place to crash for a few days, and an all too convenient booty call.


  And now, by some horrific twist of fate that she couldn’t even begin to come to grips with, he was evidently her new boss. As Ben began this short, informal meeting with the crew, Lauren wondered why on earth he would have wanted an editorial job, especially since he’d talked at length about how much he loved to travel and see new places. This new job would all but eliminate that aspect, tying him to the office for the majority of the time. Try as she might, Lauren just couldn’t see him in that role. Ben was nothing like Quinn or any of the other editors or executives – he was too quiet, almost introverted, and certainly not the corporate ladder-climbing type.


  So something had happened in the past four and a half years that had changed him. Or else she had never really known him at all.


  ***


  “Thanks, Karl. I’m glad we’ve had time to chat one on one. I just hope I haven’t bit off more than I can chew with this job.”


  Ben’s admission to the long-haired travel writer was made wryly, but also with an honesty he couldn’t mask. Out of all the members of his new staff that he’d met with thus far, Karl was the one he’d felt an almost instant affinity with. They were both loners of a sort, both writers, and the same age. Karl, however, thought Ben glumly, could still wear faded jeans, flannel shirts, and cowboy boots to work, while he now found himself wearing what he’d rather resentfully dubbed his yuppie wardrobe. Still, the khakis and button down shirt were vastly preferable to one of his suits.


  “You’ll do fine,” assured Karl quietly. “Despite what you might think, your lack of actual editorial experience isn’t a big deal. Personally, I’m thrilled to have someone on board who’s actually been through the same experiences as we have. Though I’m guessing Conde Nast put you up at much nicer places than some of the borderline dumps we’ve stayed at over the years.”


  Ben shrugged. “I guess so. Though I’ve always been more comfortable roughing it in a tent or log cabin than a five-star resort. I envy some of the assignments your crew has gone on, would have much rather written an article about glacier hiking in Iceland than a new golf course in Florida.”


  Karl walked over to the door. “Well, I hope you’ll be able to go with us on an assignment one of these times. So, who’s up next?”


  After the relatively brief team meeting, Ben had met with each member one on one – except for the final member of the team and the one person in all the world he’d never expected to see again – much less under such awkward, impossible circumstances.


  “Lauren.”


  It was the first time he’d uttered her name out loud since he had left Big Sur. In the ensuing years, he had never talked about her to anyone, not even Elle. To this day, Elle still didn’t know Lauren’s name or where they’d met, facts that he was suddenly grateful for. Because there was little doubt that the two women – his past and his present – were now bound to meet up eventually, and Ben only hoped it wouldn’t be a disaster in the making.


  “Ah.” Karl nodded. “You’ve saved Her Majesty for last. And now that you’ve actually met her, what do you think?”


  Ben had been shocked – more like dumbfounded – when he’d seen Lauren’s name yesterday on the list of staff members who would be reporting to him. He’d had zero idea when he had interviewed for the job that Lauren had worked at National Geographic Travel for more than four years, that she was regarded as the most talented and innovative young photographer on staff. Seeing her name in black and white had nearly sent him into panic mode, and he’d barely been able to sleep last night as he had struggled with how to deal with such an unimaginable situation.


  But at least he’d had a good twenty-four hours to prepare himself for seeing her again. Lauren wasn’t a woman who startled easily, but it had been very obvious from the way her unforgettable green eyes had widened upon first seeing him just how shocked she’d been. He had kept his fingers crossed that she wouldn’t make a scene in front of the others, wouldn’t fly across the room and punch him in the gut or jab her fingers into his solar plexus as payback for walking out on her back in Big Sur. Instead, she’d played it cool, evidently just as reluctant as he was to betray their past relationship to the men she worked with so closely.


  It had been very apparent that she felt entirely at ease with both Karl and Chris, laughing and conversing with them easily. He’d felt an instant surge of unreasonable, outrageous jealousy to observe the casual, natural way she flirted lightly with both men, how she touched them every so often – a squeeze of their arm, a pat on the cheek, a playful ruffle of their hair.


  And it was equally obvious that her relationship with George – poor, hapless George – was not nearly as friendly or affectionate. Her disdain for the admittedly annoying young producer was very noticeable, nearly as much as George’s own palpable fear of Lauren. If he hadn’t been obliged to maintain some level of professional decorum, Ben might have allowed himself to laugh hysterically at the way George quivered with dread each time Lauren glanced his way.


  Ben was belatedly aware that Karl was gazing at him expectantly, waiting for his answer. “I think – that she’s a force to be reckoned with,” he blurted out. “And that everything you told me about her more than lives up to expectations.”


  Karl regarded him quizzically. “You know, I got the weirdest vibe when the two of you met for the first time. Almost like – well, like you’ve met before or something.”


  Ben tried his damndest to appear unfazed. “I, ah, well – if we’re being perfectly honest here – I, uh, didn’t expect her to be quite so hot.”


  Karl grinned. “Yeah, she gets that reaction a lot. I mean, a lot. Guys have hit on her on all seven continents, including the Navy Seals we met in Antarctica. But Lauren never screws around – literally or figuratively – on the job. At least, not since Mozambique her first year on the job. And before you ask,” he added as Ben arched a brow, “you’ll have to hear that story directly from her. Though I must say it’s one of her better tales.”


  “Why do I have the feeling,” asked Ben with a shake of his head, “that I’ll be sprouting gray hairs within the next few months? Especially if everything you’ve told me about her is true.”


  “Oh, it’s all true,” assured Karl cheerfully. “But what you also need to know is that in spite of her tough chick exterior, Lauren has a heart of gold. She’s always looking out for us, admittedly bosses us around a lot, but always with good intentions. She’s like our little mother at times, even though Chris and I are both older. And while she gives George a lot of shit – come on, you’ve gotta admit the dude just asks for it at times – she looks out for him, too. So don’t let the ballsy babe image fool you, Ben. Deep down, Lauren’s a sweetheart, and one in a million. The guy who finally snags her will be one lucky bastard. I’ll send her in now, okay?”


  Karl left before Ben could blurt out that once upon a time he’d been the lucky bastard who had snagged Lauren. Except that he’d also been the stupid bastard who’d walked away from the best thing that had ever happened to him.


  He didn’t know what to expect when she walked inside his office, closing the door behind her. Ben had mentally prepared himself to deal with potential anger, scorn, or disdain – or a combination of all three. What he hadn’t expected was for her to stand with her back to the door, arms crossed defiantly over her stomach, and to regard him with an amused smirk.


  “I’ve got to hand it to you, Ben,” she chuckled. “I didn’t think you could hold out that long without giving it away. Because there was no way I was going to be the first one to cave and admit to the guys that we had a history. So you can relax now. The door’s shut, everyone else is busy, and you don’t have to keep pretending that we’ve never met until today.”


  He gave a brief nod of acknowledgment. “I figured it might make things difficult for you with the rest of the crew if they knew. That they might give you a bad time about it.”


  Lauren’s smirk grew more pronounced. “Those guys know better than to give me a bad time about anything. But I appreciate your – discretion, Ben. Though I can tell you right now what I don’t appreciate in the least.”


  She shook her head in disgust as she walked right up to him, flicking the collar of his shirt disdainfully.


  “This isn’t a good look for you,” she announced in her usual forthright manner. “And it sure as hell isn’t you. What are you doing here, Ben, and exactly what are you trying to prove? You’re no more cut out for this job than I am.”


  He sucked in a breath at being this close to her for the first time in forever, trying desperately to ignore how silky soft her caramel curls looked, or how she still managed to smell like the beach and the summer sun when she was thousands of miles from California. And he couldn’t help himself from dropping his gaze to stare hungrily at the way her lush breasts lovingly filled out the dark blue ribbed top she wore.


  At the group meeting earlier, she’d still been wearing a chunky, thigh-length light gray sweater over woolly dark gray leggings and knee high boots. With the voluminous sweater now removed, the tempting curves of her petite body were on full, mouthwatering display.


  The gorgeous girl had matured into a breathtaking woman, her beauty more refined and yet still wild and untamed. She wore no jewelry, her nails were kept short and unpolished, and the only visible makeup she had on was some tinted lip gloss that made her plush, pillowy mouth look utterly kissable. Lauren had always been a confident, capable woman, but now she wore that confidence like a badge of honor, and he’d never felt more intimidated by a woman – hell, by anyone – in his life. Or, judging by the way his pants had suddenly grown tighter, more aroused.


  “Still staring at my tits, I see,” she drawled lazily. “Guess that part of you hasn’t changed, unlike everything else apparently.”


  “I’m still the same person I always was,” he replied quietly. “I may dress a little differently, have a different type of job, but not much else has changed. And speaking of clothing, I can see you still like to wear as little of it as possible.”


  Lauren shrugged as she plopped herself down in one of the brown leather club chairs that faced his desk, crossing her legs. “It’s like a frigging steam bath in this place. Helpful hint – boss.” The last word had been uttered with sarcastic disdain. “Tell the higher ups they can save themselves big bucks by lowering the thermostat ten degrees. And then maybe I can stop wearing four layers during the winter.”


  Ben regarded her somberly. “I told you once that you’d never call me your boss. Or that anyone would ever truly be in charge of you. I never thought we’d be in a position where I actually was your boss.”


  Her face closed up instantly, the expression in her green eyes almost murderous. “Well, boss, the first thing we need to get straight is that any mention of what happened four years ago is strictly off the table. Got it?”


  He shook his head. “Lauren, we need to talk about it. I need to explain – a lot of things. I have to tell you about why I had to leave, why I didn’t - ”


  She held up a hand. “Stop. Right now. I mean it, Ben. Because the only explanation I’d ever accept is that four years ago you were dying of some incurable disease and wanted to spare me the aftermath. Even that would have pissed me off enough to kick your ass. And since you’re obviously hale and hearty, there is no other explanation you could ever hope to dream up that I’d want to listen to. So don’t ever talk to me about Big Sur, or try to explain or apologize. Because there’s no excuse, no explanation, for what you did, and I’ll walk away if you even try to discuss it. Now, let’s talk business, shall we – boss?”


  He stared at her in dismay. “Lauren, you’ve got to let me explain. God, you have no idea how much I’ve regretted what I did, how many times I – mmphh!”


  She’d sprung up out of her chair and pressed her palm against his lips, cutting off what he had been about to say. “I told you,” she bit out in an almost deadly calm voice, “that I have no interest in hearing your half-assed explanations. And I sure as hell don’t need to listen to your pathetic lies and excuses. If we’re going to work together, then any references to the past are completely off limits. Understand?”


  At his nod, she removed her hand and sat down, gazing up at him in mock obedience. He recognized the stubborn set of her small chin, and realized with a sinking spirit that any attempts to explain on his part would be met by deaf ears. Lauren could be incredibly pig-headed when she felt strongly enough about something, and it was very obvious that she wasn’t prepared to listen at this particular moment. But there were certain things that had to be discussed whether she liked it or not.


  “I’ve seen some of your work,” he stated, abruptly steering the conversation in a different direction. “And it’s sensational, by far the best of any of the other photographers on staff. You’ve done well, Lauren. Or should I call you Your Majesty?” he added, smiling.


  She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I can’t believe Chris told you about that stupid nickname.” She plucked at a piece of lint on her woolly leggings. “Did you know I worked here when you took the job?” she asked quietly. “Is that why - ?”


  “No.” He shook his head firmly. “I didn’t know until yesterday that you worked here. When I interviewed for the job, I wasn’t exactly in a position to question who the members of my staff would be. I was just as shocked as you were to realize we’d be working together.”


  Lauren nodded, evidently satisfied with this explanation. “Though I still don’t know why you would have pursued a job like this. From what you told me once, you loved the travel as much as I do. Why would you give all that up for a boring desk job where you get to plan adventures for other people?”


  Ben hesitated, not sure if this was the right time to mention his relationship with Elle. But since it was quite obvious that Lauren had zero interest in even hearing his explanation about why he’d walked out on her – much less taking up where they’d left off – he figured he might as well break the news.


  “I’m – involved with someone,” he began hesitantly. “At first we were just platonic roommates, but we’ve, um, been together for a few months now. And all that traveling is tough on a relationship.”


  Her expression remained solidly impassive at this news, and aside from a brief shake of her head she didn’t seem to be in the least affected by it. “You’re an idiot,” she told him brusquely. “An absolute idiot to give up a job you’ve always wanted for the sake of a relationship. You can be damned sure I would never have agreed to something like that. Or expected someone else to do it for me. You must really be crazy about this woman is all I can figure. What’s her name?”


  “Elle,” he replied quietly. “Elle Kimbrough. She’s a writer for The New Yorker. We met when I first moved here.”


  “Pretty name,” acknowledged Lauren. “Very feminine. Is she an outdoors person like you are?”


  He couldn’t help chuckling at the mere thought of dainty, tidy Elle going rock climbing, paddle boarding, or mountain biking. She preferred indoor activities like swimming in her health club’s pool, or taking Pilates classes.


  “No. Elle isn’t much for outdoor adventure,” he admitted. “She likes going to the museums, the theater, and the symphony and ballet.”


  Lauren burst out laughing. “Oh, God! Please do not tell me that she’s dragged you along to listen to Mozart or see Swan Lake! And I’m just guessing that your girlfriend is responsible for this new look of yours.”


  He shrugged. “She might have given me some advice. I’m not exactly an expert on fashion, you know. Now, if you’re determined not to listen to my explanation – at least, not now – let’s talk instead about how we’re going to deal with working together.”


  She arrogantly propped her booted feet up on the edge of his desk, reclining further back in the padded leather chair. “No big deal, really. I’m only here in the office about two weeks out of every six or so, and either on assignment or back home the rest of the time. We won’t be seeing all that much of each other, and the rest of the team is always here during wrap-up and planning sessions. Why? Did you think I’d be bursting into tears each time I saw you? Or stalking you like some crazy ex-girlfriend? Relax, Ben. What we had was over a long time ago, and it’s obvious that both of us have moved on. And I am always, always, a total professional when I’m on the job, so you don’t need to worry about inappropriate behavior from me in the office.”


  Ben wasn’t prepared for how deeply her nonchalant admittance of having moved on bothered him, and he had to stifle the urge to confess that it wasn’t her inappropriate behavior he was concerned with. Rather, he didn’t know how in hell he was going to be able to constantly resist the very, very powerful allure she still possessed where he was concerned. And he had an extremely unsettling suspicion that having Lauren on his staff was going to be the absolute toughest part of his new job – in more ways than one.


  Chapter Nine


  Late January


  Lauren grinned at the really cute, college-aged server who lined up six shot glasses filled with premium tequila in front of her. “Thanks, sweetie. You’re the best. I’ll make sure George here leaves you a really big tip.”


  The server, whose name badge read Riley, blushed a little but returned Lauren’s deliberately flirty grin. “Anytime,” he told her with a wink, as he set down the salt and lime wedges she’d also requested.


  George glared at her as she prepped and downed the first of her shots. “And why am I leaving the tip?”


  Lauren regarded him as though he was a three year old child. “Because you’re picking up the tab tonight, Georgina,” she told him in a falsely sweet voice. “Or have you already forgotten the bet you made – and lost – on our last night in Melbourne?”


  “Crap,” muttered George. “I did forget.”


  Lauren arched a brow. “Which just goes to prove my point all over again – I can drink any one of you under the table anytime, anywhere. And especially you, Georgina, since you were evidently too wasted to remember you even made such a foolish bet.”


  George groaned, shaking his head in disgust. “And aren’t those shots of Patron Gran Platinum you ordered? Damn it, Lauren, those probably cost twenty bucks each!”


  Karl chuckled as he took a long swig from his bottle of Stella Artois. “And she’s just getting warmed up, buddy. I’ve seen her put away a hell of a lot more than six shots. Hope your AMEX card has a big credit line.”


  Lauren winked at Karl before taking her second shot. “Sure it does. After all, George is a trust fund baby. Daddy and Mommy are from old New England stock, and own something like half of Newport, Rhode Island.”


  George gaped in shock. “Who told you that? That’s confidential information, so if someone in HR is gossiping - ”


  “Dude, you told us that stuff yourself,” interjected Chris with a shake of his knit cap covered head. “You really can’t hold your liquor, can you? Maybe I should videotape you the next time you have a couple of drinks. You’d be shocked at how loose your tongue gets.”


  While George was busy grousing about how much this bar tab was going to set him back, Lauren very calmly took her third shot. God knew she needed the booze after the past ten days. Fortunately, she was flying home to California day after tomorrow, and could finally stop pretending to everyone for a little while – herself included – that Ben Rafferty meant nothing to her any longer and was simply her boss. Lauren excelled at many things, but acting had never been one of them, and it had been a real test of her limited skills to maintain the façade.


  When she’d arrived at her Aunt Madelyn’s luxurious apartment earlier this month after learning that Ben was her new editor, she’d been grateful to see that her aunt hadn’t returned from work yet. Especially since Lauren had been a mass of quivering nerves by then, visibly shaking from the shock of having seen the man who’d broken her heart four years ago. The man she still loved – the only man she’d ever loved.


  She had taken a long, blisteringly hot shower, trying valiantly to stop her tremors and get herself under control before meeting Maddy for dinner. But even the shower that was supposed to clear her head had brought back memories of Ben, and how they’d showered together every single day that he had stayed at the cabin. She had rested her forehead against the smooth granite wall, shutting her eyes tightly, and trying to banish the memories of Ben’s large, capable hands soaping up her breasts, belly, buttocks, before his fingers had slipped inside her body, opening her, pleasing her, until he’d brought her to a stunning orgasm. And then she’d returned the favor, washing his heavily muscled chest and arms before working her way down his body to the thick, hard swell of his penis. And when he’d come in her hands, pumping out thick spurts of sticky white cum, she’d wickedly whispered that now they would have to get him clean all over again.


  With the help of two pre-dinner drinks, Lauren had composed herself enough that her aunt hadn’t noticed anything amiss. And after that first day, Ben had very fortunately been caught up in meetings with other employees under his supervision, enough so that Lauren had only seen him briefly in passing.


  She’d had a reprieve during the two-week assignment in Australia, time to get herself under control and come to grips with the fact that, like it or not, Ben Rafferty was back in her life. Once the initial shock had worn off, she’d been overwhelmed with all the anger and bitterness and pain that she’d once sworn to never let herself feel again. But she hadn’t been able to hold it back, and had spent a lot of sleepless nights in Australia fighting back tears and scolding herself for still caring about the bastard. The only thing that had helped to calm her was going through the familiar, comforting ritual of her martial arts practice. Just as she’d done as a child while trying to control her ADHD, Lauren had used the exercises to quiet herself down and gain the upper hand on her wayward emotions.


  She had returned to New York with renewed confidence that she’d be able to handle this very unwanted situation with Ben, could treat him in a casual and professional manner, and think of him as simply her boss and not her former lover. But all of her good intentions had been shot to hell the moment she’d seen him again, especially since he’d been more casually dressed – in black jeans and a dark gray Henley – and looked much more like the Ben she’d once known. He had owned a shirt very similar to that one back in Big Sur, though Lauren was willing to bet this new one had cost a hell of a lot more money.


  That gray Henley had brought back a very erotic memory, since he’d been wearing that particular shirt on one of the first evenings he had spent with her. She had made an admittedly potent batch of margaritas to go with the fish tacos they’d had for dinner, and by the time the entire pitcher had been consumed they were both way beyond tipsy. She had never seen Ben as playful or lighthearted as he’d been that night, laughing and joking and thoroughly enjoying himself. And he had also been far more amorous than he’d been thus far, his kisses and caresses more aggressive and demanding, and she’d thrilled to see this more dominant side of him.


  She had helped him strip the shirt from his beautifully muscled chest, her hands roaming over every inch of his hard, tanned torso before Ben had unzipped his jeans and shoved them past his knees, freeing the intimidating length of his cock.


  “Suck me,” he’d urged, threading his hand into her long hair and pulling her forward until her face was even with his crotch.


  “Mmm. With pleasure,” she’d murmured huskily, just before licking him up and down like a very satisfied cat.


  “Fuck, yes,” he’d hissed, the profanity not something she was used to hearing from him. In general, he’d been a man of few words, one who always held a little something back, even in bed.


  But he’d been wild that night, whether from the extra alcohol or simply from the passion she had incited in him. He’d barked out guttural, gasping instructions to her as she had given him a particularly enthusiastic blow job.


  “That’s it, sweetheart, oh, God, yeah! You have the sweetest mouth, babe, you suck me so good,” he’d panted. “Keep that up and I’m going to come harder than I ever have before. Fuuuck, yesss!”


  Lauren squirmed a little on her padded bar stool, suddenly aware that her panties were soaked simply from the recollection of that night. Ben had kept at her for hours, his hunger for her seemingly insatiable, and she had given every bit as good as she had received. They had made a mess of the bed, the sheets wrinkled and untucked and reeking of sex, of too many mutual orgasms to count. And after finally succumbing to an exhausted slumber near dawn, she had thought that a man couldn’t take a woman that many times, and with such savage, unrelenting passion, and not be as crazy in love with her as she was with him.


  But apparently her instincts about men hadn’t been nearly as good as she’d believed, because Ben had walked out on her as stealthily as a fox. And had taken part of her with him when he’d left – a part that was still damaged, still missing a vital, working piece.


  Lauren blamed the way she was feeling now on that damned gray Henley he’d been wearing on her first day back from Australia – the day when he had looked more like his old self – more L.L. Bean than Banana Republic. And even though he’d reverted to his new wardrobe of khakis and button-downs after that, the twin images of him in jeans and Henley – both from four years ago and a few days ago – continued to taunt her.


  “Oh, hey, look who just walked in. The boss,” announced George cheerfully. “And that must be his girlfriend. Hey, Ben, over here!”


  Lauren glanced up after belting down her fourth shot at George’s words, and wished it wasn’t too late to kick him in the shins with her pointy toed Bottega Venetta boots. Jesus, the last thing she needed tonight was for Ben to join them, as though they were all just a bunch of pals getting together for a few after work drinks and laughs. No, she corrected herself with a grimace, the very last thing she needed was for Ben to arrive with his girlfriend in tow. But evidently fate had decided this was a good night to fuck with her a little, and she hastily reached for the fifth shot as Ben and the mysterious Elle approached their table.


  The woman clutching Ben’s arm in a rather possessive manner was so completely unlike what Lauren had been expecting that she could only stare at her in bewilderment. Lauren’s own sister Julia was dainty and feminine and adored high fashion – just like their Aunt Maddy – so she was certainly used to refined, elegant women. But Elle Kimbrough reminded her of royalty, as though she were a modern-day princess of some tiny European principality. It might have been her perfect posture, or the way her sleekly coiffed raven hair rested on her long, graceful neck. Lauren knew quite a lot about fashion, even if she eschewed most of it herself, and recognized Elle’s deceptively simple cream cashmere sweater, black wool skirt, and low heeled black leather pumps as Prada. The discreet diamond studs in her ears, and the slender gold Piaget watch also shrieked money and class – lots and lots of both.


  Elle was almost ethereally slender, with small, neat breasts and boyishly slim hips, but was still unmistakably feminine in every limb of her body. Her Anglo-Indian heritage was evident in the light coffee tone of her skin, dark brown eyes that were almost black in the bar’s dim light, and the smooth ebony hair that was arranged in a tidy knot at her nape.


  And she looked as out of place in this boisterous corner bar – the one the team tended to frequent after assignments so they could let loose for a couple of hours – as Karl and Chris would look at the opera. Lauren just guessed it had been Ben’s idea to come here and join them for a drink, and that he’d had to do a real sell job on his girlfriend to convince her to even walk through the door.


  “Hey, guys,” greeted Ben with a smile, evidently including Lauren in his casual greeting. “Karl told me I’d find you all here, thought it would be a nice opportunity to introduce Elle to you. That is, if you don’t mind us joining you for a quick drink.”


  Elle’s aristocratic little nose seemed to twitch just a bit as she glanced around the homey but hardly upscale interior. “We’re due to meet some friends for dinner at Tao at seven, but we did want to stop by for a few minutes,” she added.


  Her voice was melodious and soft, and Lauren easily picked out the very upper crust British accent. She knew without asking that Elle must have attended some real hoity-toity girls school in England to have acquired that particular style of speech.


  Ben quickly made the introductions, with Elle giving Karl and then Chris a brief, polite smile. George, the ultimate kiss-ass that he was, practically slobbered over himself as he shook Elle’s hand enthusiastically, telling her what a pleasure it was to meet her. Elle smiled at him much more warmly, evidently finding his wool slacks, argyle sweater, and leather loafers a more pleasing sight than Karl’s jeans or Chris’s knit cap.


  “And this is Lauren McKinnon, our photographer.”


  There was no trace of recognition in Elle’s serenely lovely face as she heard Lauren’s name, so evidently Ben had yet to inform his new love about his old one. The devil inside of her that she allowed to surface at will longed to shout out something entirely inappropriate at this moment, making sure that the prim, regal Elle knew that Lauren had fucked her boyfriend’s brains out too many times to count over a very memorable ten day period.


  But to do so would not only alert her co-workers that she and Ben had a history, but also piss Ben off to no man’s end, enough to cost Lauren the job she loved almost as much as she’d once loved him.


  So instead, she put on a bright, cheery, and completely false smile, and merely said, “So nice to meet you, Elle. Please, have a seat. And,” she added with a mischievous wink, “order whatever you like to drink. George was foolish enough to make a bet with me while we were in Australia, and the loser has to pick up tonight’s tab. Which reminds me.”


  As Elle stared wide-eyed, Lauren quickly bolted down her last shot and then beckoned Riley over to their table.


  “Hey, sweetie, we’ve got two new additions here,” she said, indicating Ben and Elle. “And I don’t know about my boys here, but you can definitely line me up with six more of the same.”


  George’s mouth tightened in annoyance, but he didn’t reply as both Karl and Chris ordered another beer.


  “I’d like a glass of the Joseph Phelps Sauvignon Blanc, please,” said Elle as she folded her slim hands in her lap.


  “And for you, sir?” Riley asked Ben, who took his seat slowly.


  Ben hesitated for a few moments, glancing from Karl’s near-empty Stella to George’s pretentious martini. His brow lifted as he spied the six empty shot glasses lined up neatly in front of Lauren.


  “Corona, please. With a lime wedge. Can’t have one without the other, can you?” he asked softly, as though daring Lauren to look his way after the subtle reminder of what she’d offered him to drink the first time they had met.


  But Lauren looked at Elle instead, and wasn’t all that surprised to note the look of mild distaste that crossed her refined features when Ben ordered a beer. Lauren guessed that Elle rarely let that tightly coiled-up hair of hers down – figuratively or literally – and had probably never tasted something as common as beer in her whole life. No, Elle would definitely be the white wine, champagne, or occasional girly drink type.


  ‘Christ,’ thought Lauren with mild revulsion, ‘even Jules lets her bad girl take over once in a while and ties one on. And I thought my baby sister was uptight. Elle makes Julia look like one of those chicks from the Girls Gone Wild videos.’


  Elle’s big eyes widened as Riley cheerfully plunked six more shot glasses down in front of Lauren. “Those aren’t all for you, are they?” she asked in disbelief.


  Lauren gave her an impish wink before going through her little ritual of licking salt off her palm, bolting the shot, and then sucking on a tart lime wedge. “Of course they are,” she grinned. “But I’d be happy to share if you want to try one.”


  Elle shuddered, not even trying to conceal her distaste. “No, thank you. I’m afraid I never acquired a taste for hard liquor. Especially tequila. It’s, well, a little too raw for me.”


  Karl laughed. “Not this brand. Her Majesty here likes the good stuff when it’s available. That’s Patron Gran Platinum she’s bolting back like it’s iced tea. Thirty bucks a shot. Good thing it’s Happy Hour here,” he added mischievously, inclining his head towards a bug-eyed George. “Otherwise they’d be full price.”


  While George’s flushed face grew even redder with outrage, Elle arched a perfectly plucked brow inquisitively. “Her Majesty? Why do you call Lauren by that title?”


  Lauren’s spine stiffened as Elle cast a discreet but haughty glance at her jeans, boots, and long sleeved, hip length white T-shirt. The outfit was admittedly much more casual than Elle’s own sophisticated garb, but Lauren guessed that the cost of her 7 for All Mankind jeans, James Perse tee, and the Bottega boots were at least in the same ballpark as the Prada ensemble. Even though Lauren wasn’t the fashionista her twin was, their Aunt Maddy made sure that both of her nieces wore high quality attire in their preferred styles of dress.


  Chris chimed in with the story of how Lauren had come to be known as the Queen of Confrontation, and how that title had eventually been shortened to either Queenie or Her Majesty. And since Lauren’s family had once owned an Australian Shepherd named Queenie and she had refused to be called by a dog’s name, it had been the latter title that had eventually stuck.


  Elle gave a little shake of her head, and a vaguely apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, but I still don’t get it. But then I’ve never watched this Seinfeld program you referred to, so perhaps it would make more sense if I had.”


  Chris, who was a diehard fan of too many TV shows and movies to count, and who could recite full scenes of dialog from certain episodes, was appalled that Elle had never watched even a single episode of his all-time favorite series. He began to describe it to her in earnest, either not noticing or not caring that she clearly wasn’t interested, and continued to regard him with barely concealed impatience.


  Lauren fought the urge to smile – or worse, to laugh out loud – and picked up one of her tequila shots instead. As she set the glass down, she happened to meet Ben’s gaze and frowned at the somber expression she saw there. But before she could contemplate what might be troubling him, a familiar voice sounded behind her and two large hands squeezed her shoulders.


  “Lauren, bella. You bad girl, not telling anyone you were in town. Why didn’t you let us know?”


  She grinned, half turning on her barstool as the tall, swarthy man with shoulder length black hair, gold hoops in both ears, and a myriad of assorted tattoos covering his brawny forearms bent and kissed her full on the lips.


  She gave Franco a fond pat on his heavily stubbled cheek. “Sorry, caro. I’ve been busy at work. You remember Karl and Chris, don’t you?”


  “Yes, of course. How are you both? Keeping my little bella here out of trouble?” joked Franco as he shook the others’ hands.


  Karl guffawed. “We’d need a whole army to do that. And she’s usually the one keeping us out of trouble, Franco.”


  Franco Di Nardo had grown up on the same block where her grandparents had lived, in the house he had shared with his parents and siblings, just two doors down from the Benoits’. Whenever the McKinnons had visited, Julia had played with Franco’s sisters and female cousins, while Lauren had followed him, his brothers, and other boys in the neighborhood to the corner schoolyard where they had played soccer, basketball, and baseball. She had kept in close contact with the family over the years, and had attended Franco’s wedding to the fiery Brazilian girl he’d married a few years ago. She continued to visit Franco, Aricella, and their two small children as often as possible when she was in New York. Franco had always treated Lauren and Julia like they were his own sisters, even if he did tend to flirt with them a bit too much for it to be considered brotherly behavior.


  Franco gave a quick glance around the table, his handsome mouth quirking up at the corners as he and Ben appeared to size each other up. “Introduce me to the rest of your friends, bella.”


  “Of course. This is my co-worker George, our new boss Ben, and his friend Elle. Everyone, this is Franco Di Nardo, whom I’ve known forever.”


  Franco nodded at George, gave Elle a wicked smile, and regarded Ben oddly. And then, as his gaze fell on Ben’s forearm, a knowing expression crossed his face, and Lauren only hoped her childhood friend would keep his big Italian mouth shut.


  “Interesting design,” he commented, nodding at the tattoo that was mostly exposed by Ben’s rolled-up shirt sleeve. “In fact, it looks oddly familiar. Don’t you think so, bella?” he asked Lauren in a deceptively innocent voice.


  Lauren gave Franco a not so nice smile, silently warning him to knock it off, especially when she glimpsed the mischievous expression in his dark eyes. “You know how it is, caro,” she replied lightly. “After awhile most tattoos look the same.”


  Franco chuckled, not in the least bit fooled, and Lauren knew her secret had been exposed. “Not in this case, bella. I’d venture to say your boss’s design is one of a kind. Or maybe two of a kind, hmm? Which reminds me – I’ve got some new designs in at the shop. You should stop by, maybe pick out lucky number seven.”


  Aware that five pairs of eyes were watching this exchange between her and Franco with great interest, Lauren shook her head with regret. “Not this trip, I’m afraid. I fly home in two days, and after work tomorrow I’m having dinner with my aunt. But I’ll definitely stop by the next time I’m in town, okay?”


  “Okay. Say hello to your Zia Madelina for me, will you?”


  Lauren nodded as he gave her a farewell hug and another peck on the lips. “I will. Give my love to Aricella and the kids, not to mention the rest of the family.”


  Franco raised a hand in farewell to the others. “Enjoy your evening.” He gave Lauren a little chuck on the chin. “Ciao, bella.”


  Elle was staring in mingled bewilderment and shock as Franco sauntered off with that tall, long-legged, and supremely masculine stride he’d possessed since the age of twelve. Lauren smiled a little to herself to note that even the buttoned-up Elle wasn’t immune to the overtly masculine charms of the brawny, tattooed Franco.


  “Is that your boyfriend?” asked Elle after Franco had left the bar, her brown eyes still wide with both disbelief and unwilling attraction.


  Lauren shook her head as she took another shot of tequila. “Not in the least. Franco is happily married with two small children.”


  Ben’s eyes had narrowed dangerously, and there was a tight, rather unpleasant set to his mouth. “He’s happily married and still goes around kissing other women on the mouth?”


  She shrugged, telling herself that Ben couldn’t possibly be jealous, and especially not with his girlfriend sitting right next to him. “It’s not a big deal. I’ve known him since I was a little girl. His family lived near my grandparents on the upper East side, and my sister and I would play with him and his siblings when we visited. He’s always been like a big brother to me.”


  Ben didn’t appear to be mollified by her explanation. “That didn’t look like a brotherly kiss to me. And I can’t imagine his wife would think so, either.”


  Lauren chuckled as she prepared another shot. “Considering that Aricella and their kids all kiss me on the mouth, too, I’d say she doesn’t give it a second thought. The Di Nardos have always been a very affectionate family, and Aricella fits right in with them. Besides,” she added with a wink, “Franco knows she’d gut him like a fish if he ever looked seriously at another woman. Not to mention the fact that he’s more than got his hands full keeping her happy.”


  Elle looked distinctly uncomfortable at this topic of conversation, and subtly changed the subject. “What sort of designer is he? I must say he really doesn’t dress the part, so I’d have to guess he designs jewelry. Or maybe shoes.”


  Lauren choked a little on the shot she’d just swallowed, and raised a grateful, watery gaze to a smirking Karl as he patted her on the back. “Uh, Franco isn’t that sort of designer,” she told Elle in a hoarse voice. “He actually owns a tattoo parlor. Those were the new designs he was referring to.”


  “Oh.” Elle’s distaste at this revelation was obvious. “I suppose that makes more sense, given his appearance and all those tattoos on his arms. But what did he mean about lucky number seven? Do you have tattoos, Lauren?”


  “Six of them,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Here. I’ll show you a couple.”


  She proudly displayed the Gemini mark on her left wrist, explaining about her twin sister. “I have another tat on my left ankle – the Japanese letters for bravery in honor of my first judo teacher. Then there’s a little seahorse on my right foot to remind me of the ocean no matter where I might be in the world. And this one I got as a congratulations present to myself when I landed this job.”


  She slid off the barstool and casually lifted the hem of her long T-shirt before presenting her back to the others. The shooting star tattoo at the small of her back was easily visible above the low-rise waistband of her jeans.


  “That’s only four,” reminded Chris as Lauren slid back onto her stool. “And Karl and I have seen those dozens of times. How come we never knew you had two others?”


  Playfully, she pinched his cheek. “Because those are private ones, Christina,” she teased. “Or at least they’re in private places. Places that no one at this table is ever going to lay eyes on.”


  She drank down another shot just as she caught Ben’s eye, the expression on his handsome face downright ferocious. In response, she merely wrinkled her nose at him and glanced away, satisfied that he’d gotten the message loud and clear that he would never get so much as a glimpse of those other two elusive tattoos. And especially not when the lovely Elle was sharing his bed.


  George seemed oddly fascinated by the subject all of a sudden. Karl and Chris also had a couple of tattoos each, leaving him as the only member of the crew without one.


  “So has this Franco guy done all six of your tats?” asked George. “Even the, um, private ones?”


  “Yes. Franco’s one of the best known tattoo artists in the entire city. And when I had the so-called private ones done, his wife was in the room both times.”


  Ben sipped his beer quietly but couldn’t quite keep the sarcasm from edging into his voice as he inquired, “Is she a tattoo artist as well?”


  “Nope. Aricella does piercings. In fact, that’s how she and Franco met. His shop wasn’t offering piercings at the time, so someone referred him to Aricella. He walked into her place, told her he wanted his dick pierced, and the rest is history.”


  “His – what?” breathed Elle in disbelief, the shock evident on her face.


  “Lauren.” Ben shook his head in admonition.


  “Oops, sorry,” she apologized sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to offend you, Elle. I guess that’s what comes from working exclusively with men for more than four years.”


  “Yeah,” agreed George with a guffaw. “Lauren’s spent so much time us with that she’s practically one of the guys now. Little wonder she has no idea how to act like a lady. In fact, some of the really raunchy things that come out of her mouth have made me blush.”


  It took a few moments before George realized he was the only one at the table laughing. When he did, he stopped abruptly and glanced around the table in confusion. Chris was staring at him in wide-eyed horror, Karl in disgust, while Elle gave him a tiny smile, and Ben’s displeasure was more than a little obvious. And then George’s gaze shifted cautiously over to Lauren, whose expression was surprisingly but still terrifyingly impassive.


  “Well, Georgina,” she said in her most scathing tone as she slid off her barstool, “that’s because you’re a fucking pussy. And now, before I say anything else to offend the ladies at this table, I’m going to take off. See you in the morning.”


  Karl grabbed hold of her arm before she could storm off. “Hang on a sec, kiddo. You’re leaving two shots behind. Not like you to waste top shelf booze.”


  Lauren shrugged as she pulled on her quilted down coat in preparation for the near freezing weather outside. “Give them to Georgina. Maybe having a real drink will finally help him grow a pair. And you should know by now, sweetie,” she added smugly as she gave Karl a farewell kiss on the cheek, “that I won’t have any problem at all getting as many free drinks as I want. In fact, think I’ll go find myself one now.”


  She stepped out of the way before Karl could take hold of her arm again, ignoring the pleading look on his face, just as she didn’t pay the slightest bit of attention to the way George sputtered and twitched with outrage, or the way Elle’s mouth was gaping open in shock. And she especially didn’t let herself speculate as to why Ben looked so furious as she turned and walked out of the bar without a backwards glance.


  Chapter Ten


  March


  Ben sighed. “Can you get me Lauren’s number¸ please? Evidently she’s forgotten our video chat this morning and needs a little reminder.”


  “Of course, Ben. Here it is.”


  He jotted down the number that his assistant Kym read off to him, then stared at the notepad for long seconds. The very last thing he wanted to do this morning was place a call to his very volatile and unpredictable photographer out in Big Sur.


  That was how he’d been forcing himself to think of her these past couple of months – as strictly his employee and not as the woman he’d once loved to distraction. And most of the time he did a decent job of convincing himself that he and Lauren were definitely a thing of the past. She had quite obviously moved on, treating him as distantly and impersonally as she would the FedEx delivery guy.


  But there were other times – far too many for his liking – when he was either morose as he remembered their time together, or teeth-clenching jealous of every single man she flirted with or smiled at – including the very same FedEx guy.


  It helped – as Lauren had pointed out during their initial one-on-one – that they saw each other so infrequently. Even when she was in the office during wrap-up and planning sessions, he wasn’t involved in every phase of the production. And he was being kept very busy at the job that was proving to be far more demanding than he’d first believed, too busy to spare a lot of time pining for what was no longer his.


  But when she was in town, and they were obliged to interact, it seemed at times that she went out of her way to antagonize him. Lauren argued about almost everything, nearly always had a different idea or approach than the rest of the team, and wound up getting her way at least eighty percent of the time.


  After one such grueling session where she’d triumphantly emerged the victor – having bullied, badgered, and cajoled the team into tackling their next story from her perspective – Ben had shook his head in exasperation, watching with mingled annoyance, admiration, and amusement as she’d strutted out of the conference room.


  “Jesus, I’d rather cage fight a live tiger than negotiate with her sometimes,” he’d confessed to Karl, the only other team member remaining in the room. “Has she always been so stubborn? Such a - ”


  “Pain in the ass?” finished Karl, nodding. “Yep, and from day one. I still remember the very first time Chris and Stefan and I met her. Here she was, this little girl just out of college, not even twenty two years old, and she swaggered through that door like she owned the place. And from the first time she opened her mouth, it was obvious that she was going to be the leader of the group. She might have had the least experience, been the youngest and the only female, but there was no denying she was in charge.”


  Ben regarded him curiously. “And none of you minded? I never had the chance to meet Stefan, but I understand he wasn’t anything like George. The producer is unofficially considered the team leader.”


  “In most cases,” agreed Karl. “Poor George there couldn’t lead an army of ants no matter how hard he tried. We all know he got this job because of family connections, and Lauren in particular rarely lets him forget that. Stefan was great at his job, but even he recognized that spark in Lauren right away, and he was content to let her boss everyone around.” He gave Ben a reassuring pat on the back. “And before you ask your next question – the answer is yes. Her Majesty also defied Quinn all the time. But then he had the hots for her big time, and let her wrap him around her little finger without even blinking an eye.”


  Ben frowned. “Are you trying to tell me they were involved? Quinn’s a hell of a lot older than Lauren. Or was he just harassing her?”


  Karl gave a shout of laughter. “Try to imagine anyone actually harassing Lauren – and living to tell the tale. And no, they were definitely not having a thing. Quinn’s almost twenty years older, for a start, and has a longtime girlfriend for another. And while Lauren flirts like crazy, she has a strict hands-off policy once she learns a guy is married or involved. Besides, the very last thing Lauren would do is date anyone who could be considered her superior. She’s not about to let anyone think the reason she’s been so successful is because she boinked her boss. Not that anyone would have the balls to go spreading something like that around.”


  “Yeah. I get all that.”


  In fact, nearly everything Karl had just told him made a lot of sense, made several missing pieces of the puzzle click into place. It explained perhaps why Lauren kept such a distance between them these days, why she rarely asked him a personal question, or was even alone in the same room with him. And the fact that he was living with Elle would have only added fuel to that fire, would have given Lauren further incentive to keep their relationship strictly on a professional level.


  But Ben knew it went beyond all of that, too. The mere fact that she’d adamantly refused to let him even attempt to explain or apologize told him that he’d ruined any chance of ever getting her back. He’d hurt her too deeply, crushed her pride too thoroughly, and Lauren was definitely a woman who could hold a grudge. It was good, therefore, that he’d finally begun to move on with his life, just as she had with her own.


  “Is that why Quinn got transferred to another division?” asked Ben. “Did Lauren finally blow the whistle and file a harassment complaint against him?”


  “Christ, no,” denied Karl emphatically. “Lauren’s too proud to let someone else fight her battles. She, uh, took care of the problem by dumping a cup of coffee on Quinn’s crotch. She made sure it was extra hot, too, heated it up in the microwave until it was boiling over. You should have heard the fucker scream – it was very emasculating. But he left Lauren alone after that, pretty much let her do whatever the hell she wanted. And he got that promotion because he kissed a lot of asses. None of us were too sad to see him move on.”


  Ben had shuddered at the very thought of having scalding hot liquid poured in his lap, and silently vowed never to piss Lauren off to that extent. “I, uh, can’t imagine she dates a lot then, given the extreme measures she uses to ward off unwanted advances.”


  Karl grinned. “She draws guys in like a magnet, and flirts more than a whole roomful of Southern belles. But, personally, I think she’s a lot of talk and not much action. At least not around us. For someone who has little to no filter about most everything else, Lauren keeps her private life – correction, her sex life – very private. She’s never once mentioned a boyfriend. Chris and I think she had her heart broken once and that she’s determined never to let that happen again.”


  Ben had wondered for days after that conversation if he’d been the one to break her heart, but after considering the indifferent way she treated him nowadays, had decided that she certainly wasn’t pining after him anymore.


  He continued to stare at the phone number in front of him, then looked around the small conference table at Chris and George. Since they both lived in New York they always participated in the video chats in person, while Karl and Lauren joined in from their respective homes. Karl had already called in, and was now waiting along with the others for Lauren to connect.


  “You want me to call her, Ben?” offered George. “She must have overslept. Probably had a late night and now she’s nursing a nasty hangover.”


  Chris looked at George scornfully. “I doubt that. Big Sur isn’t exactly the most happening spot on the map, and as much booze as Lauren can put away I’ve never actually seen her drunk or hungover.”


  “Well, whatever her excuse is, she’s late and holding all of us up,” declared Ben impatiently. “So let’s wake Sleeping Beauty, shall we?”


  He dialed the number determinedly, drumming his fingers on the table irritably as the phone rang and rang. With each ring he began to grow a little more impatient, become a little angrier, and if that infuriating little minx was in the room right now he’d be sorely tempted to shake her or. Or spank her. Or –


  “’Lo?” grumbled a husky, sleepy voice.


  It was exactly the way she’d always sounded first thing in the morning, when he had been impatient to have her again and couldn’t wait a minute longer to sink himself deep inside her tight little body. And because it pissed him off to recall just how quickly she’d woken after his first hungry kiss of the day, Ben didn’t even try to couch the sarcasm in his voice.


  “Well, good morning to you, too, Lauren,” he drawled in a not so pleasant tone. “I assume your hot date last night distracted you from setting an alarm clock. Or did you just forget the video chat you were supposed to have called in for fifteen minutes ago?”


  “Huh?” she mumbled, clearly disoriented. “Who is this anyway? And why are you calling in the middle of the night?”


  Ben’s irritation was increasing with each passing second. “This is your boss. Remember me? And the rest of your crew is waiting none too patiently for you to drag your ass out of bed and join us.”


  “Ben?” Lauren’s voice was clearer now, but she still sounded confused. “What – no, I didn’t forget. I even set my alarm for eight o’clock so I’d have plenty of time to get ready. What time – Jesus, it’s six-fifteen? What happened to the nine a.m. call we agreed on?”


  He closed his eyes, counting to ten. “That would be nine a.m. Eastern time, Your Majesty,” he replied acidly. “If you’re going to insist on having a West coast base, then you need to start adapting your schedule to my time zone. Got it? Now, drag yourself out of bed and connect in to the call.”


  He expected her to grumble or cuss or flat out defy him. What he didn’t expect was to hear a throaty chuckle, almost a purr, as she replied teasingly, “Aw, come on, Blue Eyes. You of all people should remember that I’m not a morning person. And you don’t have to be so mean about it. Just give me a few minutes to get dressed and grab some coffee and I’ll call in.”


  He grit his teeth, fighting off his mounting irritation, not to mention the growing arousal that her deliberately seductive teasing had triggered. “No. Now. You’ll have to make do without coffee. And nobody gives a crap what you’re wearing. Get your butt on this call now.”


  “Fine,” she spat. He could practically see her green eyes spitting like a cat’s as she spoke. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Asshole.”


  She muttered that last word under her breath, but just loud enough for him to hear. His reply was cut off by the chime that indicated someone else had joined the video chat, and he breathed a sigh of relief. He’d expected Lauren to put up more of a fight, to give him shit for waking her up so early. He remembered how much she hated getting up before sunrise, how she’d always declared no sane person would ever willingly leave their bed at such an ungodly hour of the morning.


  But his relief was short-lived as Lauren’s image appeared on screen, and she stared back at him with a smug, defiant expression on her face – and very little clothing on her lush little body.


  Ben couldn’t help himself – and from the looks of it, neither could Chris or George – from staring at the tousled-haired, sleepy-eyed woman who positively shrieked wild, dirty sex. All she wore was a tiny black cotton camisole that clung to her full, round breasts like a second skin, displaying a whole lot of cleavage, and a pair of black cotton boy shorts. The shapely length of her legs was bare, as were her small, surprisingly dainty feet, and Ben offered up a silent thanks that Lauren had worn even this much clothing, given her penchant for sleeping in the nude.


  “Ah, I think we can, uh, delay for a minute or two while you, er, get dressed,” sputtered Ben, trying desperately not to notice how her nipples were poking against the camisole. Or that Chris and George had noticed, too, and were making no attempt to hide their slacked-jawed fascination.


  Lauren seemed to be enjoying herself, too, her behavior irritatingly provocative. She shrugged, causing a spaghetti strap to slip down her shoulder, baring the top half of one breast. George’s eyes bugged out, Chris’s tongue hung out, and Ben’s cock hardened to almost painful proportions.


  “Nah.” She waved a hand in dismissal. “I’m fine. Besides, boss, I wouldn’t want to delay your meeting a minute longer and screw up your schedule. Carry on.”


  It was the least productive meeting Ben had ever had the misfortune to sit in on. Every time he tried to discuss a subject, all he could see were Lauren’s boobs thrusting out at him from the video screen. Or, when he attempted to divert his gaze, he had to watch George and Chris practically drooling as they kept their own gazes peeled to the screen. Every so often, when Karl spoke from his end in Tennessee, the amusement in his voice was glaringly obvious.


  And all the while Lauren continued to sit there, half-naked and cool as a cucumber, not seeming to give a rat’s ass that four men were all leering at her lustfully. She was doing it on purpose, of course, as payback for Ben’s early wake-up call and stern insistence that she join the chat without further delay. And her truly evil method of revenge was working all too well, because instead of discussing important details about the team’s next assignment, all he could think about was pulling that strap further down her arm until one plump breast popped out and then sucking at the erect pink nipple until she was wild with sensation. He wished he could yank her right through the screen into this room and onto his lap, strip her naked and let her ride him until they were both crying out in release. Lauren liked to be on top, controlling things, and he’d been helpless to resist her each time she’d pushed him onto his back and had her wicked way with him.


  Just when he was ready to call an abrupt halt to the meeting, figuring that nothing the least bit productive was getting done, Lauren’s image disappeared from the screen for a few moments. When she returned, Ben couldn’t help sighing in relief to see that she had pulled on that ratty old bathrobe she loved so much. With her ripe, tempting body now fully concealed, he was able to concentrate on the meeting and not worry that George and Chris would spy his massive erection.


  She was a devil, he thought darkly a short while after the video chat ended, and he was alone in his office. A green-eyed, long-haired devil with a face and body to tempt a saint. And he was constantly tempted, continually provoked, no matter how far away she was or how coolly she treated him.


  As the demands of his workday pressed upon him, however, he forced thoughts of Lauren from his mind. Ben considered himself to still be very much in learning curve mode when it came to his job, still unfamiliar with any number of his new responsibilities. He’d known from the moment he had accepted this job that he would be at an immediate disadvantage, and would have to work extra hard to learn the ropes. And that meant spending long hours at the office, taking work home with him at night, and often on the weekends as well.


  And even though it had only been a scant three months since he’d left his old job, Ben sorely missed the travel and excitement of exploring new places, of writing his stories, and even hanging around airports to wait for a connection or because of a flight delay. Most days something like that would beat the hell out of reviewing an article that wasn’t his own, or sitting through a planning meeting for a trip he wouldn’t be taking, or, worse, enduring another tiresome session going over finances and budgets with the irritating Nadine.


  But he’d made a commitment – both to his new bosses here at the magazine and also in a way to Elle – and he wasn’t inclined to commit professional suicide by bailing on a brand new job this quickly. Or to upset Elle by telling her that this really wasn’t what he wanted for himself.


  Elle was already none too pleased with the long hours he worked, and how tired and stressed he was as a result. He’d had to back out of more than a few social engagements as of late, including a dinner just two nights ago with a college friend of Elle’s and her new husband. Elle had been equal parts annoyed and disappointed, and he had even noticed a shimmer of tears in her eyes, which in turn had made him feel like an unfeeling jerk.


  “Look, Elle. I’m really sorry,” he’d apologized. “But these reports have to be turned in first thing in the morning, and I’m already going to be working until two or three a.m. to get them done.”


  She’d given a little sniffle, her mouth quivering just a bit. “I know how busy you are,” she’d acknowledged. “It’s just that Antonia and Oscar will only be in town for two nights, and they already have plans for tomorrow. And I really wanted you to meet her.”


  “I’m sorry,” he had told her again, giving her a quick hug. “This job is really kicking me in the ass right now, though. I’m beginning to think I’ve taken on more than I can handle.”


  “What?” Elle had asked in alarm. “Ben, you can’t start thinking that way. You’ve only been on the job a few months, so give it some time. I mean, even with all the hours you work it’s still better than having you traveling so often.”


  He’d nodded. “I know. It’s just going to take some getting used to. Everything is so different – so, well, monotonous, I guess.”


  The look of alarm on her face was replaced with one of dismay. “Are you trying to say you miss the travel? Miss your old job?” she asked, her voice pitched higher than normal. “That you regret making this move?”


  Ben had sighed. “I’m not saying that, Elle. It’s just – different. And it’s going to take some time for me to adjust. Now, stop worrying about it or you’re going to be late meeting your friends.”


  “You’re sure you can’t steal away for a little while and join us?” she’d pleaded. “Even for a quick drink?”


  “I wish I could,” he’d told her gently. “But every minute is going to count tonight if I want to get caught up.”


  Elle had given a little huff. “You always seem to have time to meet your staff for drinks, though. Just last week you were late meeting me for dinner because you were having a drink with Chris and Karl and that awful Lauren.”


  It had been the second time that Elle had brought Lauren into the conversation. The first had been the evening they’d had drinks with the team, and Elle had been aghast at Lauren’s bold, forthright manner, how much she’d had to drink, the way she had been dressed, and of course her tattoos.


  “But I suppose for someone like her tattoos and piercings are no big deal,” Elle had sniffed. “She’s very crude, isn’t she?”


  Ben had shrugged, trying valiantly to maintain a casual, unconcerned air. “She’s a tough lady, no doubt about it. But she needs to be, given her profession and the fact that the rest of her team are all men.”


  “Lady?” Elle had been scornful. “There’s nothing the least bit ladylike about her. Even George said so.”


  “George is an ass,” Ben had stated flatly. “And he was way out of line with what he said. He’s just lucky Lauren didn’t deck him. She’s quite the martial arts expert from what I’m told.” He hadn’t added that he’d seen her in action, and that her skills were off the charts.


  Elle had given a dainty shudder. “Which only serves to prove my point. None of the ladies I know would ever consider practicing martial arts. And she has no filter at all, no manners. Did you see the way she lifted her shirt up to show off that ugly tattoo on her back? Does she really think that men find that sort of thing attractive?”


  “Some men do,” Ben had replied neutrally. “And just because she has tattoos doesn’t automatically make her unladylike. Lots of people – men and women – get tattoos these days.”


  Elle had grimaced. “Don’t remind me. At least you keep yours covered up most of the time. Have you ever thought about getting it removed?”


  “No.” He rarely spoke to Elle in what could be thought of as a stern tone, but he had done so then. “I like my tattoo and have no intention of getting it removed. But I’m well aware of your feelings about it, so I’ve tried my best to cover it up around you.” He also hadn’t bothered to mention that Lauren had been fascinated by his tattoo, had traced her fingers over the intricate design, and even taken photos of it before replacing her fingers with her tongue.


  Elle’s indignation had increased at his tone. “You’re probably one of those men you just mentioned who think Lauren’s tattoos are attractive. You probably think she’s attractive.”


  “Lauren is a beautiful woman,” he had stated calmly, aware that Elle’s agitation had been slowly mounting. “And despite how much you dislike her personality, I don’t think you can deny that fact.”


  Elle had given a careless shrug. “I guess she’s pretty enough, even if she doesn’t bother with her appearance. I suppose she’s the sort of woman you used to date, hmm? Did she look like Lauren?”


  Ben’s blood had turned ice cold at that moment, and he’d been terrified that he had betrayed himself with that stupid, offhand remark about Lauren’s beauty. But before he could dream up a reply, he’d been saved by providence – or rather, Elle’s cell phone. And since it had been an incoming call from her father – an occasion that always warranted dropping everything – she had dashed off to talk to him.


  He’d given himself a mental kick in the ass after that near miss. It was glaringly apparent that Elle was jealous of Lauren, which shouldn’t have been all that surprising. Since they had become a couple, Elle’s jealousy and insecurity had come rushing to the surface. Despite her own quiet beauty, sophistication, and poise, she wasn’t all that experienced with men or dating or relationships, and thus her tendency to cling and almost smother him a little too often was somewhat understandable. But at times her jealousy could get tiresome and annoying, and Ben had nearly lost his patience with her on a few occasions. He’d assured her time and again that he wasn’t interested in other women, that he’d only smiled at the waitress to thank her and hadn’t been flirting, and that things were good between them.


  But he also knew it bothered Elle that he had yet to say the three words she longed to hear – “I love you”. She had said those same words to him soon after they’d slept together for the first time, but had assured him she didn’t expect him to feel the same way. At least not right away.


  But as the weeks and months had passed, and he still hadn’t uttered the magic words, Elle’s insecurities had mounted, and it seemed at times that she was unreasonably jealous of nearly every woman he came in contact with, no matter how innocent the association was. So it was little wonder that she was consumed with jealousy over someone like Lauren – a gorgeous, sexy, and sassy woman who was both strong and confident, and didn’t know the meaning of the word insecure.


  It would be a disaster if Elle was ever to discover that Lauren was the woman he’d been so deeply in love with. He’d actually thought several times about telling Elle, about finding some way to break the news to her. But then she would glare darkly at a waitress or sales clerk or even a stranger passing by on the street because she was convinced they were smiling at Ben and flirting with him. And then he would have to spend long minutes soothing her, assuring her, until she seemed convinced. Until the next time it happened.


  So in the end he’d decided to keep the details of his past relationship with Lauren a carefully guarded secret, knowing how hurt and upset Elle would be to learn the truth. Especially since he didn’t think he could tell her an outright lie by saying he no longer loved Lauren.


  Chapter Eleven


  April


  “I still say you should have let me put some makeup on those bruises. Nobody would even notice that way.”


  Chris glared at her through an eye that was half swollen shut, before retorting through puffy lips, “I don’t think a professional makeup artist could cover up these bruises.”


  Lauren brightened as a new thought arose. “What about a ski mask? One of those things people wear to cover up from the cold or sometimes the sun – a baklava.”


  “That’s a pastry made with filo dough,” corrected Karl, wincing as his cracked ribs sent pain coursing through his upper body. “You’re thinking of a balaclava. And that isn’t a half-bad idea, Chris.”


  Chris shook his head. “Except that it’s seventy degrees outside. Plus, I have no idea where we could buy something like that within the next five minutes. No, there’s no hope for it. We’re just going to have to fess up to the boss.”


  Lauren’s expression darkened considerably. “Yeah, especially since the town crier is bound to spill the beans the second he walks into the room. I still say you guys should have let me push him around a little, made sure he kept his big mouth shut for once.”


  Karl gave her a pat on the head, then grimaced as even that brief movement made his ribs hurt again. “I think we’ve all had enough brawling for awhile. And George won’t need to tattle to Ben about what happened, since it’s pretty damned obvious from looking at the three of us. Even you didn’t come out of it unscathed.”


  Lauren scowled as they reached the conference room. “The only reason I have this bruise is because I head-butted that fat bastard a little too hard. I should have just jabbed him in the throat instead, works much better.”


  Chris gave a little groan. “What we should have done was go to a different bar. That’s where all of our troubles began.”


  “You mean where your troubles began, Christina,” corrected Lauren. “Karl and I only got roped into the fray to save your sorry ass. Now, play it cool and keep your head down, and maybe Ben will be too preoccupied to even notice.”


  But Lauren was overly optimistic, because the very first thing their boss said as they entered the conference room was, “What the fuck happened to you all? And I want Karl to tell me. I doubt I’d believe any wild story Lauren would concoct. And Chris – well, judging from the size of that fat lip you’re sporting, I’m guessing that talking isn’t all that easy right now.”


  The three of them glanced at each other hesitantly, until Ben practically barked, “Sit. Now. And explain, please – Karl.”


  Lauren plunked herself down on one of the chairs, making sure it was the farthest away from where Ben was sitting and glaring darkly at each of them in turn. “I’m, uh, surprised you haven’t already heard the story from George,” she mumbled.


  Ben’s eyes narrowed almost dangerously as he gave Lauren a look that sent a rare chill up her spine. “George is running late this morning, though he should be arriving any minute. The message I received said that he was under the weather. But after seeing the three of you, I’m guessing that was just an excuse. How bad does he look?”


  “Oh, he looks fine,” Lauren assured him quickly. “George doesn’t have a scratch on him. He really is sick. Something he ate in Croatia, and then our flight home was pretty turbulent so he spent most of the time upchucking in the bathroom. He wasn’t even involved when we - ”


  Ben held up a hand to indicate she needed to stop talking. “I believe I said that I wanted Karl to tell me what happened. So unless you want to get into more trouble than you already are, I strongly suggest you keep quiet for once.”


  Lauren glowered at him before crossing her arms across her chest mutinously, but grudgingly did as she was told.


  Karl took a deep breath, a not so easy accomplishment given his sore ribs. “It’s not as bad as it looks, Ben,” he began in a calm voice, his Southern drawl lazy and more pronounced than usual. “And before you ask, nobody in the place knew we were there on assignment, or that we work for the magazine. Not to mention we hightailed it out of there before the local authorities arrived.”


  Ben shook his head, looking perplexed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Are you trying to tell me you all got roughed up during the assignment? Because so far as I know, your assignment in Croatia was a story about ocean kayaking and white water rafting. So unless you all capsized into some rocks, I’m going to assume the bruises and sore ribs were acquired in some other way.”


  Karl glanced at Chris and Lauren before giving an apologetic shrug. “Uh, you would assume correctly. The assignment went off without a hitch. Or a bruise. Those were courtesy of a little altercation we had in one of Dubrovnik’s pubs. And not one of their finer establishments, I might add.”


  “Chris here got a so-called ‘tip’”, interjected Lauren scornfully, using air quotes to emphasize her last word. “Some local told him that this bar was one of the happening places in town. Unfortunately, the only things happening were bad 80’s music and cheap booze. Not to mention some really skanky women, including the one Christina chose to hit on. The one who happened to have The Hulk’s twin brother as a boyfriend.”


  Chris had the good graces to appear chagrined. “Hey, honestly, all I did was say something like “How ya doing, babe”. Next thing I know this huge guy is headed my way with a knuckle sandwich.”


  Ben pointed his finger in turn at Lauren and then Chris. “I thought I made it clear that I only wanted to hear Karl’s version of this mess. Which is quickly starting to sound a lot more like a clusterfuck. So you two – keep it zipped unless I tell you otherwise. Got it?”


  Chris nodded, while Lauren muttered sarcastically, “Yes, sir”, which only gained her another very dark glare from Ben. He directed his gaze back to Karl expectantly.


  “Not a hell of a lot more to add,” said Karl. “This guy is starting to wail on Chris, so I tried to pull him off and got three cracked ribs for my efforts. Then the Kung-Fu Kid here decided to try and take him out with a head butt, which only resulted in pissing the guy off more and Her Majesty bruising her pretty little forehead. Meanwhile, some of The Hulk’s friends looked like they wanted to join in the fray, so Lauren pulled out her secret weapon. Literally.”


  Ben shut his eyes, massaging his temples as though a blinding headache had suddenly come over him. “And what would this secret weapon be?” he asked as though in pain. “Please don’t tell me she flashed her boobs at them.”


  “Good God, no!” denied Lauren vehemently. “I’m not an idiot, Ben. There’s no way I’d incite a riot by showing off the goods to a bunch of strange, drunk men. This is the weapon Karl was talking about.”


  Quick as a flash, she pulled a wicked looking knife from the inside of her black leather riding boots and held it out proudly for Ben’s slack-jawed inspection.


  “Never leave home without it,” she declared. “Best birthday present a fifteen year old girl could ever ask for – a Microtech OTF Scarab. My Uncle Mal gave it to me – in secret, of course, because my mom would not have been cool with it.”


  Ben stared at the automatic switchblade as though it was a live grenade Lauren held in her hand instead. “That looks – lethal. And illegal.”


  She waved a hand in dismissal. “Military issue, but easy enough to come by. I’ve used this little sweetheart to filet fish, cut rope, kill some really disgusting spiders, open boxes, you name it. It’s come in handy on too many occasions to count.”


  Ben ran a hand over his face as he visibly struggled for control. “And you thought one of those occasions ought to be threatening – what, three, four guys – in a bar in a foreign country with it? Just tell me you didn’t actually cut anyone with it.”


  “She didn’t, Ben,” assured Karl quickly. “Just the sight of it was enough for those guys – uh, probably more like six or seven by that time – to back off. And it bought us just enough time to get the hell out of there before the bouncer arrived. Lauren saved our asses once again.”


  “Again?” Ben’s voice was crackling with anger by now. “So you three make it a habit to get in bar fights, do you?”


  “No, no.” Karl shook his head in fierce denial. “That’s not what I meant. Not exactly. I mean, there have been a few times when – ah, hell, I’m just making it worse, aren’t I?” he muttered in disgust.


  George chose that moment to enter the conference room, still looking decidedly green around the gills. He got a glimpse of the greasy, half-eaten breakfast sandwich that Chris had been taking small, tentative bites from given his swollen lip, and shuddered before taking a seat at the opposite end of the table.


  Ben arched a brow at the visibly queasy producer. “Your crew members have just been filling me in about their, ah, adventures in Dubrovnik. But what I haven’t learned yet is exactly where you were when all of the action was happening.”


  George’s pasty complexion quickly changed shades as he flushed bright red in embarrassment. “I, uh, was sort of there when it first began but, um, then I - ”


  Lauren gave George a look of disdain. “But Georgina here ate a little too much of the local cuisine, and his apparently sensitive tummy wasn’t feeling so hot as a result. And when he saw a little blood – well, someone had to dash to the little boy’s room to puke his guts out. He finally caught up with us back at the hotel.”


  “Christ.” Ben blew out a breath before surging to his feet and crooking a finger at Lauren. “You. In my office. Now.”


  “Hey, why me?” she whined. “Chris was the one who started it by hitting on that skank. And may I say his poor taste in drinking establishments is only exceeded by that in women. Oh, and let’s not forget - ”


  “Lauren!”


  Ben’s uncharacteristic bellow caused four startled gazes to look his way. He was almost shaking with anger as he walked over to the door and wrenched it open. “Now, the rest of you. Don’t move. This won’t take long and then we can finally get on with this wrap-up meeting. And you.” He pointed a finger at George. “Go get some tea or ginger ale or a bucket, but whatever you do don’t throw up in here. Chris, get a goddamned ice pack on that lip. And eye. Karl - ” he threw up his hands in surrender. “I don’t even know what to say.”


  Lauren had never seen Ben this angry or upset before – hell, had never seen him this way. But as he grabbed her arm and practically dragged her down the hallway to his office, she could almost see steam rising out of his ears. And when he slammed his office door shut behind them, for once in her life she didn’t dare say a word.


  Ben rested a hip on the edge of his desk, his arms crossed over his chest as he regarded her somberly for long seconds. Lauren stubbornly refused to look away, standing her ground, and silently sending him the message that he was going to have to do a lot more than glower to intimidate her.


  “I know now what your problem is,” he finally said in an exasperated tone. “Your parents and the other adults in your life tried so hard to help you deal with your ADHD that none of them ever dared to try some good old-fashioned discipline. And so help me God, I have never laid a hand on a woman in my life, but I’m this close to putting you over my knee and spanking your ass until you finally learn how to behave like an adult.”


  She gasped in outrage, and strode forward until she was right in front of him, angry dark blue eyes meeting furious moss green ones. “You wouldn’t dare,” she hissed. “And dream on if you think you’ve got a chance in hell to - ”


  Lauren gave a yelp as Ben unexpectedly grabbed her arm and hauled her across his lap until her denim covered ass was sticking straight up into the air. She wriggled fiercely, trying to free herself, but the arm he used to hold her in place was like an iron bar.


  “I’d dare,” he told her darkly. “And you’re not the only one with some dirty street fighting tricks. Guess I forgot to mention that I took my martial arts training back up a few years ago, so every trick you know I’m betting I do, too. Now, are you going to be a good girl and listen to what I have to say for once, or do you want a sore ass in addition to that bruise on your forehead?”


  “Fine,” she griped. “I’ll listen. And if you even think of spanking me, I swear I’ll bite you.”


  She determinedly ignored the heat of his body beneath her, how her boobs were being squashed against his hard, muscular thighs. Her face was just about even with his crotch, and she couldn’t resist the naughty urge to glance slightly to her right. Lauren bit down on her lip to stop herself from smiling with some sort of twisted satisfaction, because it was rather obvious from the burgeoning swell behind his zipper that he was quickly becoming as aroused as she was at the close proximity of their bodies.


  Ben gave a reluctant chuckle. “Some things never change, do they? But you will listen, Lauren, and for once you’re going to take what I have to say seriously. You need to learn that you can’t always crack a joke or be a wiseass to avoid dealing with issues.”


  She stopped herself just in time from sticking her tongue out at him as he let her up, as well as resist the urge to rub the sore spot on her arm where he’d grabbed hold. “The last thing I’m in the mood for right now is cracking a joke,” she told him sullenly. “Instead, what I’m really in the mood for is to kick your ass.”


  “Of course you are.” Ben sighed in exasperation. “You know, saying things like that are going to get you and that smart mouth of yours in real trouble one of these days. I’m shocked it hasn’t happened already. You’ve been lucky, Lauren, damned lucky. But that luck’s bound to run out one of these days, and you’re going to find yourself in a situation you can’t fight or joke or flirt your way out of.”


  “Hey!” she protested. “That is not what I do! And I - ”


  Ben placed two fingers over her lips. “Hush. I’m not finished. Let’s see if by some miracle you can keep quiet for the next ninety seconds or so, hmm? My money’s on no, but prove me wrong.”


  Lauren gave him the evil eye but didn’t speak, merely arching an arrogant little brow and tapping one booted foot impatiently.


  Ben’s expression changed abruptly from irritation to distress. “Do you have any idea how big a risk you took in that bar?” he asked her in all seriousness. “My God, Lauren, you could have been seriously hurt! Or raped. Or gotten yourself locked up in a Croatian jail. You shouldn’t have jumped into that fight. You should have called the bouncer over right away. And you sure as hell shouldn’t have whipped out a knife that’s probably illegal to possess in most countries and threaten a bunch of goons. Why in the world did you even walk inside a place like that?”


  She shrugged, refusing to let herself hope that what she heard in Ben’s scolding voice might be genuine concern for her. “I told you, it was Chris’s idea. I didn’t want to be a spoilsport, or a wuss, so I just went along with the guys.”


  “Bullshit. You know those guys listen to whatever you say. If you’d told them you didn’t want to go in they would have followed you without question. Sometimes it’s like watching Mary with her little lambs in tow. But you’ve always got to be the tough chick, don’t you? And sometimes I think you’re so focused on proving how tough you are that you don’t use common sense as a result.”


  “Hmmph.” She shook her head in denial. “I didn’t realize you had minored in Psychology when you were at Northwestern. But you have no idea what you’re talking about here, Ben.”


  “Don’t I? Karl told me a few months ago that he and the others consider you the team leader. And, yes, I realize George is technically supposed to fill that role but I think we can all agree that’s never likely to happen. You hold a lot of influence over those guys, Lauren, and I expect you to use it wisely in the future. No more fights, no more questionable bars, no more stupid, unnecessary risks. If something like this happens again, I won’t hesitate to reassign you to a different crew – one with a much tougher producer. Or even ground you if need be.”


  Lauren gave a derisive hoot of laughter. “Ground me? What are you now – my father? He tried doing that a few times when I was a teenager, but I’d always find a way to sneak out and back in without him finding out.”


  “Not that kind of grounding. I meant no flying. No travel.”


  “Well, screw that,” she spat out. “You can’t do that to me. You wouldn’t do that to me.”


  “Sure I would,” he replied easily. “If I hear of one more incident that involves you, a knife, and a fight – or anything else foolhardy that you might attempt – I’ll pull you off assignments for three months and put you on research duty. Or worse, helping Nadine. And you don’t want to push my buttons, Lauren, because I will do it. I’m responsible for you when you’re on assignment, after all, and I’m sure as hell not going to take any more risks with your safety.”


  “Aw, I’m touched, Ben, really,” she said in a falsely sweet voice, patting him on the cheek. “And here I was convinced you didn’t care.”


  Ben grabbed her wrist, easing it away from his face, and his dark blue eyes were stormy with emotion. “If you’d ever allow me to explain about Big Sur, then you’d know exactly how much I – ow! Fuck!”


  With her right hand effectively trapped, Lauren had stomped down with her booted foot on his loafer clad foot, scowling at him fiercely. “I’ve already told you I have no interest in hearing your pathetic excuses. And you’re with Elle now, so whatever you might have to say is pointless anyway.”


  “Lauren.” He shook his head, a sorrowful expression on his face. “Yes, I’m with Elle, but I’d still like the chance to clear the air between us.”


  She lifted her chin stubbornly. “Well, I’m not prepared to listen, okay? So unless you want me to stomp on your other foot, I suggest you let go of me.”


  Ben was quick to release her wrist and take a wary step to the side. “Fine. Especially since it feels like you just broke a toe.”


  She looked with derision at his expensive Italian loafers. “If you hadn’t swapped out your own boots for these fancy ass shoes, you wouldn’t have even felt that little tap I gave you.”


  “First of all,” he corrected, “that was hardly a little tap. You could have put out a fire with the way you came down on my foot. As for my old biker boots – well, I don’t have much use for them nowadays since there’s no bike to ride.”


  Lauren couldn’t hide her surprise – or dismay “You got rid of your bike? Why? Don’t tell me,” she added mockingly. “It doesn’t fit with your new image? Just like the earring and the tattoo don’t. Or did your girlfriend convince you to give it up?”


  “Elle had nothing to do with it,” he denied. “The bike just had too many miles on it and needed some serious work done. And once I moved to New York I didn’t really drive it all that much since I mostly use the subway or walk everywhere.”


  “Do you miss it?”


  Ben smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I do. I miss getting it out on the open road with the wind in my face, and no particular destination in mind.”


  “Sounds a lot like the drive I took last time I was home. And pretty much the first thing I do when I get back from a trip is take the Duck out for a spin.”


  “The Duck?” Ben’s voice turned wistful. “You actually got that Ducati you used to talk about?”


  “Yup. A couple of years ago,” she announced proudly. “Though it’s red, not black. And it’s a sweet, sweet ride. I’m still making payments on it, but it’s been worth every penny.”


  “You get rid of that pick-up truck that thought it was a Maserati?”


  “Unfortunately, yes. Just like your bike, it needed a lot of work so I sold it for parts and bought a Jeep Wrangler instead. Much better for off roading since it has actual four wheel drive.”


  Ben looked thoughtful. “Two new vehicles? I know you make good money but not that much.”


  Lauren hesitated for several seconds before telling him, “My mom actually sold some of my photographs at her gallery. They brought in enough to pay for almost all of the Jeep. And before you start spouting legal jargon at me, there was no conflict of interest involved. Nothing was sold to a competing publication or anything like that.”


  “I wasn’t going to say anything,” he assured her softly. “Except to tell you how happy I am for you. And proud. You’re incredibly talented, Lauren, and you always have been. I’m sure if you wanted you could easily make a living from selling your photos to galleries like your mother’s.”


  She shook her head. “No way. Oh, I could probably make a good income if I wanted, but I could never give up the travel or stay in the same place all the time. As much as I love the cabin, I’ve also got an incurable case of wanderlust. I still don’t know how you gave all that up, Ben. Don’t you miss it? Regret walking away?”


  The look on his handsome face was one of such poignant sadness that it made her heart ache. “Almost constantly,” he whispered.


  But it was the way in which he said those two simple words – and the sorrow in his eyes as he said them – that gave Lauren serious cause to wonder if he was referring to his job or to her.


  Without another word, she turned and practically ran out of his office before he could beg her yet again for a chance to explain. Because she was very much afraid that this time she might just say yes. And all of the apologies and explanations and regrets in the world wouldn’t matter any longer – not while Ben belonged to someone else.


  Chapter Twelve


  June


  “Ben, there’s a Robert McKinnon on the line for you. Should I take a message?”


  Ben snapped to attention at the mention of that particular last name. He’d been engrossed in reading over an article that one of his teams had drafted after a recent trip to Belize, and had barely noticed that a call had come in.


  “No, you can put him through, Kym,” he told his assistant via intercom. “Does he, uh, sound annoyed or anything?”


  “Polite but impatient,” clarified Kym. “Hang on a sec and I’ll put him through.”


  “Thanks.”


  Ben frowned as he wondered why Lauren’s father would be calling him. Was it possible that Lauren had finally told her family about their long ago summer fling, and her dad was calling to chew his ass out? But even as he thought such a thing, he knew that wasn’t the reason. Lauren would never allow anyone else to fight her battles for her, and especially not her father. So whatever the reason he was calling now, Ben sensed it wasn’t personal.


  “This is Ben Rafferty,” he greeted in the polite but businesslike tone he typically used on the phone.


  “Mr. Rafferty, this is Robert McKinnon, Lauren’s father. I’m very sorry to disturb you, but I understand that you’re my daughter’s boss?”


  Robert had a deep, no-nonsense voice, and Ben could distinguish traces of a Scottish brogue here and there in his speech patterns.


  “That’s correct, Mr. McKinnon,” replied Ben, his tone becoming friendlier and more relaxed. “Though I’m not certain she’d agree with that. Lauren is very much her own boss, I’m afraid.”


  That earned a deep chuckle from the other man. “And how long did it take you to figure that out?” he asked in an amused voice. “With most people, it only takes a few minutes.”


  “I would break that down into seconds in my case, Mr. McKinnon. What can I do for you, sir? Lauren and her crew flew out yesterday to Nepal in case you were looking for her.”


  “I’m always in the loop about my daughter’s travel plans, Mr. Rafferty. Lauren is very good about keeping us updated on her schedule. But she also calls us every time she reaches her destination, and then again when she returns. And according to the itinerary she gave us, she ought to have arrived almost twelve hours ago. I even checked the flight status, and the plane arrived right on time. Her mother and I are growing concerned because we haven’t heard from her. Has she or one of her crew contacted you?”


  Ben was so astonished by what he’d just heard that he was speechless for long seconds. It was only when Robert cleared his throat a bit impatiently that Ben hastily replied. “Ah, no, Mr. McKinnon. I haven’t heard from them, but that’s not unusual. I’m sure there’s a good reason why she hasn’t called you yet. Have you tried her cell phone? Email?”


  Robert gave a mildly disgusted “humph”. “I get a fast busy signal every time I try to call her, and she hasn’t replied to our emails yet. I’m sure I sound ridiculously old-fashioned, Mr. Rafferty, but we do worry about our Lauren. I know she’s tougher than a dozen men put together, but she’ll always be our little girl. And when she jets off without a care to some of these godforsaken places you send her to – well, I can’t help but be concerned.”


  “First of all, please call me Ben,” he told Lauren’s father gently. “And second, I share your concern for Lauren and all of my employees when they’re on an assignment. I’ll tell you what, Mr. McKinnon. I’m going to try and get a hold of her one way or another, and tell her to contact you right away. Let’s see – it’s around eight p.m. in Nepal right now.” He made a quick estimate after pulling up a time zone converter site on his computer. “They should be having dinner or just finishing up.”


  “I appreciate it – Ben,” replied Robert. “And I am sorry to have disrupted you at work but Lauren’s usually so reliable about calling us.”


  “Not a problem, sir. Hopefully I can get in touch with her, and have her call you back soon.”


  As Ben disconnected the call, the smile on his face grew wider and wider until he was chuckling, and then laughing out loud. By the time he buzzed Kym and asked her to please bring in one of the satellite phones, he very nearly had tears in his eyes.


  Use of the satellite phones was widely discouraged due to the high cost of making a call. Dutifully, Ben tried calling each of the crew on their cell phones first, and predictably got the same fast busy signal each time. Next, he tried calling the hostel where the crew was staying, but received an automated message that the call could not go through as dialed. Knowing how unpredictable communications could be in more remote parts of the world, Ben resorted to using the pricey satellite phone, knowing a lecture from Nadine about saving money would be sure to follow.


  Each time a crew went out on assignment, they were given a satellite phone to take along, often for occasions just like this one. It took a minute or two for the call to connect, but then, thankfully, George picked up on the other end.


  George sounded surprised to hear from Ben, and even more so when he asked to speak to Lauren. In the background Ben could hear dishes and silverware clanging, conversations being carried on, and the loud hum of what sounded like a generator.


  “Ben?” Lauren’s voice sounded both perplexed and annoyed, and the connection wasn’t the greatest. “What’s the matter? Must be something big for you to break out the satellite phone. Did you get Nadine’s written permission first?’


  “I don’t need her permission. For anything,” he stated. “And the reason I’m calling is because you forgot to call home. More importantly, Daddy is very worried about his little girl.” He wasn’t able to hold back the laughter for a second longer, and was quickly chuckling anew.


  There was silence on the other end for long seconds, and Ben only hoped the tenuous connection hadn’t been lost. But then Lauren spoke, and he realized he’d actually managed to shock her.


  “You talked to my father?” she asked, aghast. “He – he called the office looking for me?”


  “We had a very nice conversation,” drawled Ben. “And he’s concerned because you didn’t call when you were supposed to. He even checked to make sure your flight got in on time.”


  “Jesus, please tell me this is not happening,” she muttered. “How long ago did he call?”


  “Just a few minutes ago,” he replied cheerfully. “So tell me, why haven’t you checked in yet with the folks? Especially when you know how much they worry about their baby girl?’


  “Will you shut up?” hissed Lauren. “And if you dare say a word to the rest of the crew, you will definitely regret it. Big time. And the reason I haven’t contacted my parents is because this charming but bare bones hostel Nadine found for us currently has no power and therefore no internet service. And apparently, even though she was supposed to arrange for an international calling plan specific to this area, something got lost in translation because none of our phones work.”


  “Why didn’t you just use the satellite phone?” Ben asked in confusion. “That’s why you have it, for situations just like this.”


  Lauren scoffed. “Yeah, try telling that to George. He’s acting like the Phone Nazi about it, insisting this isn’t a true emergency and that he swore to Nadine we wouldn’t use it unless absolutely necessary. God, did you know those two have been dating? Now she has the world’s biggest wuss to do her dirty work for her. You’ve got to do something about both of them, Ben, or there’s going to be a revolt. And I’m going to lead it.”


  He smiled at Lauren’s usual over-dramatization of the situation, and couldn’t suppress a little shudder at the image of George and Nadine out on a date. “Call your parents on the satellite phone,” he told her. “And that’s an order. I’ll make sure Nadine doesn’t give you shit about it.”


  “Are you sure?” asked Lauren worriedly. “I mean, I won’t talk to them for more than a minute or two. Unless you’d rather call him back and tell him what’s going on?”


  “No.” He wouldn’t admit that he had found Robert McKinnon to be more than a little intimidating. “I think one conversation in a day with your father is plenty. Besides, you’re the one he wants to hear from.”


  “Okay, I’ll call them. And, ah, thanks,” she added hesitantly. “Sorry if he bothered you. My dad – well, he worries too much at times.”


  “I don’t blame him. If you were mine – I mean, my daughter,” he stammered, desperately hoping she hadn’t caught his little slip, “I’d worry, too. So don’t keep Daddy waiting any longer and call home like a good little girl, okay?” He hadn’t been able to resist the jibe, or trying to get a rise out of her.


  But all Lauren did was to mutter, “Asshole,” and then abruptly disconnect the call.


  He was still grinning from ear to ear as he turned off the phone, especially since he now knew of an especially effective way to keep Lauren in line in the future. Or at least cause to tease her unmercifully.


  ***


  July


  Lauren ignored both the stares and the catcalls she received as she sauntered in the direction of her office, wishing that she was back in Big Sur where no one would have blinked an eye to see her walk by dressed like this.


  If she hated New York in the winter when it was cold and snowy, then that feeling was only reinforced in the summer months when it was ninety degrees with what felt like two hundred percent humidity.


  ‘I feel like I’m in a sauna that’s in the middle of the Sahara Desert with a heater going full blast,’ she thought as she neared the building. She’d even switched to iced coffee this morning, since the very thought of drinking anything hot only made her sweat more.


  And if she felt a tad underdressed as all of the smartly dressed women in their summer suits and ridiculously high heels passed her by, at least she was cool and not sweating nearly as much as they had to be doing. Fortunately, the dress code at the magazine went way beyond business casual to just casual – and then some. Not that it would have made a whit of difference to her this morning, when it was already eighty degrees at barely nine a.m.


  Her cell phone began to ring with Julia’s distinctive tone, and she quickly fished it out of the blue and white striped canvas bag she was carrying. The thought of hauling her bulky, overstuffed messenger bag in this heat had been quickly dismissed, and she’d dumped what she would need for a day at the office into this smaller, lighter tote.


  “Hey, baby sister,” she greeted. “And why are you awake so freaking early? No, don’t tell me. You’re either on your way to a six a.m. yoga class, or else Lover Boy woke you up for an early morning snog.”


  “Uh, well, both actually,” admitted Julia, and Lauren knew her twin’s cheeks would be flushed a pretty shade of pink right about now. “Nathan just dropped me off at the yoga studio, and my class is going to start in a minute. But I wanted to check in, especially since we hardly got to communicate at all while you were in Nepal.”


  “Don’t remind me.” Lauren grimaced. “You should have seen this dump we stayed at. Half the time the power was out, and I swear the internet worked for maybe an hour a day. And don’t even get me started on the plumbing – or lack thereof.”


  “At least you’re back in civilization now,” soothed Julia. “How is my second favorite city in the world this morning?”


  “Hot as fuck,” replied Lauren crassly. “And if you tell me it’s cool and foggy in San Francisco, I’m going to scream. Loudly.”


  “Okay, then I won’t say a word. I, ah, understand Dad spoke with your boss while you were away. You must have been thrilled to learn he contacted Ben the Bastard to check up on you.” Julia’s voice was clearly amused.


  “Yeah, just thrilled,” she grumbled. “And knowing him, he’s never going to stop ribbing me about it. At least he hasn’t told the other guys – not yet, at least. And I expect you to never mention it again, Jules. In fact, I’m invoking the Twin Clause for this one.”


  “Ooh, this must have really touched a nerve with you,” teased Julia. “You haven’t invoked the Clause for a long time.”


  “Unlike you,” retorted Lauren. “I’ve got way too many of your secrets stashed away, Jules. We seriously need to start archiving some of them.”


  As young girls, the sisters had created what Lauren had dubbed “the Twin Clause”. Simply put, when one of them confided a deep, dark, twins-only secret to the other, they invoked the clause – which meant that they could never, ever betray what had been confessed unless given specific permission to do so.


  “I haven’t told Mom and Dad about Nathan just yet,” admitted Julia. “And they are never to learn that we had a fling in New York last year. There are some things they just don’t need to know.”


  “Got your back, baby sis.”


  The ill-fated one night stand with Nathan – who had been newly engaged to another woman at the time - had been one of the reasons why Julia had left New York last fall. But it seemed that fate hadn’t been quite finished with the pair of them, because Nathan had wound up being the co-owner of the architectural design firm in San Francisco where Julia had started working this past January. They had fought their undeniable attraction for each other for months, and Julia had been miserable and unhappy every time Lauren had talked to her, never knowing the reason why. And then Lauren, who’d realized from the second she’d met Nathan that he had the hots for her twin big time, had made a few intentionally provocative comments, insinuating that Julia was on the prowl for a new man. That was all it had taken to spur Nathan into action and re-claim the girl he’d fallen in love with months earlier. He’d promptly broken off his engagement, and now he and Julia were as good as living together. Lauren, of course, had claimed full credit for getting them back together, and expected Nathan to treat her to a very expensive dinner the next time she was in San Francisco.


  And recalling how miserable her sister had been while pining for a man who was already committed to another woman had only intensified Lauren’s own resolve to keep as far away from Ben as possible. She would never, ever settle for being the other woman, and her surprisingly high moral codes forbade her from even thinking about ways to break up Ben and Elle. Ben Rafferty had had his chance with her five years ago, and had blown it royally. And Lauren rarely if ever believed in giving someone a second chance.


  “I know you do,” said Julia. “And I hope you know it’s the same for me. I mean, you’ve always been the stronger one of us, the one who looks out for everyone else. But if you ever need to talk to me about anything, I’m always here for you, Lauren.”


  Lauren felt an unwelcome shimmer of tears momentarily cloud her vision, and she was thankful her eyes were hidden by a pair of oversized aviator sunglasses. “Thanks, baby girl. I appreciate it. But everything is cool with me as usual. Now, don’t you have to go do sun salutations, or some wacky stuff like that?”


  Julia bid her good-by after instructing her to select a date, and a restaurant, to claim the promised dinner from Nathan. Lauren was smiling as she replaced her phone, genuinely happy to know how blissfully in love her sister was, and tried very, very hard not to be envious.


  And tried equally as hard not to feel guilty. She and Julia had always been close, even though they’d had widely different interests and personalities. Lauren had always considered Julia to be her best friend and confidante – even more so than Angela, her girlhood friend with whom she continued to be close. And yet, she’d never told either of them about Ben, or even hinted that she’d been involved with someone that summer. So far as Julia knew, the Ben she had mentioned from time to time – and groused about whenever she did – was strictly her boss. It had in fact been Julia who’d dubbed him “Ben the Bastard” because Lauren had used the derogatory term every time she’d mentioned his name.


  ‘Not much point in telling Jules anything now, though,’ she resolved as she entered the office building. ‘What good would it do except to make me feel shitty all over again? Besides, Jules is over the moon about ole Lover Boy, and the last thing she deserves is for me to bring her down with my sad little story. Best to keep it sealed up in the vault where it’s been stowed away all this time.’


  The lobby was blissfully cool from the air conditioning, and she breathed a sigh of relief as her white rubber Havaianas flip flopped along the marble floor. She ignored the male stares she received during the elevator ride up, gazing straight ahead and slurping loudly on her iced coffee with complete disregard.


  Most of the office staff had become accustomed to seeing Lauren in various stages of dress and undress over the years – ripped jeans, workout gear, combat boots, plus her sizeable collection of T-shirts that bore logos from places she’d visited, rock bands she’d seen in concert, athletic events she’d participated in, along with both witty and semi-obscene sayings. Once or twice she’d even stumbled in half-asleep wearing pajamas pants and fuzzy slippers.


  But even the co-workers who usually didn’t blink an eyelash when she walked past did something of a double take this morning. And when she walked into the conference room – the last one to arrive as usual – four pairs of male eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets as she dumped her bag on the table and pulled out a chair.


  Ben cleared his throat, his jaw practically hanging open. “Uh, what exactly are you wearing?”


  Lauren glanced down and shrugged. “Denim shorts, white T-shirt, flip flops. You know – clothes.”


  At her sardonic glare, Ben flushed and dragged his gaze up from her breasts to her face. “Um, sort of. That’s not exactly what I’d deem appropriate office attire.”


  Chris nudged Karl, and they both snickered. “You’re entitled to your opinion, Ben,” joked Chris. “But I’d say the rest of us can’t find one damned thing wrong with what Lauren’s wearing. Or not wearing.”


  Lauren fished a wadded up napkin from her bag and threw it at Chris. “Pervert. But, really, what else is new? And excuse me, but it’s like a hundred and forty degrees outside, and I’m not willing to sweat any more than I have to. Especially when I’ve got a two mile walk here from my aunt’s apartment.”


  Ben frowned. “Why don’t you take the subway? Or a bus?”


  Chris, Karl, and George all looked at each other in dismay.


  “Oh, boy,” groaned Karl. “Here we go.”


  Lauren arched a brow in horror. “The subway? You’ve got to be kidding. And the buses are just as bad. Not only are they the very definition of claustrophobic, but they’re chock full of weirdos and rude people. The last time I rode the subway I a) got sneezed on, b) had my ass grabbed, and c) stood next to some wackadoodle who alternated between quoting Bible verses and singing Broadway show tunes. So thanks anyway but I’ll walk,” she declared.


  Karl shook his head at Ben. “Now you’ve done it. She’ll be going off for the next half hour on the subject.”


  ***


  Fortunately, Lauren wasn’t in the mood to continue her rant about New York’s public transit system, and seemed more focused than normal on the business being discussed. As usual, she drank too much coffee, kept stuffing junk food in her mouth, and had an opinion about everything – which was more often than not completely different from everyone else’s.


  And, thought Ben as he snuck yet another furtive glance in her direction, she was the sexiest, most provocative, and thoroughly tempting woman he’d ever seen. He was torn between paddling that saucy little ass of hers, punishing her for dressing in such skimpy attire, and ordering the three other men out of the room so he could spread her out on the conference room table, strip her naked, and fuck her raw. He wondered if she’d dressed like this deliberately, knowing full well how the snug, semi-transparent white T-shirt clung to those sensational breasts, and how much tanned, shapely leg was bared by the denim shorts. Her long hair was pulled up into a high, bouncy ponytail, while her makeup free face glowed with health and vitality.


  But even though Lauren flirted a lot, she wasn’t a cocktease, or an exhibitionist, and had more than likely dressed like she was spending the day at the beach rather than the office simply because of the brutally hot, steamy weather outside.


  Whatever her intention in dressing this way had been, it was having some rather unwelcome effects on all the men in the room, and he was definitely no exception. Despite the air conditioning blasting through the room, Ben felt sweat break out on his forehead and upper lip each time Lauren stood or bent over, and the snug fitting denim shorts cupped the delectable curves of her ass enticingly. His gaze was drawn time and time again to the smooth, tanned length of her leanly muscled legs, and he knew that both the tan and the muscles had been acquired from long hours spent outdoors hiking, surfing, and mountain biking. Lauren would never have need of – or even think of using – a tanning bed or spray-on products. And the only time she exercised indoors was to take a martial arts class or to use a gym on those rare occasions when the weather prevented her from being outside.


  Ben bit down on his bottom lip to stifle the low moan that would have otherwise escaped as Lauren leaned over the table to hand George some papers. The soft, clingy fabric of her T-shirt gapped away slightly at the neckline, providing everyone in the room with a mouthwatering glimpse of her deep cleavage. Ben shifted in his chair uncomfortably, and forced himself not to reach down and rearrange the erection that was pressing insistently against his zipper. And as he noted that her lacy white bra was visible beneath the semi-transparent cotton top, he reached for a water bottle to ease his suddenly dry throat.


  He recalled how surprised he’d been to discover that Lauren often liked to wear silky, frothy lingerie beneath her jeans, T-shirts, and tank tops. She had blamed her extravagant collection of bras, panties, and thongs on her Aunt Madelyn, who made it a habit to send both Lauren and her twin sister regular shipments of samples, overstock, and end of season closeouts that she’d been given from various designers. He wondered now if Lauren was wearing matching white lace panties beneath those teeny shorts, or one of the miniscule thongs she had favored. Or had gone commando, as she’d often done back at the cabin. He was sorely tempted to peel those shorts off her saucy ass and find out for himself.


  Just like he was practically dying inside to strip that T-shirt off over her head, unclasp her bra, and let those perfect tits tumble free into his waiting hands. His tongue longed to flick over the nipple, just before his lips sucked the entire pale pink areola into his mouth. He could remember like it was yesterday the sounds she’d made – somewhere between a whimper and a groan – as he’d lingered for long minutes over those sensational tits. She’d been such a hungry, responsive lover, such a hedonistic, sensual woman, that he’d once brought her to orgasm simply by stimulating her breasts.


  “Ben, what do you think? I mean, even I admit this is something of an unorthodox approach, but I think it would really catch the readers’ attention.”


  “Huh?” Ben suddenly realized that Lauren had just asked him a question, and was gazing at him expectantly, waiting for an answer. She smirked knowingly as he hastily dragged his gaze away – again – from the impudent thrust of her breasts.


  “Uh, let me look it over again,” he mumbled, quickly scanning the page she’d set in front of him a few minutes ago. “What, uh, does everyone else think?”


  Ben exhaled in relief as he bought himself a few extra minutes, and was able to read enough of Lauren’s outline to realize it was as brilliant and innovative as everything she did. She had a natural gift for journalism, for telling a story and bringing it to life, even though she always claimed she hated to write and would much rather leave all of that stuff to Karl.


  The meeting wrapped up before one p.m., by which time he was in bad shape. Several hours of watching Lauren sashay around the room had given him a raging hard-on, and had brought back all sorts of erotic memories that were probably best left forgotten, especially given her mostly hostile attitude towards him these days.


  George left the room first, as he had a lunch date with Nadine - who didn’t like to be kept waiting. Chris, Karl, and Lauren went back and forth on where to grab lunch before finally agreeing on the Jewish deli two blocks away.


  “Want to join us, Ben?” asked Karl. “They make the best Reuben sandwich I’ve ever had.”


  He shook his head. “It sounds great but I’m meeting Elle for lunch. Maybe another time.”


  Ben didn’t know if it was his imagination, but he could have sworn Lauren’s back stiffened upon hearing Elle’s name. But she kept her face impassive, and he figured he was mistaken in thinking that the thought of Elle bothered her in any way.


  “Lauren. A moment please,” he requested as she would have left with the others. “This won’t take long.”


  She didn’t bother to disguise her impatience as she slung her bag over her shoulder. “I hope not. I’m starving and there’s a roast beef sandwich calling my name.”


  Ben couldn’t help himself from chuckling. “How can you still be hungry after everything you just put away this morning?”


  He’d lost track of all the snacks she’d munched on, whether they had been her own or ones she’d poached from the guys. He forced himself not to gulp as he pictured the way she’d eaten a package of M&M peanuts – rolling each piece between her fingers before popping it into her mouth and chewing it with slow, deliberate enjoyment. He had envied every single candy coated peanut, wishing it had been his finger – or another part of his anatomy – that had slipped past her lips instead.


  Lauren shrugged. “I’ve got a super quick metabolism, burn up calories crazy fast. And I need some protein or I’m going to crash soon after all the sugar I ate. So what’s up?”


  He hesitated, stalling for time as he tried to figure out a way to not totally piss her off. ‘Screw it,’ he told him resignedly. ‘That’s going to be impossible, so just spit it out already.’


  “Look,” he began clumsily. “I get it that the weather’s stifling outside today, and that it’s not what you’re used to back in Big Sur. And we admittedly have a pretty lax dress code here. But what you’re wearing now – well, it’s just a little too much, I’m afraid. Or, more accurately, too little. In the future, you need to, uh, cover up more.”


  Lauren stared at him for long seconds before bursting into laughter. “Oh, God, this is priceless! How long did it take you to work up the nerve to say something like that to me? And, look, you even broke a sweat over it!”


  She teasingly brushed her fingers across the beads of sweat clinging to his forehead. Ben took a step back, ducking his head in embarrassment.


  “I admit that I wasn’t looking forward to having this conversation, but it had to be said,” he acknowledged. “There’s casual and then there’s – um, underdressed. This isn’t an amusement park or a beach party, Lauren. In future, please don’t show quite as much, er, skin. Okay?”


  Lauren was still grinning from ear to ear, clearing enjoying his discomfiture. “You know, you’re starting to sound more and more like my father. But, hey, okay if it’s that big a deal, I’ll cover up from now on. Think a burqa would look out of place here?”


  “Nothing that extreme,” he replied, smiling a little at her joke. “And I know it’s probably too hot for jeans right now. What about a skirt or a – a sundress, something like that?”


  She gave him an amused look. “This is really uncomfortable for you, isn’t it? You look like you’d rather be walking over hot coals or a bed of nails right now.”


  “I would,” he muttered. “But you get my point, don’t you? And I don’t mean any offense, just – well, frankly, you were pretty distracting during the meeting.”


  “Yeah?” She batted her eyelashes at him flirtatiously. “Did I distract you, Ben?” She moved in closer, deliberately letting her breasts brush up against his arm. Her voice lowered to a sultry whisper. “Did I turn you on?”


  “Lauren. Don’t.” His voice was rough, guttural. “This isn’t – appropriate.”


  She stepped back, all hint of humor immediately replaced by a look of scorn. “Yeah, right. Appropriate. Proper. Just like your perfect, ladylike girlfriend. So you think I ought to wear a skirt or a dress every so often, huh? Maybe be more like Elle?”


  Ben shook his head, fighting with every ounce of self-control he possessed not to yank her back against him. “No. That’s ridiculous. I couldn’t think of two more opposite individuals than you and Elle. You’re nothing alike.”


  “Except for one thing.” She stepped in close again to murmur wickedly in his ear. “Apparently we both have the same taste in men.”


  She patted his cheek before giving him a little smile and then strolled leisurely out of the room. And in spite of himself, he couldn’t help staring at her ass in those ridiculously short shorts as she walked down the hallway.


  ***


  One Week Later


  “Here’s your wine. They didn’t have Sauvignon Blanc so I hope Chardonnay is okay.”


  Elle smiled as she accepted the glass. “It’s fine, thanks. I doubt anything they’ll serve is going to be of very good quality so I’m not sure the vintage matters.”


  Ben took a sip of his own glass of red wine. “Well, these office parties aren’t known for having top of the line food and drink.”


  Elle made a little moue of displeasure. “We actually have a very good caterer we use for these types of events at The New Yorker. I should give his name to whoever organizes these things here.”


  Ben chuckled. “Don’t forget that this is a very different sort of crowd. More like beer and nachos rather than wine and brie.”


  “I suppose you’re right. Still, everyone seems to have dressed a little nicer than usual. And you were wrong, Ben. You’re not the only one here wearing a suit.”


  Ben took another sip of his wine and refrained from pointing out that having two other men in the entire room wearing a suit hardly qualified it as a crowd.


  They were attending an after-work cocktail reception for a recent retiree from National Geographic Travel. Elle had prodded him until he’d reluctantly agreed to wear one of his suits, knowing full well that he’d get ribbed about it from his staff and peers. Fortunately, the weather had cooled off a lot over the past week, largely due to the rain that had swept through the city a couple of days ago. Even so, Ben still couldn’t help tugging at his shirt collar every few minutes.


  As they walked around the room greeting and chatting with other guests, Ben noted – not for the first time, of course – how at ease Elle was at events such as this one. She had been a great help to him in navigating through all of the social niceties expected at such occasions, and he knew if he’d been left to his own devices that right about now he would be standing in a corner somewhere alone, or sticking with the same small group of people he felt most comfortable with. Or counting the minutes until he could make a discrete exit.


  Unlike Elle. who lived for these types of events, who had been brought up attending parties and receptions from girlhood. She both looked and acted the part of the poised, sophisticated professional, knowing exactly what to say. She wore one of her seemingly endless supply of chic little black dresses, this one of a summer weight fabric that bared her Pilates-toned arms, and a pair of low-heeled black slingbacks. Her dark hair was sleeked back into its usual chignon, and pearls glistened discreetly in her ears and around her throat.


  She seemed happy and content this evening, which was a huge relief to Ben after the argument they’d had two nights ago. He had been tired and stressed out after another hectic day at the office, but had still consented to going out to dinner with Elle and her former roommate who was in town for a visit. He’d been nearly comatose from fatigue upon arriving home, and had been largely incoherent when she’d kissed him good night and told him she loved him.


  And when he’d merely smiled tiredly in response, Elle had grown teary-eyed and Ben had felt guilty yet again at not being able to say the words back to her. One thing had led to another, and soon she’d been weeping and telling him in her very best martyred tone that he didn’t have to feel obligated to stay with her if he didn’t want to. Ben had sighed, knowing this particular scene by heart, and had quietly offered to move out if that was what she really wanted. But Elle had flung her arms around his neck, begging him to stay, and assuring him that she didn’t mean it, and that she was sorry for being a nag.


  The next morning she had acted as though none of it had ever happened, and things had returned to normal. But Ben knew it didn’t take much to set Elle off, and that it was only a matter of time before another such incident occurred.


  He thought at times that it would just be kinder all around if he were to move out and allow Elle to get on with her life, to find someone who could truly love her and give her everything she deserved. He had told her just that on more than one occasion, but each time she’d pleaded almost desperately that she didn’t want to lose him, that she was perfectly content with the state of their present relationship, and that he didn’t need to worry about her feelings.


  And truthfully, their present relationship far more resembled that of the platonic roommates they had been at one time, or best friends, than it did of lovers. He worked late so often, and was so worn out when he was at home that he didn’t have the patience it took to be intimate with Elle. She found it almost impossible to be spontaneous, had to schedule or plan out sex as though it was an appointment on her day planner. And she was usually so prim and reticent in bed that it took awhile for him to become aroused. Then, too, her parents had been spending more time than usual in New York over the past few months, and Elle still stubbornly refused to share a room with him while they were in residence.


  He shouldn’t have minded, really, given the lengthy periods of celibacy he’d endured in the past. But it seemed that whenever a certain curvy, troublesome photographer was in town – and in his proximity – that all of a sudden he was constantly horny.


  He’d jacked off in the shower just this morning, in fact, with an image of a glistening wet Lauren washing her body more than enough stimulus to bring on an almost violent climax. She had been the most spontaneous lover he’d ever known, had always been eager and almost voracious for sex, and he’d kept his fingers crossed that he would be able to keep up with her.


  While Elle was deep in conversation with her father’s good friend the editor-in-chief, Ben excused himself to get another glass of wine. As he took a sip of what he considered a decent Merlot – though Elle had told him it was barely palatable – he almost choked when he spied the woman who stood in his direct line of vision.


  He recognized her – knew her – and yet she looked completely different from any previous image he had of her. She looked like a femme fatale, a sexy pin-up girl, and he had never wanted her more than he did at this exact moment.


  She had apparently taken his half-joking advice to wear a skirt and then ran with it. Though there was no possible way she could run a step in the snug fitting black skirt that clung to her hips and ass lovingly. And he wondered how she could even walk in those red stiletto heels. A sleeveless white silk tank top and a wide red patent leather belt that cinched her small waist completed her simple but screamingly sexy outfit.


  Lauren normally pulled her abundant hair back into a braid or ponytail, but this evening it fell in thick, glossy curls halfway down her back. And she was even wearing makeup – including bright crimson lipstick that made her mouth look like the most forbidden fruit ever created. He wanted that lush, red mouth wrapped around his cock, wanted to plunge his tongue deep inside of it, wanted to kiss her until they were both breathless and dizzy.


  She glanced up and saw the way he was looking at her, and for a few moments it was as if five years had never passed. She, too, was drinking red wine, and she smiled as she raised her glass in a mock toast before taking a sip.


  He started walking in her direction without conscious thought, not stopping until he was right in front of her. Up close, she looked even more delectable, her sumptuous breasts more than filling out her top, and the lavish lace of her bra was clearly visible beneath the fine, silky fabric.


  “You, ah, look – different,” he said haltingly. “You look – nice.”


  She snickered. “Nice? Is that the best you can do, Blue Eyes? Nice is how you describe what your grandma is wearing. But then, for a writer, you always were a man of a few words. Strange. So why don’t I tell you what I think of your outfit instead?”


  Ben took a fortifying sip of wine, grateful that he’d kept his suit jacket buttoned since it helped to hide his burgeoning erection. “Okay. Have at it.”


  Lauren ran a finger down the sleeve of his jacket. “Hmm. I’m not anywhere near as good at this as my sister or aunt, but I’m going to guess this is Armani.”


  He nodded, gritting his teeth as the scent of whatever perfume she was wearing – another first – teased his nostrils and made his cock feel like it was going to burst.


  “Fancy,” purred Lauren as she tugged playfully on his tie. “Silk. Very nice. In fact, dressed like this you might have had a chance with my sister. She’s got a real thing for a man who can wear a suit as well as you can. Which, for her, has resulted in a couple of really bad lapses in judgment where men are concerned.”


  “But I take it you’re not a fan of this look?” he observed.


  “Of the suit?” She shrugged. “It’s okay. But it’s nowhere near as sexy as a pair of faded jeans and an old T-shirt. In fact, this whole scene here – ” she waved an arm around the crowded hotel reception room – “isn’t you. I’m guessing you’re hating all this bullshit as much as I am, and would much rather be drinking a cold beer and chowing down a bacon cheeseburger.”


  His mouth quirked up at one corner. “Is it that obvious? And here I thought I was putting on a convincing act.”


  Lauren shook her head. “I mean, you might be fooling most of the others, but not me. There’s not a lot that gets past me, after all. Not to mention the fact that I know the real you. And this,” she gestured at his suit and loafers, “is definitely not the Ben I met in Big Sur.”


  He gazed down at her, unsmiling, and for a few moments completely forgot there were a couple of hundred other people in the room. Those eyes of hers – the ones that saw everything, missed nothing – were locked with his, and he wished with all his heart that he had the guts to yank her against him and capture that plush, sinful mouth in the longest, deepest kiss anyone here had ever witnessed.


  “There you are, Ben. I was wondering where you’d taken yourself off to.”


  And then the bubble was abruptly popped as Elle sidled up against his side, clutching his arm possessively. He quickly broke eye contact with Lauren, and gave Elle a reassuring smile. “Sorry. I was just getting another glass of wine when I saw Lauren and came over to say hello.”


  Elle’s smile was polite and utterly false as she turned to greet Lauren. “I see. Well, I’m surprised you recognized her. You, ah, look very different tonight, Lauren.”


  She did not say that Lauren looked beautiful or even nice, and it was obvious – at least to Ben – that she was both irritated and jealous right about now. And while her mouth might have been fixed into some semblance of a smile, the look in her dark eyes was almost terrifying.


  But Lauren wasn’t easily intimidated, and smiled lazily. “Well, someone told me recently that I should consider wearing a skirt once in awhile. So I figured no time like the present.”


  Ben stared down into his wine glass, not trusting himself to offer up a reply at this moment. When he’d made that suggestion he had admittedly had a very different type of skirt in mind – something loose fitting and floaty, that fell below the knee, perhaps made of cotton. He certainly hadn’t pictured her in this sexy, tight fitting number that made her look like a 1940’s screen siren, and especially not paired with those insanely alluring red stilettos.


  Elle’s returning smile seemed to have grown even tighter, her lips a thin, pinched line. “I see. Is your outfit new then?”


  Lauren continued to grin wickedly, almost as though she was deliberately baiting Elle. “Yup. Fortunately my aunt knows how much I hate shopping, so she picked out some stuff for me and I just popped by her office this afternoon. And since her office is in a department store, that made things very convenient.” At Elle’s puzzled expression, Lauren explained, “My aunt is Madelyn Benoit, the head buyer at Bergdorf’s. And I did not inherit any of her fashion sense, so I rely on her and my sister to pick out most of my nicer clothes.”


  Elle was visibly taken aback at this information, and quickly gave Lauren’s outfit another quick lookover, most likely realizing that it was designer and had cost more than her own dress and shoes.


  She gave Ben’s arm a little tug. “Well, we should really mingle a little more. I’m sure Lauren understands.”


  But before Elle could pull him away, Karl and Chris descended upon them, exchanging handshakes and greetings and wolf whistles for Lauren.


  “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you in a skirt or dress that I forgot how nice you clean up,” joked Karl as he flung an arm around her shoulders and gave her a friendly smooch on the cheek. “Got a hot date tonight, kiddo?”


  “Not yet,” replied Lauren regretfully. “But the night’s still young. You up for making the rounds tonight?”


  “Absolutely. We’re all flying home tomorrow so might as well enjoy our last night in town for a few weeks. You up for some clubbing, Chris?”


  “When am I not? Do you two want to join us?” Chris asked Ben and Elle.


  Ben hesitated while scrambling for a plausible excuse – definitely not wanting to watch Lauren trolling for men – but Elle smoothly answered for them.


  “I’m afraid we already have dinner plans, but thank you for asking us. Perhaps another time.”


  He wondered if she intentionally tried to sound as uptight and formal as she did, her British accent very pronounced this evening and sounding extra stuffy. But Chris, Karl, and Lauren seemed unfazed, merely shrugging and moving on to the next topic.


  Chris eyed Lauren’s wine glass with interest. “Is that the merlot? I couldn’t decide between that and the cabernet. Mind if I have a taste?”


  Lauren moved her glass out of his way and eyed him warily. “Depends. Did you get tested yet?”


  Chris rolled his eyes. “Are you still on that? I’ve told you not to worry about it. As usual, you’re making a big deal out of nothing.”


  “Nothing?” Lauren shook her head in revulsion. “I’m sorry, but I could practically see the STDs crawling up that skank’s arm. And until you get tested, you are not putting that mouth of yours on anything I’m eating or drinking.”


  At Ben’s and Elle’s looks of confusion, Lauren quickly explained. “During our layover in Moscow on our way home from Nepal, Chris here hooked up with a – ah, let’s call her a female of questionable moral standards. Karl and I have been after him ever since to get tested for every social disease known to the modern world.”


  Chris scowled. “I used protection.”


  Lauren patted him on the cheek. “Honey, even if you used two condoms it wouldn’t have been enough with that skank. So until you can prove to me you’re clean, I’ll be keeping my food and drink to myself.”


  Ben bit down on his lip, trying like hell to suppress the laughter rumbling up inside his chest. Meanwhile, the look of horror on Elle’s face compelled him to make their excuses and whisk her away before she could say anything in response.


  But unfortunately, she had plenty to say after they returned home after dinner. She’d been moody and mostly silent during the very uncomfortable meal, and Ben could almost see the anger building up steadily inside of her. She had also had more to drink than usual, only this time the alcohol had made her tense and edgy rather than giggly and charmingly tipsy.


  “You’re having an affair with her, aren’t you?”


  The accusation she fired at him as soon as they walked inside the brownstone startled him, and he could only stare at her, speechless.


  “What?” he asked, completely taken aback. “Who are you talking about? And, no, I’m not having an affair with anyone. Where did you get an idea like that?”


  “I saw you with her,” accused Elle, swaying a little on her feet. “You and that foul-mouthed bitch Lauren. I saw how she kept touching you and laughing. And I saw the way you kept looking at her. You thought she looked hot, didn’t you? And I know the two of you are sleeping together so stop denying it!”


  Ben was flabbergasted. “Elle, nothing happened at the party. That’s just the way Lauren is, she flirts with everyone. And I am not sleeping with her. I wouldn’t do that to you, Elle, wouldn’t cheat on you with another woman. That’s not who I am, and I would have thought you knew me better than that.”


  Elle was weeping now, the tears tracking down her cheeks. “You’re lying,” she sobbed. “I know there’s something between the two of you. I saw the way you were looking at each other.”


  He shook his head. “No, Elle. There’s nothing going on between us. You’re imagining things now, letting your jealousy get the better of you. Come on, let me make you a cup of tea and get you calmed down, okay?”


  “I don’t need to calm down!” she screamed, growing more and more agitated. “I just need you to tell me the truth. Are you sleeping with that whore?”


  Ben closed his eyes, knowing that when Elle got herself into this kind of state there was often no reasoning with her. She simply had to work through the episode, cry it out, and then finally collapse in exhaustion. And while it was on the tip of his tongue to finally tell her about his past relationship with Lauren, the wild, almost hysterical look in her eyes changed his mind. There was no possible way she would take the news well while she was in this condition, and he was seriously afraid it could push her over the edge. He would have to find another time to tell her, when she was calm and reasonable and he could explain it all properly.


  So instead he took her into his arms, holding her gently as he soothed her. “Stop this, Elle. You’re going to make yourself sick. And for nothing. I am not having an affair with Lauren or any other woman. I’m here with you, Elle. Okay?”


  But as she sobbed against his shoulder, her slender, almost fragile body shaking in reaction, he knew that he wasn’t being completely honest with her – either about his past love affair with Lauren or the fact that he would probably never stop loving her.


  Chapter Thirteen


  August


  Lauren was admittedly in a bad mood this morning, but she figured that after the night she’d had she was more than entitled to be pissy. She was in such a foul mood, in fact, that not even the two extra sugar packets – on top of her usual four – that she’d dumped into her coffee, nor the jumbo sized cinnamon roll with extra icing, had helped one damned bit to make her feel better.


  And the weather in Manhattan was back to being hot and muggy this morning, which only added to her crankiness. She couldn’t even wear shorts to the office any longer, thanks to Ben’s little lecture last month about “appropriate” attire, and she refused to give him the satisfaction of actually wearing a skirt or dress. Her white cropped jeans, dark blue racer-back tank, and flat brown leather sandals were cool enough, she supposed grudgingly, and certainly covered up a lot more than the outfit she’d worn last month that had triggered Ben’s outcry. Given the rotten mood she was in this morning, though, she really didn’t give a shit if her clothes met with his approval or not.


  Ever since that cocktail party last month – where some wicked impulse had compelled her to dress up like a sexy secretary simply to get a reaction from him – Ben had been – different. His behavior had been more formal and businesslike, definitely more distant, and she had no idea why the change had occurred. She suspected that Elle might have had something to do with the change, for it had been glaringly obvious that Ben’s live-in love didn’t like her one bit.


  ‘Girl couldn’t take a joke if her life depended on it, could she?’ Lauren grumbled to herself. ‘And what in the world do she and Ben have in common anyway? Elle looks and acts like she should be dating a count or a duke or someone else with a stuffy title like that, while Ben’s type is more like - ’


  She stopped herself before she could tack the word “me” onto the end of the sentence. She didn’t permit herself to daydream about Ben, refused to even entertain the fantasy about someday getting back together with him. For one thing, Lauren had rarely if ever indulged in fantasies or girlish daydreams, had never been a silly romantic fool like Julia – who’d staged Barbie doll weddings as a child, and designed her own wedding gown as a teenager when she’d been head over heels in love with Sam. Lauren dealt strictly in reality, and the reality nowadays was that Ben had a girlfriend and Lauren was merely one of his employees.


  It shouldn’t bother her to accept that fact, and it definitely shouldn’t make her heart ache to realize that what she’d had with Ben was well and truly over. She was still young – twenty-six in October – had her dream job, the best family anyone could ever wish for, good friends, and pretty much had her whole life ahead of her. Ben Rafferty had been a one-time summer fling, and she needed to close that chapter of her life and keep it shut from here on end.


  She popped into the Starbuck’s half a block from the office and ordered another coffee, eyeing the glazed donut that was beckoning to her from the display case. Unfortunately, her belly was still full from the cinnamon roll – not to mention a tad queasy from all the tequila shots she’d taken last night on top of a rather greasy pizza. It had been a lot of booze, even for her, but Lauren figured she’d more than earned the right to get a little drunk given the disaster of a blind date she’d idiotically agreed to go on.


  It was because of that blind date – and its horrific outcome – that she was very intentionally delaying her arrival at the office. She knew there would be a confrontation, was not so naïve as to hope that the news hadn’t already reached its target, and really wasn’t in the mood to deal with it.


  But deal with it she must, and when she couldn’t delay her arrival a minute longer, she walked inside of her office building and got in the elevator. And before entering the conference room where the others would be waiting for her, she assumed her very best badass attitude, strutting inside like she owned the place.


  “Sorry I’m a little late,” she said breezily, intentionally not making eye contact with anyone as she dumped her bag and coffee cup on the table.


  On the other side of the room she could practically feel the steam rising out of George’s ears, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to guess his cheeks would be flushed red with anger, or that his beady little eyes were ready to pop out of their sockets.


  “What the hell happened last night?”


  Very casually, Lauren glanced over at George, who looked ready to bust a vein. Any hopes she might have harbored that he hadn’t yet heard the whole sordid tale were immediately dashed. To make matters worse, Karl, Chris, and Ben were all gazing at her expectantly, and she was left to wonder how much George had already told them.


  She decided to play it cool, an attitude that had gotten her out of far worse situations than this one many times before. “What happened was the worst blind date of my life,” she replied matter-of-factly. “And it’s the very last time I let you set me up with anyone, George. I should have known that any friend of yours would be a big ole loser. He might as well have had a capital L tattooed on his forehead.”


  “Loser?” George was sputtering now, and a little vein near his right temple began to throb. “Daniel is a multi-millionaire! He’s the co-owner of one of the top ten venture capital firms in the country, and was voted one of the most eligible bachelors in Manhattan three years in a row. How does that make him a loser by any stretch of the imagination?”


  Lauren shrugged, taking a sip of her coffee. “Then I suppose you’ve got a piss poor imagination. And – news flash, Georgina – there’s a lot more to being a real man than how much money he has. Because from where I was sitting last night, that’s about all Mr. I’m Wearing Too Much Stinky Hair Gel has going for him.”


  George glared at her darkly. “So you broke his nose because you didn’t like the way his hair gel smelled?”


  She scoffed, very aware of the three male stares directed her way. “Of course not. And for the record, I did not break the whiny little crybaby’s nose, it just bled a lot. Trust me, if I’d wanted to break his nose he’d be holding the pieces together with duct tape right about now.”


  Chris guffawed, while Karl winked at her, and Ben looked as though he was torn between laughing and shaking his head in exasperation. George, meanwhile, just kept getting angrier and angrier.


  “You do know that my brother-in-law was this close to sealing a deal with Daniel, don’t you?” demanded George.


  “I believe you mentioned that four or five times when you kept trying to talk me into this ridiculous blind date,” Lauren replied with sarcasm. “And if this guy is such a stud, then why the hell did he have you acting like his pimp? Couldn’t he get his own date?”


  George slammed his fist down on the table, then winced from the pain. “You know all this, Lauren,” he hissed. “Daniel saw a photo of you on my phone, thought you were hot, and threw out all sorts of hints about sealing the deal with Ted if I could arrange a date with you.”


  Ted was married to George’s older sister, and George practically idolized his brother-in-law. Personally, Lauren thought it was a rather unhealthy case of hero worship, especially since Ted sounded like a huge dickhead from what she’d been able to surmise. But George had been all too eager to please Ted, and had gone on an all-out campaign to convince Lauren to go on a blind date with Daniel, something she typically refused to even consider.


  George had made her all sorts of promises, everything from buying her lunch for a month to persuading Nadine to book her nonstop flights for the next year. Lauren had driven a hard bargain and demanded both, and George had practically wet himself with eagerness when she’d finally accepted.


  “So, now I’m intrigued,” drawled Karl. “We all want to know how your date wound up with a broken, er, bloody nose.”


  Lauren rolled her eyes and took a sip of coffee. “Fine. Though it’s really not very interesting. Neither was Daniel, by the way.”


  She gave them a somewhat abbreviated version of the worst blind date in history, but included enough details that everyone got the picture.


  Daniel had picked her up in a chauffeur-driven limo, the epitome of pretentiousness in her opinion, and there had even been a chilled bottle of champagne awaiting her. But Lauren’s enjoyment of the admittedly fine vintage had been spoiled by the overpowering odors of Daniel’s hair gel and designer cologne, enough that even her cast iron stomach felt a little queasy.


  She’d hated the restaurant he had brought her to from the moment they had walked inside. It had been one of those dimly lit places with modern, spartan décor, and a menu filled with dishes that had an entire paragraph describing the complicated ingredients and preparation. Daniel had made a big production out of choosing a particular high priced single malt Scotch, as though that was supposed to impress her, and had almost choked when Lauren had asked the waiter for a round of tequila shots.


  George was horror-stricken. “You ordered tequila shooters at The Avenue? You do know that it’s one of the Top Ten restaurants in the city, don’t you?”


  Lauren’s gaze narrowed sharply. “This dude seems to have a weird obsession with top ten lists. His firm is on one, he’s on one, he goes to restaurants that are on one. Anyway, don’t have a hernia about the tequila, Georgie. This incredibly pompous waiter looks down his nose and tells me in a very snooty voice that they didn’t have tequila. I mean, really? Who doesn’t have tequila in a restaurant? So I ordered an even more expensive glass of Scotch than Top Ten did.”


  From that point on, things had disintegrated rapidly. Between Daniel arrogantly taking it upon himself to order both her meal and the wine without asking her opinion, to the teeny tiny portions of food she barely recognized, and to his complete monopolization of the conversation, Lauren had been counting the minutes until the evening could mercifully be over. In between talking about himself nonstop, Daniel fielded at least a dozen business related phone calls and texts during the meal, which had at least given her short reprieves from having to listen to him prattling away.


  But the evening unfortunately hadn’t ended after dinner. The limo had whisked them off to an exclusive private club where she’d had a tough time deciding what was more offensive – the décor, the pretentious sounding cocktails, or the music. They had danced a few times, and Daniel had grown increasingly handsy as the evening wore on. She’d lost count of the number of times his hand had groped her ass or grazed against the side of her breast, and she’d almost gagged when he had rubbed his erection against her thigh. The smell of his perspiration had begun to mingle with that of his hair gel and cologne, until she’d had to hold her breath just to avoid gagging.


  “And still the hell didn’t end,” continued Lauren. “After I almost broke his finger by removing his hand from my ass – again – I thought he’d finally gotten the message to keep his clammy palms to himself. But as soon as we were back in the limo, he practically jumped my bones the second the door shut. And while he was trying to pull my zipper down, I might have elbowed him in the nose a little too hard. Next thing I know he’s bleeding all over his Dior suit and screaming like he’d just had a limb amputated. His driver pulled over to see what was going on, so I chose that moment to make my exit. I caught a cab back to my aunt’s, ordered a pizza, and broke out my own damn tequila.”


  Karl and Chris were laughing almost uncontrollably by now, while the normally reserved Ben was grinning. George, however, was anything but amused.


  “There must have been a reason why he was so aggressive,” stated George. “Knowing the way you love to flirt with everyone, Lauren, I’m guessing you must have lead him on. How can you blame the guy?”


  “Hey. Cool it, Georgina,” she warned in an ominous voice. “I might flirt but I never lead guys on to that degree. And in Top Ten’s case, there is no possible way he could have misread my intentions. Because while he might have thought he was going to hit a home run last night, the way I see it he never got out of the batter’s box.”


  The fact that his co-workers and boss seemed to find the whole situation hilarious only made George angrier and more frustrated.


  “You’ve ruined everything,” he accused Lauren. “You screwed up this deal for Ted so badly that he’s blaming me for it. He probably won’t speak to me for a month. And our deal is off, Lauren. No free lunches, and as far as I’m concerned Nadine can book you a seat on a cargo plane from now on.”


  Lauren tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “Big deal. Knowing you we’d be eating at the cheapest places you could find. And you really need to stop panting over your brother-in-law, George. I mean, it’s perfectly obvious that you’ve got this big ole man crush on him, but get over it already.”


  George paled, then turned beet red, the vein at his temple throbbing like mad. He tried to say something, cleared his throat, and shook his head. When he could finally speak, his voice was filled with venom. “You are such a bitch at times, Lauren. No, make that all the time. No wonder you don’t have a boyfriend and scare guys off like you have three heads or something. You might be hot on the outside but you’re cold as ice on the inside. Instead of calling you the Queen of Confrontation, we should call you the Ice Queen. Or the Bitch Queen.”


  Karl, Chris, and Ben all stopped chuckling simultaneously, and stared at George in horror, unable to believe he’d actually found the nerve to speak to Lauren in such a manner. George stood his ground firmly, as though he was proud of himself for finally speaking his mind.


  No one saw Lauren move but in a flash she had George pinned up against the wall, her elbow pressing against his windpipe as he gasped for air.


  Her green eyes looked as lethal as a shard of glass, and her voice was cold and calculated. “You want to say that again, Georgina?” she asked menacingly. “Or would you prefer to apologize?”


  George emitted a frightful squeak as she pressed against his throat a little harder. As Karl and then Chris tried to carefully pull her away, she kicked Karl in the shin and swatted Chris away like he was a fly. It was then left to Ben to subdue her, and she gave a squeal of protest as he unexpectedly hefted her over his shoulder and began to carry her out of the room.


  “Make sure she didn’t bruise George’s throat,” he instructed Karl and Chris on his way out. “We’ll be back as soon as these two have a chance to calm down a little.”


  He banded an arm around the backs of her legs, keeping the lower half of her body mostly immobile as she kicked and thrashed wildly. But he wasn’t able to restrain her arms at the same time, and he let out a yelp of pain as she pummeled his back with her fists.


  “If you keep doing that,” he threatened, “I’ll spank your ass. Hard. And since everyone in the office is already going to have plenty to gossip about after word of this little scene gets out, I don’t particularly give a damn if we give them even more fodder.”


  Lauren made a rude sound but grudgingly stopped hitting him. Once inside his office, he dumped her none too gently on one of the club chairs before he closed the door.


  “Sit down,” he commanded, pointing a finger at the chair as she began to rise. “Sit down and calm down or I swear I’ll tie you up. I’ve got my climbing gear over in the corner, and as you’ll undoubtedly recall I’m very good with rope.”


  Lauren gasped, and glared at him furiously. “I cannot believe you’ve got the balls to bring that up,” she snarled. “And I’ll tell you right now, that is so not going to happen!”


  “Then sit your ass down, shut up, and get a grip,” he threatened. “Or I’ll give you another demonstration of my knot tying abilities. As I remember, you had a very difficult time extracting yourself.”


  She’d woken from a sound sleep towards dawn, still drowsy but overwhelmingly aware of the very pleasurable sensations rippling through her body. A groan had escaped her lips at the feel of Ben’s teeth tugging at one nipple, while his fingers plucked at the other over and over. Her hips had begun to lift off the bed, and she’d instinctively started to pull his head even closer to her breasts. Only to have been stopped short by the realization that her hands had been securely bound to the intricate scrollwork of her antique wrought iron headboard.


  “Hey!” she’d protested, tugging hard on the silken cords that he’d used to bind her. “This is not the least bit funny, Ben Rafferty!”


  He’d laughed softly as his lips had moved to her throat, his hand sliding down past her belly to the soft nest of her pubic hair. “It’s a little bit funny,” he’d murmured. “But mostly, it’s really, really hot to have you bound and at my mercy.”


  Lauren had snorted in derision. “First of all, I’m guessing I can get myself out of these flimsy little cords in two minutes or less. Second, you might have my hands momentarily incapacitated but I still have my legs – what?”


  There was no footboard attached to the bed, so he’d cleverly looped another cord around her ankles before tying it to the metal bedframe. She’d thrashed around wildly, her hips bucking off the mattress is a futile attempt to free herself.


  “Okay, really not funny,” she’d fumed. “You may get your kicks out of this sort of thing, but I’m not the least bit interested - ”


  “Shh.” He had placed two fingers over her lips before giving her a long, deep kiss, his tongue sweeping through her mouth over and over until she was groaning.


  Ben’s lips had trailed an erotic path down her throat, between her breasts, and all the way down to her quivering belly. She’d gasped as his fingers slipped inside her tight, wet sex, his thumb circling her clit repeatedly.


  “Easy, sweetheart,” he’d soothed as her head had thrashed back and forth against her pillow. “Let me take care of you now, hmm? This is why I tied you up, so that I could focus solely on you for a little while without you distracting me.”


  “Ohh.” Her eyes had fluttered shut, her breath had turned shallow as he’d pumped his fingers in and out of her with long, shallow strokes. “God, Ben, that’s so good, so – ahh!”


  She’d come then, the suddenness of the orgasm taking her by surprise. But Ben hadn’t released her afterwards, had kept at her for nearly an hour, feasting on her breasts and pussy, touching and kissing every inch of her body, until she had been a trembling mass of sensation. She’d lost count of how many times he’d made her come, until it felt like she was having one long, continuous orgasm.


  And when she had finally managed to work her hands free, she’d been too limp and exhausted to do much more than caress his stubbled cheek. He had gently untied her, intent on letting her go back to sleep, but she had pulled him to her then, urging him to slide inside of her.


  That had been the morning when she’d very nearly whispered “I love you” to him. The words had been on the tip of her tongue, but she’d fallen asleep almost immediately after they had climaxed together.


  She stuck her tongue out at him now. “Hardly. I was just humoring you that morning. I could have slipped out of those cords anytime I wanted to.”


  Ben smiled knowingly. “If you say so. But if you don’t sit tight and calm down a bit, we’re going to put that theory to the test. Now, tell me. Why in hell did you agree to go on a blind date in the first place? I imagine a woman like you would be fighting men off with a ten foot pole.”


  Lauren snickered. “Well, duh. That goes without saying. As to why I finally gave in to George – who knows? Mostly just to shut him the hell up, but I guess I was a little bored, too. Figured what the heck, how bad could it be. Guess I figured wrong – way wrong.”


  Ben propped a hip against his desk, an unwilling smile crossing his face. “You scared the shit out of George just now. I thought for sure he was going to either stroke out or puke. But you’ve got to take it down a few notches in the future with him, okay? Like it or not, you’re stuck with him and the two of you need to figure out how to get along.”


  She blew out a frustrated breath. “Fine. Even though he’s a pompous ass and doesn’t have a clue about what he’s doing. But I’ll play nice if he does. However, what I won’t do – ever – is apologize to that little shit.”


  “I’m not asking you to apologize,” he replied. “Just stop terrorizing him. Or insulting him. Or threatening him with bodily harm.”


  “Well, hell,” she huffed. “You’re just being a real killjoy today, aren’t you?”


  Ben laughed. “Come on, let’s see if we can actually get some work done this morning and re-start this meeting. Hopefully Karl and Chris have been able to help George stop shaking.”


  “I doubt it,” she muttered as they walked to the door. “He’s always twitching or stuttering or something. Sometimes I’m half convinced he has Tourette’s.”


  Ben shook his head. “One of these days you’ll find something to appreciate about poor George. Until then just try to get along, okay? And don’t let him talk you into anymore blind dates.”


  “Not just him,” she answered darkly. “No more blind dates ever.”


  “Good. And Lauren - ”


  She quirked a brow at him. “What?”


  Ben’s voice gentled. “I don’t blame you for making that asshole’s nose bleed. He deserved it and a whole lot more. And you deserve someone a whole lot better than that dick.”


  This time she was the one left staring after him as he walked off down the hallway, telling herself she’d just imagined the tender look on his face.


  ***


  Early September


  Lauren stared in disbelief. “You’re doing what? Is this some sort of joke? Did Chris put you up to this as a way of getting back at me for punking him last month?”


  Ben shook his head. “No joke, I assure you. In fact, I’ve rarely been more serious in my life. I’m pulling you off this assignment, Lauren, and sending Ivan in your place. In turn, you’ll go out with his crew to Utah.”


  “Utah? Oh, yeah, because that’s the same as Brazil, huh? Every bit as fun and exciting,” retorted Lauren with heavy sarcasm.


  Ben sighed in frustration. “That’s got nothing to do with it, as you well know. I’ve already explained why you can’t go to Brazil right now. It’s just not safe under the circumstances.”


  She thumped an angry fist on his desk. “And I’ve told you that’s all a bunch of BS. I can take very good care of myself, and I’ve got three guys with me for backup – well, really two because George can’t even look out for himself much less - ”


  “Lauren. Stop.” He held up a hand, halting her tirade. “You’ve read the stories just like I have. There have been half a dozen young women kidnapped from the surrounding area in the past month. None of them have been found yet, and the theory is that they’ve all been sold into prostitution. Or murdered. And there is absolutely no way I’m intentionally putting you in harm’s way until the gang who’s been doing this is apprehended.”


  “Why don’t we just postpone the whole trip until the situation’s been resolved?” she suggested.


  “That was my first suggestion, actually. But apparently the flights have already been booked, and can’t be changed at this point. Plus, with the next Olympics being held in Rio it’s important to get the story published before any of our competitors get a jump on us.”


  “So no one’s concerned about the rest of the crew? I mean, if this is such a big deal, isn’t it risky to send anyone?” she pointed out.


  “There is some risk, of course,” he agreed reluctantly. “And we’ll have an extra security detail assigned to the crew as a result. But you as a female would be at particular risk, and you fit the exact profile of the other women who’ve been taken – young, beautiful, and American. There’s talk that this gang is upset with the government about all the money being spent getting ready for the Olympics, and that they’re trying to discourage tourists from coming to Brazil as revenge.”


  “And I still say I can take care of myself,” she insisted stubbornly. “I’m not your average dumb tourist who wanders off where she isn’t supposed to be. I’ve traveled to far more dangerous places, taken much greater risks. And I promise for once to obey all the rules, to stick with the rest of the crew and not try anything stupid.”


  “No.” Ben’s reply was crisp and no-nonsense. “None of us are willing to take that risk. I’m not willing to take that risk. Look, most of these women were taken at gunpoint. How would you feel if Karl or Chris got shot by this gang so they could get to you? Do you really want that on your conscience?”


  She glared at him sullenly. “Aren’t you all worrying over something that’s not likely to ever happen? I mean, I read over those stories and none of the kidnappings actually happened around the main tourist sites.”


  “They were close enough,” Ben fired back. “Not to mention the fact that you wouldn’t be staying in Rio the entire time. Some of the proposed Olympic venues are a ways from the city, and two of the women were abducted near one of them.”


  “This isn’t fair!” she burst out. “You’re penalizing me just because I’m a woman. And I’m way better prepared to take care of myself than any of the other guys on the crew. You’re just doing this to prove a point or something.”


  He arched a brown. “And what exactly would that point be, in your opinion?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t figured that part out yet. But I don’t accept your decision, Ben, or agree with your reasoning. I think you’re totally overreacting here, and I’ll go see Brad van Patten in person if I have to and make him change your mind.”


  “The hell you will.”


  Lauren stared at him in surprise, the stern tone of his voice not one she’d ever heard from Ben before. He had a deadly serious look on his face, and for the first time since she’d known him, was more than a little intimidated by what she saw.


  “You will not go over my head on this, understand?” he emphasized. “Besides, Brad has already been made aware of the situation and agrees completely with my recommendation. It’s just this one trip, Lauren,” he explained, his voice gentling. “Don’t look at it like a punishment when all we’re trying to do is keep you safe.”


  “I can keep myself safe,” she mumbled resentfully. “I don’t need to be babied or treated differently from the others.”


  “But you are different from the others,” he clarified. “You’re a female, and a very attractive one to boot. And you’d be a prime target for this gang. So you’re going to Utah instead to do a story on the five National Parks.”


  “Ho, hum.” She pretended to yawn. “That sounds fascinating. So much more exciting than the Copacabana, Sugarloaf, or the Tijuca Forest. Come on, Ben,” she coaxed. “Please. I promise to be extra diligent. Just let me go to Brazil. I’ll beg if I have to.”


  “My decision is final,” he stated firmly. “I’m not changing my mind, Lauren. And if you persist in being stubborn about it, I’ll call your father and tell him all about the situation. Maybe you’ll listen to him.”


  Her jaw dropped open in shock. “You wouldn’t dare. And my father – unlike you – respects my opinions and wouldn’t dream of interfering in my business.”


  “Wouldn’t he?” challenged Ben. “When I spoke to him that day he sounded very concerned about his little girl. I can’t imagine he’d allow you to willingly put yourself in danger.”


  “It’s not his decision to make,” she shot back.


  “No, but it is mine. And none of your usual little tantrums or threats or even flirting is going to work this time. The decision is final and I’m not going to discuss it again.”


  The closed off expression on his face told her that so far as he was concerned the discussion was also closed. But Lauren rarely went down in a fight that easily – if ever – and hadn’t quite utilized all of her weapons.


  “From where I’m looking at this situation, it reeks of sexual discrimination,” she declared. “You’re holding me back from advancing my career because I’m a woman. I’ll bet HR would love to hear about this.”


  Ben gave her a warning look. “Your career – not to mention your life – could come to a grinding halt if you get kidnapped. And if you weren’t acting like a spoiled, immature brat right now you’d realize that this decision was made to protect you, not hold you back or punish you. But I guess it’s too much to ask for you to be grateful for once, instead of going on another of your rants. Let me give you a little unsolicited career advice, Ms. McKinnon – grow up. Because the next boss you have might not be quite as accommodating about your tantrums as I’ve been.”


  She stood frozen in place at his outburst, his words hurting her more than she would ever reveal. “I can’t believe you just said that to me,” she whispered, her fists clenching and unclenching repeatedly from distress.


  “It needed to be said,” Ben replied solemnly. “You’re a law unto yourself most of the time, Lauren, you run roughshod over everyone you meet, and have little to no respect for authority. It’s time you realize that you can’t always have things your way or expect everyone to always bow to your demands.”


  “Really?” It was all she could do not to spit at him, or kick him in the knee, or let loose with a torrent of swear words in mingled French, Italian, and Spanish. “Well then, Ben. If we’re getting stuff off our chests today, then maybe this is a good time to tell you a few things that have needed to be said for a very long time.”


  He crossed his arms over his abdomen, returning her stare without blinking. “Be my guest,” he invited. “In fact, I’m shocked at just how long overdue this is. Say what’s on your mind then.”


  “What’s on my mind,” hissed Lauren, “is that I was a stupid, naïve fool to ever invite you into my home, and even more so to let you in my bed. I trusted you, confided things to you that I’ve never told anyone else, and the way you betrayed me was beyond belief. When you left the way you did – without a word or a note or even a fucking “hey, it’s been fun, babe, catch you later”, I told myself that if I ever had the bad luck to see you again I’d either kick you in the balls or call you every filthy name I could think of. Or maybe even both.”


  Ben spread his arms wide. “Go ahead. I’m sure you think it’s the least I deserve.”


  She eyed him warily. “Are you trying to imply that you don’t think you deserve it?”


  He smiled faintly. “Well, you’ll never know the answer to that question until you finally give me a chance to tell my side of the story. So, tell me, Lauren. Are you finally ready to listen?”


  Lauren hesitated, her heart pounding so fast that she struggled to take a breath. This was it, she realized dizzily. The moment when she could finally learn why he’d left her five years ago, why he’d broken her heart and left her bitter and disillusioned, unable to place her trust in any other man again. All she had to do was say the word. But there was still one thing she needed to know before she agreed.


  “That depends.” She looked down at her boots for several seconds, willing herself to ask the question. “If I listen to whatever half-assed explanation you’ve cooked up, will it make a difference?”


  Ben’s brow furrowed in confusion. “A difference? To what?”


  “To us,” she clarified, lifting her gaze to his. “Will my knowing why you left change things between us?” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “If you tell me, and I accept your explanation, then what about – Elle?”


  His expression immediately became closed-off, almost as though he hadn’t given his girlfriend a single thought until just now. “What about Elle?”


  She refused to look away, to lose her nerve at such a critical moment, and blurted out impulsively, “Would she be out of the picture? Would you – leave her?”


  He shut his eyes, whether it was to concentrate or because he didn’t have the guts to look at her a second longer. “Lauren,” he pleaded. “That should have nothing to do with it. You need to hear the truth no matter what.”


  Hear heart felt like it was being smashed into a million tiny pieces – something she had once vowed would never happen again. And yet here she was, willingly setting herself up for some of the worst pain she’d ever known for a second time.


  “Just answer the question, Ben. Yes or no. If I – forgive you, tell you that I understand why you left, does that mean we’d be back together? That Elle wouldn’t be a part of your life any longer?”


  Ben slowly opened his eyes, and the sadness and regret she read in them brought an unwelcome shimmer of tears to her eyes. “No,” he replied hoarsely. “That’s not what it would mean. I couldn’t just do something like that, wouldn’t - ”


  Lauren held up a hand. “That’s enough then. And pretty much what I figured you’d say. So thanks but no thanks, Ben. Under the circumstances I’m better off not knowing your reasons. You’ve obviously moved on, and so have I, so let’s just leave it at that, okay?”


  “Lauren. Don’t.” He reached out a hand to her but she scuttled away as though he was a poisonous snake.


  “I’ve got to go,” she mumbled, unwilling to stay here with him a second longer, horribly afraid she’d do something undignified like cry. Or beg. Worse. “After all, I’ve got a trip to Utah to get ready for, don’t I?”


  She didn’t look back as she left, closing the door as she did so – both literally and figuratively – on Ben Rafferty.


  Chapter Fourteen


  Late September – San Francisco


  “I look ridiculous. This is way too much makeup. And I swear I’m going to break an ankle in these shoes. I’m warning you, Jules – you’re going to have great big ugly bunions in less than five years if you keep wearing these things.”


  Julia sighed. “Can’t you just deal with it for one night? You look amazing, Lauren, and there is no way I’m letting you wear jeans and boots tonight. I want to have a fancy dinner party, and you’ll stick out like a sore thumb if you don’t cooperate. Tell you what. We’ll ask Nathan what he thinks.”


  Lauren made a rude noise. “Gee, let me guess. I’d say the way he constantly drools over your tight skirts and stilettos means that he’ll approve. And tell me again why you’re so fixated on having this be a dress-up party. Why couldn’t we just order in some good Chinese food and a few six packs of imported beer?”


  Julia shuddered delicately. “First, because your idea and mine of “good” Chinese food would be worlds apart. Second, you know I don’t drink beer. Neither do Travis or Anton. And I can’t say for sure about Ian but I’d be shocked if he did. Wait until you meet him, Lauren. I swear if I hadn’t met Nathan first, I’d be making a serious move on Ian.”


  “Does Nathan know about this?” teased Lauren. “How much is it worth to keep your secret? Like, maybe swapping out these heels for some flats?”


  Julia shook her head. “No way. Especially since I don’t own any flats. At least none that I’d ever allow you to wear with that dress. And Nathan would never take you seriously. He knows I’m crazy about him. Now hold on. You’ve already smudged your eyeliner. Stop rubbing your eye or I’ll smack you.”


  “I’d like to see you try,” challenged Lauren, but she stood obediently still while her sister grabbed an eyeliner pencil – she figured Julia had a couple of dozen of them – and went to work repairing her makeup.


  She’d allowed herself to be talked into attending this dinner party at her sister’s flat during a weak moment. These past few weeks had been rough ones for her, and she was looking forward to hanging out with her sister and their best friend Angela for a few days. Not that being with Angie was going to do a damned thing to cheer her up, given the deep depression her girlhood friend had sunk into over the past few years. But maybe focusing on someone else’s sorrow, and trying to cheer them up, would help her to forget her own problems.


  Problems. Lauren scoffed at the very idea. Normally, she simply did not allow herself to have problems. All her life she’d been able to bully, argue, bluff, or charm her way out of anything that could have remotely been perceived as a problem. She had a near-perfect life, should have been happy and content with the way it had all turned out.


  Except that she hadn’t been truly happy for more than five years now. And any sense of contentment she might have known had disappeared the moment Ben Rafferty had unexpectedly re-entered her life almost a year ago.


  After that awful scene in his office several weeks ago, she’d gone out of her way to avoid him. During the trip to Utah – which had actually been more enjoyable that she had expected – she’d relied on the other members of her temporary crew to check in with headquarters. And since her assignment in Utah had ended a full week before her regular crew’s trip to Brazil, she had flown directly to San Francisco a few days ago. She had arranged to participate in the planning session for their next assignment via video chat, and for once Ben hadn’t argued the point. Thankfully, she had a longer than normal break coming up, and wouldn’t have to see Ben the Bastard until early November. And maybe by then she’d stop hurting all over, as though she had tumbled down the side of a cliff and ripped her flesh to shreds while breaking every bone in her body at the same time.


  “Hey, are you okay?”


  Lauren gave herself a little shake, forcing herself out of the funk she tended to slip into all too frequently these days.


  “I’m fine,” she assured Julia, squeezing her sister’s hand reassuringly. “Except that my feet already hurt in these stupid shoes, and I look like a clown with all of this makeup.”


  Julia slid an arm around her twin’s waist and urged her to look at their reflections in the full length mirror mounted to the inside door of the bedroom closet. “Do I look like a clown?”


  Lauren studied her sister’s gorgeous, perfectly made up face – the big green eyes expertly shadowed and lined; the high, sculpted cheekbones emphasized with a discreet application of blusher; her full lips glossed over in a bold shade of red.


  “No,” replied Lauren a bit sullenly.


  Julia gave her a little squeeze. “Well, considering that you and I look exactly the same – and since I’m wearing more makeup than you are – then if I don’t look like a clown you can’t possibly look that way, either.”


  “Fine.” Lauren threw up her hands in surrender. “We both look hot. Maybe we should try to fool Nathan, make him think I’m you. Remember how we almost fooled Sam once?”


  “It was this close to working, and then you had to ruin it all by laughing,” recalled Julia. “But you won’t be able to fool Nathan so easily. He, ah, knows me a little more intimately than Sam ever did, and, well - ”


  “Yeah, yeah. TMI, sis,” warned Lauren. “Now, if you’ve finished dressing me up like a Barbie doll, I could really use a drink.”


  Julia laughed. “You look much hotter than any Barbie doll I ever had. And why do my things always look better on you than they do on me?”


  The sisters were the same height, and had almost identical builds, though Julia carried about five extra pounds and was softer and curvier than the leanly muscled Lauren. And while Lauren did have some nice things of her own – dresses, skirts, silk blouses, heels – she kept most of that stuff at Aunt Maddy’s apartment. Julia had wrinkled her nose in distaste when she’d seen the contents of Lauren’s duffle bag, all of it casual and far more suited to the rock climbing and white water rafting she’d done in Utah than attending a fancy dinner party.


  Lauren supposed the outfit her sister had bullied her into wearing looked nice. Certainly the blush pink Alexander McQueen corset dress and nude Manolo Blahnik patent leather stiletto sandals looked expensive, classy, and sexy at the same time. She gave herself a wry smile to realize she’d pretty much described Julia’s entire wardrobe with those three words.


  Nathan emitted a low whistle as the twins emerged from the bedroom. He was just uncorking a bottle of champagne, and filled three flutes before handing two of them to the girls.


  “To the two loveliest ladies in San Francisco,” he toasted gallantly. “And before you ask, Lauren – yes, I can definitely tell you apart so don’t try and prank me.”


  Lauren smirked at him. “Aw. Spoilsport. But no worries. I don’t think Julia would have been too happy if you’d really mixed us up. She was never thrilled about sharing her toys with me, were you, sis?”


  Julia scowled. “Maybe that’s because my dolls and stuffed animals usually wound up being beheaded, dismembered, or otherwise maimed. And Nathan isn’t a toy.”


  Nathan slid an arm around her waist and nuzzled the side of her neck. “Ah, but you do like to play with me, don’t you?”


  “Ugh.” Lauren grimaced as the two of them began to canoodle right in front of her. “I hope you two don’t plan on making out all night, especially since you’re expecting company any minute now. Ah, saved by the bell.”


  The first guests to arrive were Julia’s boss – and Nathan’s business partner – Travis Headley and his significant other Anton Nguyen. Lauren had met Travis back in June during a lunch out with Julia. That momentous lunch had also been the first time she had met Nathan, and she had quite deliberately baited him with the announcement that she was taking Julia out clubbing to troll for hot guys. Nathan had been almost seething with barely suppressed rage, had tracked them down at a club the following evening, and then basically claimed Julia as his own. He’d promptly broken off his engagement to his former fiancée, and had wasted little time in letting everyone know that he and Julia were now together.


  It had occurred to Lauren more than once that perhaps she should have employed similar tactics with Ben. Oh, he had certainly witnessed her playful flirting with any number of other men, but everyone knew that she didn’t have anyone serious in her life. What would his reaction had been if he’d been led to believe she actually did have a new, steady boyfriend?


  But she hadn’t wanted to resort to tricks or innuendoes to get Ben back. He’d made his choice, and had chosen to stay with Elle. She was probably good for him, reasoned Lauren, provided him with stability and calm, things that Lauren wouldn’t be able to offer. She was admittedly wild and impulsive, had trouble sitting still or staying in one place for very long. And while Ben had told her very little about his childhood, she knew he had been a loner most of his life. Perhaps with Elle he’d finally found what he had been missing all these years – a stable home, a regular routine, the promise of a family one day.


  And then, because the very thought of Ben one day marrying Elle and having children together filled her with unbearable sadness, she bolted down her flute of champagne, refilled it, and breezed over to greet Travis and Anton.


  Travis, like Nathan, had worn a suit and tie, his wheat blond hair giving him a very youthful appearance. He gave Lauren an exuberant kiss on the cheek before introducing her to his partner.


  The dark haired, half-Vietnamese Anton was far more flamboyant in both his dress and mannerisms than the more subdued Travis, and he greeted Lauren as if they were old friends.


  “Hello, gorgeous,” he enthused. “Wow, look at the two of you! When Julia told me you were identical twins, I didn’t think you’d look – well, identical. Except for the outfits, of course. Though it’s a bit of a fashion role reversal, don’t you think? I mean, I was told that Lauren is the naughty twin, but it’s Julia who looks positively devilish tonight.”


  Lauren had thought rather the same thing earlier when Julia had set their outfits out. It was admittedly ironic that Lauren was wearing the blush pink dress – even though her boobs were pushed up to a rather amazing display in the tight fitting corset styled bodice. Her makeup was also in soft tones – silver gray eye shadow, pale pink cheeks, rose glossed lips.


  Whereas Julia was wearing screaming, sultry, lipstick red – a lacy, strapless Dolce & Gabbana number paired with bejeweled bronze stiletto sandals from the same designer. Her makeup was bolder, darker, more dramatic, capped off with the vivid carmine lipstick.


  Lauren grinned at Anton, sensing a kindred spirit. “Well, I wanted to wear jeans and boots like I usually do, but someone can be very pushy when she sets her mind to it. Though I swear these shoes will not be remaining on my feet for the entire evening. I’ve got a pair of flip flops stashed nearby.”


  Anton laughed. “Oooh, you are a feisty one, aren’t you? But, sweetie, where’s your date? Don’t you dare try and tell me a gorgeous thing like you doesn’t have a dozen different guys on the hook at a time.”


  She shook her head. “Nah. Men are too much trouble. I’m here solo tonight.”


  “Maybe for now,” said Julia slyly. “We’ll see how the evening pans out.”


  Lauren gave her sister a warning look. “Jules, don’t start, okay? You are not going to fix me up with – what’s his name again? Evan? Ira?”


  “Ian,” corrected Julia. “Ian Gregson. And he’s Nathan’s best client, so please do not embarrass us tonight.”


  Anton gasped. “Omigod! Ian Gregson – the Ian Gregson – is going to be here tonight? Travis, you bad boy, why didn’t you tell me? I would have worn something more befitting a visit from royalty. And smoking hot royalty to boot.”


  Travis shook his head. “Ian is not royalty. He’s just – very British. And a little stuffy. But he’s also a hunk, Lauren. And single. And very, very rich.”


  Lauren rolled her eyes heavenward. “Yeah, so I’ve been told. Multiple times. I will try very, very hard not to embarrass you, Jules. Or drool.”


  But the latter promise proved extremely difficult to abide by when the man himself walked into Julia’s living room a few minutes later, presenting his hostess with an expensive bottle of wine and a beautiful bouquet of fall flowers.


  Julia had tried to warn her – “he’s got this aura about him, this charisma, and when he walks into a room everyone sits up and takes notice. He’s just – overwhelming. Powerful. Trust me, you won’t be immune either.”


  Lauren could count on one hand the number of people who had intimidated her over the years – two of her martial arts teachers; her father, at least on those rare occasions when he’d really set his foot down; and now this tall, broad-shouldered, and spectacularly handsome man. With his dark hair, tanned skin, and rugged but refined features, Ian Gregson looked like a movie star or a diplomat. And even though she wasn’t normally attracted to a man who wore a suit, she also wasn’t blind or half-dead, and had to admit that he wore the dark blue pinstriped suit very, very well. He was, as Julia had said, overwhelming.


  Ian Gregson also possessed a dazzling smile, a firm handshake, and a deep, cultured British accent that would be more than enough to get ninety-nine percent of the world’s female population to fall into his bed at the blink of an eye. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lauren. And quite uncanny how much you look like your sister, even for identical twins.”


  She returned his handshake with a grip that took him by surprise, and gave him her very best flirty smile. “It’s very nice to meet you, too, Ian. And you certainly live up to all the hype. Between my sister, Travis, and Anton, you’ve got quite a fan club here.”


  He looked both startled and more than a little embarrassed, and Lauren guessed a man as suave and confident as Ian was rarely if ever at a loss for words as he was now.


  Nathan tactfully stepped in and offered Ian a crystal tumbler of scotch, while Julia urged everyone to partake of the extravagant array of hors d’oeuvres she had set out. The last guests of the evening – Eric Chiang, one of the architects employed at the firm, and his wife Karen – arrived a short time later.


  Lauren quickly discovered that Ian was not in the least bit put off or intimidated by her outspokenness, and actually seemed to find her quite amusing. At his encouragement, she told him about her various travels and some of the stories she’d covered for the magazine. He, too, was very well traveled, small wonder considering his family owned a worldwide chain of luxury hotels and resorts.


  Julia had none too discreetly sat them next to each other at dinner, and Lauren found it truly flattering for a change to have such a charming and attentive dining companion. She’d spent far too much time in recent years sharing pizza and beer with her crew, being treated very much like one of the guys, and had nearly forgotten what it was like to be around a true gentleman. Not counting, of course, her disastrous blind date with Daniel. The very same blind date she found herself recounting for everyone at the table, blaming all the champagne and wine she’d consumed for loosening her tongue.


  Ian found the tale hilarious, and laughed so hard he had to wipe a tear or two from his eyes. “My God, you are truly a force to be reckoned with, aren’t you?” he chuckled. “Ah, I’m very glad I came here this evening, Lauren. I can’t recall the last time I’ve laughed this much.”


  Lauren grinned. “Happy to oblige. Though why a man who’s got as much going for him as you obviously do doesn’t laugh very often is beyond me. Or why you don’t have a date along this evening. “


  Ian sobered instantly, masking his obvious discomfiture by reaching for his wine glass. “There’s a very good reason for both of those circumstances,” he told her quietly.


  “You’re in love with someone and she doesn’t return your feelings,” Lauren observed matter-of-factly. “Is she an idiot?”


  He gave her a faint smile but didn’t deny what had actually been a lucky guess on her part. “No, not in the least. And she has no idea of how I feel about her because I’ve never once even given her a hint.”


  “Ah.” Lauren nodded, scooping up another bite of Julia’s heavenly peach cobbler with fresh cream. “She’s married, then. Or otherwise spoken for.”


  Ian glanced around the table warily, as if to ascertain that no one else could hear their conversation. “You’re very observant, Ms. McKinnon,” he replied with an unwilling smile. “Perhaps too much for your own good. And I trust that you can also be discreet? I, ah, would not want what I just told you to be shared with anyone else at this table.”


  “Hmm.” Lauren licked cream off her fork in a very unladylike manner. “I take that to mean the woman in question is known to someone else here at the table. I’d guess then that she either works for you or for Nathan.”


  “The former,” he admitted reluctantly. “So I would appreciate your discretion, Lauren. Especially with your sister, since I fear she already suspects.”


  Lauren pretended to draw a zipper across her mouth. “Not a word. Scout’s honor. Not that I was ever a girl scout, of course. Too many rules and regulations, not to mention the truly hideous uniform.”


  Ian’s amusement returned. “I can just imagine the havoc you would have created in a group like that. But I do appreciate your keeping this information to yourself.”


  “Yeah, no big deal,” she shrugged. “Though that still doesn’t explain why a hunky guy like you is here without a date tonight. I mean, I understand about your forbidden love and all that, but why are you pining away for her this way?”


  He smiled thoughtfully. “It’s very simple, actually. If I can’t have her, then I don’t want anyone else. I have a few female friends who attend social events with me from time to time, but those are all strictly platonic relationships. The thought of being romantically involved with anyone besides T – besides my forbidden love, as you so succinctly put it – holds no appeal whatsoever.”


  Lauren gave a low whistle. “Well, damn. All I can say is that this girl must be one smoking hot babe for a guy like you to live like a monk because you can’t have her. How long has it been for you anyway? You know, since you, uh, shagged anyone? That is how you Brits phrase it, right?”


  He gave her a look of disbelief. “I would say that I can’t believe you just asked me a question like that, but then I’ve also just spent the last two hours hearing about all your wild adventures and, ah, questionable blind dates. And I’ve determined that there’s very little that intimidates you, including asking virtual strangers about their lack of, er, shagging.”


  She gave him a cheeky wink. “I’ll tell you if you tell me. I’ve had a dry spell going now for eighteen months.”


  Ian laughed in spite of himself. “I believe I can one up you there. By several months, in fact.”


  She shook her head. “What a waste. I hope this chick wakes up and smells the roses one day soon, appreciates just what she could have.”


  “I’m flattered,” remarked Ian dryly. “And might I return the compliment? Whoever the man is that you’re in love with, he’s a fool not to appreciate you.”


  Lauren was speechless, a very rare occurrence for her. “How – I mean, that’s not – it’s not like your situation. Not exactly, anyway.”


  He shrugged. “I don’t need to know the details to determine that you find yourself in a similar set of circumstances. You’re not the only one with excellent observational skills, Lauren. I was taught those same skills at a very early age. And they tell me now that your heart has been badly broken.”


  She reached for a bottle of red wine only to have Ian pick it up first and smoothly refill her glass. She took a long swallow before lifting the glass to him in a toast. “Here’s what we should do,” she told him half-jokingly as she ran a teasing hand up and down the sleeve of what she guessed was a custom made suit jacket. “We should say to hell with broken hearts and unrequited love and break our dry spells with each other. What do you say, handsome?”


  Ian’s hazel eyes gleamed with amusement. “I’d say that you’re a very beautiful and enchanting woman, and that I’m incredibly flattered at your, er, offer. But - ” he gave a regretful shake of his dark head, “the heart wants what the heart wants, Lauren. And my heart belongs to someone else, even if she’ll never know.”


  “I get that.” She sighed. “But the heart doesn’t always have to be involved when it comes to, ah, shagging. In fact, mine has only ever been truly involved once. No reason we couldn’t commiserate over our mutually foolish infatuations by having a bit of fun.”


  Ian refilled his own wine glass. “Well, now. That brings up quite a different dilemma,” he teased. “You see, I rather like to be the one in charge of all aspects of my life including the, ah, bedroom. And I sense that you and I would have a bit of a – let’s call it a power struggle – in that regard.”


  Lauren tried very hard not to think about how it had always been an equal give and take between her and Ben, though she had admittedly liked topping him as often as possible. Almost as much as she’d enjoyed being dominated by him.


  Belatedly aware that Ian was politely waiting for her reply, she merely gave him a little wink. “That, I’m afraid, is a deal breaker,” she teased. “Especially since I’d have to leave my handcuffs and floggers at home.”


  As Ian’s laugh rang out, Lauren caught Julia’s eye and groaned when she noted the hopeful expression on her twin’s face. She would definitely have to set her sister straight after dinner – to let her know that even though Ian was undeniably a catch, there was nothing happening there. Not as long as his heart belonged to another woman, and hers – well, there had only ever been one man who’d been able to lay claim to hers.


  ***


  October –Big Sur


  “There. That ought to do it. What do you think?”


  Lauren carefully inspected the section of deck railing that her father had just finished repairing. Living so close to the ocean came with a higher than average occurrence of wood rot and rust, and one of the consequences was a continual need to perform preventive maintenance and make regular repairs.


  “It looks great, Daddy,” she replied. “Thanks for coming down to help me.”


  Robert shrugged. “A labor of love, darlin’. This cabin is a testament to that theory. And if I didn’t have my workshop and your mother her studio at our place up the road, I’d be sorely tempted to switch places with you. The years I lived here were magical, special. Not that the Carmel house isn’t equally as special to me, but, well – you know.”


  Lauren nodded, knowing it wasn’t necessary to put into words the unique affinity she and her father had always shared for this place. And while her mother and sister also had fond memories of the cabin, they had never felt quite the same attachment that she and Robert had always enjoyed.


  “Well, it’s a very good thing that you aren’t planning to move back here,” teased Lauren. “Because I would chain myself to the deck before I would ever willingly leave this place.”


  Robert chuckled as he began to put away his tools. “Not to worry, Laurie. Your mother and I aren’t going anywhere. And I wouldn’t dream of asking you to leave this place. I know how important it’s always been to you.”


  “Thanks, Daddy.” She knelt down to help him pick up his tools and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I hope I didn’t take you away from anything important today.”


  He gave a brief shake of his head. “Nothing that won’t keep for a bit. When I left, your mother was cooking up a storm to get ready for your birthday party this weekend. And when Natalie is occupied in her kitchen, I know better than to interfere.”


  “Julia’s the same. When I offered to help out at that dinner party she gave a couple of weeks ago, I thought she was going to stab me with her paring knife. And I really wish Mom wasn’t going to so much trouble for a little birthday dinner. It’s not like Jules and I are little girls anymore.”


  Robert stood and hooked an arm around his daughter’s neck, hugging her in close to his side. “Ah, but you know what your mother is like when it comes to giving a party. She’s not one for bringing out the good china and crystal, or cooking up a lot of fancy dishes. But she does insist on making enough food for a small army. And she loves nothing better than to be surrounded by her family and friends as often as possible. Especially her girls. When Julia moved out here from New York last year, your mother was over the moon at the thought of having both her babies close by. So let her spoil the two of you a bit, hmm?”


  “Okay.” She giggled like a little girl as her father ruffled her hair, causing even more strands to tumble from her untidy braid. Only for her father would she ever do something as girly as giggle. “Do you have time for a cup of coffee before you head back? And I have half of a lemon meringue pie from the bakery.”


  “What happened to the other half?” asked Robert with a knowing wink.


  Lauren grinned and rubbed her washboard flat stomach. “You know I burn up calories faster than I can consume them. You’re lucky there’s still half left. Come on. I’ll even let you brew the coffee.”


  Robert shuddered. “An excellent idea, darlin’, given that yours is thick enough to lay bricks with. No wonder you cream and sugar it to death.”


  “Well, that way I get both my caffeine and sugar kicks at the same time,” joked Lauren, looping her arm through her father’s as they walked inside the cabin.


  He looked at her reproachfully. “And you know that you shouldn’t be having either of those substances. I realize you’ve learned to control your condition over the years but too much stimulation is playing with fire, darlin’.”


  She rested her head on his shoulder. “I know, Daddy. And trust me, I’ve got it all under control.”


  Robert stopped short as he spied an object on the kitchen counter. “And you know my feelings about that quite well, young lady. Every time I see it, I want to throttle your Uncle Malcolm for giving it to you.”


  “Oops.” Lauren hastily swept up her switchblade and stashed it in a kitchen drawer. “Sorry. I was using it to open a box this morning.”


  Robert shook his head even as he began to scoop coffee into a paper filter. “You should be keeping that lethal weapon locked up. I’m still not sure it’s legal to possess in this country. Not to mention all of the many and varied places you travel to.”


  “But I don’t take - ” Lauren’s protest died on her lips as her father glared at her.


  “You never could lie to me, Laurie,” stated Robert as he flicked the ON switch to the coffeemaker. “I may be the one person in the entire world who can truthfully say that. So don’t even try telling me that you don’t pack that knife with you everywhere you go. And while I understand why you take it along when you go to some of these godforsaken places the magazine sends you to, you do not need to hide it in your boot when you go into town for groceries or drive up to San Francisco to see your sister. So do your poor old father a favor and leave it safely at home, hmm?”


  “Yes, Daddy,” she murmured obediently, even though both of them knew she’d break her vow the very next time she left the house.


  Over pie and coffee, Robert told her about several projects he was working on. He rarely did any architectural design these days, save for the occasional room addition or remodel. Nowadays he preferred to work with his hands designing and building furniture, decks, and cabinets.


  Robert took a sip of his coffee. “And what about you, darlin’? Are you still loving life traveling all around the globe?”


  “Of course.” She gave him a puzzled look. “Why would you even ask me that?”


  “Because something’s been troubling you for a while now, Laurie.” He was the only person in the world who could get away with using that particular nickname. “You seem sad sometimes. Maybe even a little depressed. And that, my girl, is not like you at all. So tell your old dad what the matter is.”


  Lauren hesitated, sorely tempted to cry it all out on her father’s broad, comforting shoulder, knowing that somehow he would make it all okay. But she was too old now, and far too proud, to go crying to her daddy when she needed soothing. It had been a long, long time since she had done something like that, having been fiercely independent from the time she could walk.


  “It’s nothing really, Daddy,” she fudged. “Just, well, I guess I’m still mad at my boss for not sending me to Brazil. And I don’t care what excuses he gave me. I still say he held me back on purpose.”


  Robert guffawed. “You do hold a grudge, don’t you, darlin’? Well, in my opinion, your boss is both very wise and very brave. In fact, the next time I’m in New York I’m going to buy him a drink to thank him. And if he had let you go to Brazil knowing the danger involved, I would have either insisted he got fired or had his head examined.”


  “Daddy, you aren’t serious are you” asked Lauren, trying to disguise the panic his words had initiated. “You’re not really going to ask Ben out for a drink, are you?”


  He winked. “What’s the matter, Laurie? Afraid your boss will tell me tales about some of your adventures? Trust me, darlin’, there’s really nothing I’d be shocked to hear about you at this point.”


  ‘Oh, yeah?’ she asked herself wildly. ‘How about the fact that my boss and I had a wild fling five years ago right here in this very cabin. In fact, I think one of the many places we, uh, flung was right about where you’re having pie and coffee.’


  But of course she said nothing about her ill-fated affair with Ben, keeping it to herself as she had done for such a long time. She quickly changed the subject, asking her father about his favorite soccer team, knowing that he’d happily converse on that topic for endless minutes.


  When Robert headed back home to Carmel a short while later, however, it was all Lauren could do to stop the tears from tracking down her cheeks unheeded. Over the years she’d gotten real good at blocking out all the memories, and the pain that accompanied them, but then there were times like today when nothing kept them at bay for very long.


  Everywhere she went in this cabin, the surrounding grounds, the nearby bluffs and beach, brought back bittersweet memories of Ben. At one time she’d considered replacing nearly every stick of furniture in the house – the bed, both sofas, chairs, even the kitchen table – because they had made love on all of those surfaces and more. But to do so would have surely raised her parents’ eyebrows – and suspicions – and thus nothing had changed.


  She did some work enhancing and cropping a series of photos she’d taken during her most recent visit to San Francisco, thinking that they might be something her mother would like for the gallery. She poured herself a glass of wine and watched the sunset out on the deck, unwillingly remembering each time she had done exactly the same thing with Ben. Dinner was a tamale plate she’d picked up in Monterey earlier today, and while she normally savored each delicious bite tonight everything tasted like sawdust.


  She eyed a bottle of tequila and a shot glass longingly, but wound up putting them away, knowing that no amount of alcohol was going to cure her broken heart tonight. Instead she made herself a giant mug of hot chocolate, wrapped herself up in the ratty old flannel bathrobe, and padded barefoot back out to the deck to watch the stars come out, trying not to think about the times Ben had patiently pointed all the constellations out to her.


  It took her a long time to fall asleep that night, and when she finally did it was to toss and turn fitfully, and dream of Ben.


  He was laying on his back, his eyes shut, groaning as she kissed a path down his chest, her tongue flicking over each of his nipples in turn.


  “You like that, Blue Eyes?” she whispered. Her hand slipped down his rock hard abs until she was grasping his erection. “Yeah, I’d say so.”


  “You’re a witch,” he murmured hoarsely. “A green eyed, sexy little witch. And you’ve got the most incredible mouth, the – oh, fuck!”


  Ben grabbed handfuls of the sheets, his pelvis thrusting up in sync with the long, arousing pulls of her mouth. His cock seemed to feel a bit harder and grow a bit longer with each stroke of her hand, each swipe of her tongue, until he was almost too much for her to take.


  And then he surprised her, maneuvering their bodies until she was on all fours and he was thrusting into her from behind, taking control. He fucked her with long, deep strokes, until she could feel the head of his cock butting against the very tip of her womb. She gripped the wrought iron headboard, holding on for dear life as he took her with an almost savage hunger. She was gasping for breath, sweat covering both of their bodies in a fine mist, and she could feel her orgasm building with each hard thrust of his cock.


  “Oh, God, Ben. That’s so good,” she cried. “Yes, keep it up! I’m so close, baby, so close. Just don’t stop.”


  “Never,” he breathed, his arm banded around her waist as his lips brushed her throat. “I’ll never stop wanting you, Lauren, never stop being with you this way. I’ll always want to - ”


  She came awake with a rude start, vaulting up into a sitting position as she struggled to catch her breath. Sweat beaded her forehead, and she was alarmed to discover how full and swollen her breasts felt, how the nipples were hard and almost painful. She closed her eyes and squirmed a little in embarrassment as she realized how wet she was, and how her body was begging for release. She knew from past experiences, past dreams, just like this one that all she would have to do was touch herself once and she’d orgasm instantly.


  But perhaps the most disturbing reaction to the erotic dream she’d just had about Ben were the wet tracks of her tears. She brushed them away impatiently, furious at this betrayal of her weakness. But it was no use, because moments later her slender shoulders were shaking with the force of her renewed weeping. And it was then she finally realized that the only way she would ever be with Ben again would be in dreams much like this one.


  Chapter Fifteen


  November – New York City


  “Hey, Ben. Robert McKinnon is asking to see you. He knows he doesn’t have an appointment but was hoping you could spare him just a few minutes.”


  At Kym’s very unexpected announcement, Ben’s attention was immediately diverted from the pile of paperwork on his desk – the pile that never seemed to get any smaller no matter how many hours he devoted to it.


  “He’s actually here in the office?” asked Ben incredulously. “Not just on the phone?”


  “Sitting right across from me,” confirmed Kym in a hushed tone.


  Once again Ben’s mind began to wander in half a dozen different directions about what Lauren’s father could possibly want to speak to him about. But even as he tried to come up with a plausible reason, he found himself tidying the various stacks of papers into one neat pile, and telling Kym, “Okay. Give me about two minutes and then send him in.”


  “You got it.”


  As he hurried to finish straightening up his desk, Ben glanced at his computer monitor and was startled to note it was already past four o’clock. It had been a relatively quiet day, save for the mounds of paperwork he was trying to catch up on, but he had figured that things would be low key given that it was only two days before Thanksgiving. The office was barely half staffed, with no one currently out on assignment, and would be closed starting tomorrow for a few days. He was determined to finish everything up by tonight so that he and Elle could leave town at a decent hour tomorrow. They were spending the holiday weekend with friends of hers who owned a sprawling estate in the Hamptons, and he wasn’t especially looking forward to it. They had spent last Thanksgiving with Katrina and Duncan, too, and Ben had felt very much out of place in their opulent mansion. Their “little holiday gathering” had wound up including over two dozen people, and he’d struggled for a good part of the time to pretend he was enjoying himself. All he had really wanted was to eat a hearty turkey dinner, put his feet up, and watch football for a few hours. Instead, he’d made small talk with a lot of pretentious snobs and tried his damndest not to let Elle know how miserable he was, especially since she was so obviously enjoying herself. Needless to say, a repeat performance of last year was just about the last thing he wanted to do this holiday weekend.


  But he was trying, really trying, to work on his relationship with Elle, to do more things that made her happy, and therefore circumvent any of her little emotional upheavals and upsets. And things had been considerably calmer as of late, though part of that was because both of them had been traveling on business and hadn’t seen much of each other. Her parents had just left town this past weekend after an extended visit, and Elle always kept her emotions well in check when they were around.


  Ben figured that spending the Thanksgiving weekend with Elle’s stuck-up friends was just part of being a supportive boyfriend, and that he would have to suck it up for a few days. Which unfortunately also meant dressing up each day, wearing the tailored slacks, dress shirts, and cashmere sweaters that every other male present would be wearing. He’d have to leave his favored attire – like he was wearing right now – of dark wash jeans, an olive green Henley, and Merrell hiking boots behind.


  He worried briefly that he might be dressed a little too casually to be meeting Lauren’s father for the first time, but that worry was quickly dismissed as Robert McKinnon strode into his office.


  Lauren’s father was also casually attired in a pair of black jeans, a gray fisherman’s sweater, and black suede desert boots. His ruggedly handsome features were tanned, his black hair carelessly windblown, and the sharply intuitive green eyes were exactly like his daughter’s.


  Ben stood and met him halfway, not the least surprised when his hand was engulfed in a firm, no-nonsense grip.


  “Mr. McKinnon. It’s a pleasure to meet you sir,” greeted Ben respectfully. “Please, have a seat.”


  Robert nodded briefly and sat down. “A pleasure to meet you, too, young man,” he replied in the deep voice Ben recalled from their previous conversation. “And it’s Robert, please. I already feel old knowing that my girls turned twenty six last month. Before you know it, I’ll be a grandfather.”


  “Is that right?” Ben asked politely. “Are, ah, either of your daughters likely to make that happen anytime soon?”


  Robert snorted. “Well, the day Lauren finally settles down and starts a family may not happen in my lifetime. But her sister brought a young man home to meet us last month, and I have a strong suspicion that wedding bells might be ringing for them next year.”


  Ben smiled, feeling a rush of relief that Lauren was not the twin likely to give her parents a grandchild in the not so distant future. “I’m sure you and your wife must be pleased.”


  “Aye, well enough,” agreed Robert gruffly, his Scottish brogue more pronounced now. “But to a father no man will ever be good enough for his little girl. Do you have children, Ben? A wife?”


  Ben shook his head. “No, sir – Robert. I’m single. At least, I’m not married but I do have a girlfriend.”


  “You’ll understand one day, then. Not that Nathan isn’t a fine young man, and he does make my Julia happier than I’ve seen her in a long time. Lauren, now.” Robert shook his head. “I’m not sure there’s a man yet born brave enough to take her on. But I’m surely not telling you anything you don’t already know. And that’s actually why I’m here this afternoon.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t follow, Robert,” Ben admitted.


  “Ah, where are my manners?” Robert chided himself. “I haven’t apologized for intruding on you like this unannounced. I hope I’m not keeping you from something important.”


  Ben indicated the pile of papers with a wry smile. “You saved me, actually,” he admitted. “From certain boredom, and possible eyestrain. So what can I do for you, Robert?”


  “It’s actually more about what I can do for you, Ben,” corrected Robert. “I wanted to thank you in person for refusing to send Lauren to Brazil a couple of months ago. I can well imagine the fight you had on your hands in order to get your way.”


  Ben found himself smiling unwittingly. “I think I’d rather go nine rounds with Mayweather than have to tell Lauren she’s being pulled from an assignment. It would definitely have been less painful.”


  Robert chuckled. “You’re a brave man, Ben. And a smart one, too. My wife and I are very grateful – and relieved – that you made the decision not to send her on that trip. I know my daughter is fiercely independent and absolutely fearless, but sometimes those particular traits don’t always translate into basic common sense. I’m glad that the same can’t be said of you.”


  “I’m always concerned about the safety of my crews when they’re out on assignments,” assured Ben. “And I would never admit this to any of the females – and especially not Lauren – but we do have to make some additional considerations for them at times. The minute I heard about the situation in Brazil, I made up my mind that there was no way Lauren would make that trip. Even if I had to hogtie her or have her kidnapped to make it happen. I even threatened to call you if she didn’t cooperate.”


  Robert gave a shout of laughter. “Oh, I can just imagine her reaction to that particular threat! I’m surprised she didn’t pull that nasty switchblade out of her boot and hold it to your throat until you changed your mind.”


  “Trust me, I kept watching for it,” replied Ben dryly. “Did her uncle really give that to her when she was fifteen?”


  “Unfortunately, yes,” Robert said resignedly. “My younger brother was a wild child himself, very much like Lauren, and the two of them have always been thick as thieves. She has Malcolm wrapped around her little finger, and he spoils her rotten. But the relationship has been a blessing, too. Mal helped Lauren in more ways than I can count, ways that no one else could.”


  “With her ADHD, you mean?”


  The look on Robert’s face was one of out and out shock. “She told you about that?” he asked in astonishment. “She never, never talks to anyone about that, she’s far too proud to ever admit it. Why on earth did she tell you?”


  Ben immediately realized his faux pas, and quickly improvised to cover up his blunder. “She, ah, might have had a few too many drinks one night. I’ve noticed she tends to talk a little more freely when she does that. Like most people do, of course,” he added hastily. “And not that Lauren overindulges like that very often as far as I know.”


  Robert gave him an odd look. “Lauren can drink most grown men under the table, been doing it since she was about sixteen or so. It’s that metabolism of hers that burns so fast. It’s also why she drinks a gallon of the strongest coffee in the world, and eats about a pound of sugar every day. So I’m not certain that too much alcohol is what caused her to confide something to you that she absolutely refuses to discuss with anyone, even her family. But, then, who really knows what goes through that child’s mind at times.”


  Ben felt sweat break out on his forehead in nervous reaction. “Well, it’s certainly a brilliant mind. And a fascinating one, too. Whatever her, er, difficulties, it’s obvious that Lauren has worked very hard to overcome them.”


  “Yes. Her mother and I are very proud of her,” agreed Robert. “She’s an extremely gifted photographer, and also a much better artist than she thinks. And – ah, that’s why – ah, never mind, just something that popped into my head all of a sudden. Look, Ben, if you really want a break from that blasted paperwork why don’t you let me buy you a drink? My way of saying thank you for looking out for my Lauren.”


  Ben was already standing and reaching for his jacket. “That is definitely the best idea I’ve heard all day.”


  As they walked the short distance to the local pub frequented by the staff, Ben learned that Robert was in town with his wife – and Lauren – to spend the Thanksgiving holiday with his sister-in-law.


  “I didn’t know Lauren was here in New York,” admitted Ben. “I mean, she’s not due back at work until next week when the crew flies out to Spain, but I thought she might have stopped by the office for a bit.”


  Robert shrugged. “We arrived in early last evening so we haven’t even been here an entire day yet. My wife and her sister are off shopping and lunching or doing whatever it is they do when they’re together. As for Lauren, I believe she mentioned something about looking up some old friends.”


  “You mean like that Franco character?” grumbled Ben. “I met him once in this very same bar soon after I started working here. He and Lauren seemed very – ah, friendly.”


  Robert chuckled as they found a table. “Most men don’t take well to Franco at first. Unlike the women. But Franco is like a brother to my girls, has been since they were around four years old. Now as for one of the younger brothers – Carlo – he and Lauren have dated on and off for a few years now.”


  Ben’s spine stiffened as a waiter arrived to take their order. “Really? I, uh, didn’t know Lauren had a boyfriend. At least not one that she’s ever mentioned.”


  Robert ordered a glass of the 18-year-old Macallan, while Ben, who’d been about to order a beer, changed his mind and held up two fingers to the waiter.


  “Same here. It’s a good drink for a chilly day.”


  While they waited for their drinks, Robert explained about this Carlo in more detail.


  “He’s not precisely Lauren’s boyfriend,” he clarified. “The two of them grew up together, after all, played together as kids whenever we visited New York. They keep in touch, see each other once or twice a year. Lauren’s always off to some remote corner of the world, as you know, while Carlo’s acting career means he’s on location for months at a time.”


  “He’s an actor?” asked Ben in surprise, unable to picture Lauren with someone like that.


  “Carlo Di Nardo. I’m not much of a moviegoer myself, but I believe he’s done a series of action adventure films.”


  Ben nodded. “I know who he is now. He’s the lead in all of those Jack Cordero movies. Pretty successful guy. I didn’t realize he was Franco’s brother.”


  “Well, they are a bit different in appearance for sure. The last time I saw Carlo he looked every bit like a movie star, very suave, well dressed, that sort of thing. Whereas Franco – well, you’ve seen him for yourself.”


  The waiter arrived with their drinks and Robert lifted his glass in a toast.


  “Thank you, Ben, for keeping my Lauren safe. Even if she fights you tooth and nail to get it done,” he joked.


  Ben smiled in acknowledgement and sipped the fine, single malt Scotch. It wasn’t a spirit he drank often – and certainly not such an expensive brand – but it certainly suited his mood this afternoon.


  As he continued to chat amicably with Robert, it occurred to Ben that this was what it could have been like if he had made a different choice five years ago. Lauren’s father was nothing like what he’d once assumed he would be like. Rather than a rich, standoffish snob – like Elle’s father – Robert McKinnon was a no-nonsense, down to earth man who spoke plainly but who was also extremely engaging and highly intelligent.


  But he couldn’t help but wonder how much differently Robert would have treated the Ben of five years ago – the one with no job, no money, and no real possessions save for what he could carry on his beat-up motorcycle. He’d be willing to bet that Robert would not be sitting across from that Ben right now sipping expensive Scotch and thanking him for looking out for his daughter.


  “Lauren tells us that you’ve only been at National Geographic Travel since January,” observed Robert. “Where did you work before that?”


  “At Conde Nast and before that Outdoor Magazine. But I didn’t have a desk job at either of those places. I was a travel writer, went out on assignments much like Lauren does.”


  “Hmm.” Robert finished his drink and motioned the waiter over for refills. “So why did you give it up? Tired of the travel? Or are you just ambitious?”


  “Not really,” admitted Ben honestly. “I loved the travel, and I’ve been a writer most of my life. Being an editor was never something I seriously considered. But, well, circumstances change, I suppose.”


  “Your girlfriend must be pleased that you’re at home more often.”


  Ben nodded. “She is, yes. Traveling so much can be hard on a relationship.”


  He felt more than a little awkward discussing Elle with Lauren’s father, even though Robert could have no idea about his past involvement with his daughter.


  “Well, she must be a very special woman.”


  “Yes,” agreed Ben. “She’s – well, she’s been good for me, supportive.”


  Fortunately, Robert changed the subject at that point, and once they had finished their drinks he placed several bills on the table before getting to his feet.


  “I’m due to meet the ladies for dinner,” he told Ben, “so I’d best get a move on. Thank you for taking the time out of your day to have a drink with me, Ben. I’ve enjoyed getting to know you a bit.”


  “Same here, sir – uh, Robert.” Ben shook the older man’s hand briskly. “Thank you for the drink. And for saving me from death by paperwork.”


  Robert laughed. “You should burn all those papers and get yourself back out on the road, back to writing. It’s obvious even to a virtual stranger like myself what your true passion is. Life is too short to waste even a moment of it, Ben.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Enjoy your stay in New York, and your Thanksgiving.”


  “You, too, Ben. I hope to see you again sometime.”


  ***


  Robert chuckled to himself as he hailed a cab that would take him to the restaurant where he was to meet Natalie, Maddy, and Lauren for dinner. There wasn’t a lot that got past him, a trait he credited to his years of studying architectural design, and more recently building furniture. Both professions required attention to detail, and the ability to focus, not to mention tremendous patience.


  And despite Lauren’s beliefs to the contrary, she hadn’t gotten away with nearly as much over the years as she might think. He’d known every single time she’d snuck out of the house as a teenager, had been well aware of the wild escapades she’d gotten herself tangled up in, noticed every time she snuck extra sugar or later booze. But he had also known that Lauren had a good head on her shoulders, would never do anything illegal or too risky, and could take care of herself in most every situation.


  But this one had slipped past him somehow, he acknowledged ruefully. His cunning, crafty daughter had done an admittedly fine job in concealing the truth from both her parents and her twin sister. Though what the real truth was he still didn’t know for certain. What he did know – beyond a shadow of a doubt now that he’d met Ben Rafferty in person – was that there was a definite history between the young man and his daughter.


  It had been Ben’s mention of Lauren’s brilliant mind, and Robert’s own acknowledgment of her artistic talent, that had triggered the memory. Over the years both Lauren and Julia had allowed some of their photography and artwork to be displayed at Natalie’s gallery, always to great acclaim, and one set of Lauren’s photos in particular had come to mind the moment he had met Ben.


  There had been ten or twelve photos in all – he couldn’t recall properly at the moment – and Lauren had dubbed the collection “The Loner”. All of the photos had been in stark black and white – Lauren’s preferred media – and most of the images had been of a man in profile or shadow. They had been taken in and around Big Sur, and Robert had had little trouble recognizing the various locations. And while the man’s face hadn’t been distinguishable in most of the shots, there had been one or two where enough of his features had been visible to stamp his image in Robert’s memory banks.


  Lauren had always claimed that the man in the photos had just been a stranger passing through town, a drifter, a loner. But Robert wondered now exactly how long Ben Rafferty had lingered in Big Sur, and what exactly his relationship with Lauren had been. Especially given the level of animosity in Lauren’s voice when she discussed her boss in passing, how often she cussed him out, and how she had embraced the nickname “Ben the Bastard” that Julia had given him.


  Except that the man Robert had just shared a drink with was in actuality a quiet, thoughtful person, certainly respectful and kind, and he had no idea why his daughter reacted almost violently whenever she brought him up.


  ‘Ah, there’s something there, darlin’. And I’ll figure it out one of these days,’ he told himself with a chuckle. ‘Your old dad isn’t quite as oblivious as you might want to believe.’


  Chapter Sixteen


  December – New York


  “You look gorgeous, cara,” Carlo whispered in Lauren’s ear as they entered the banquet room. “And very, very sexy. Everyone is staring at you.”


  Lauren resisted the urge to tug her underwear down beneath the tight fitting dress. “They’re probably staring at you, Carlito, wondering if you’re really that actor who plays Jack Cordero, and then trying to work up the nerve to ask for your autograph. As for looking sexy, I feel like I should be carrying castanets with this outfit. Or holding a red rose between my teeth and shouting ‘Ole!’.”


  Carlo snickered. “Except that most flamenco dancers usually don’t wear such tight fitting dresses, or show quite so much cleavage. Not that I’m complaining about either, by the way. But I will say that dress looks like it could have been made for you. Che belisimma!”


  “Yeah, well, all of this lace is starting to itch, and my feet already hurt in these damned shoes,” she complained. “I should have never let Maddy talk me into wearing this get-up. I mean, this is a Christmas party, not a Halloween event.”


  Carlo shook his head, having witnessed Lauren’s dramatics for more than two decades now. “Relax. You look hot. It’s still a pity you aren’t four or five inches taller. You would have made an incredible supermodel.”


  Lauren made a very unladylike noise. “You’ve got to be joking. Like I’d really let anyone tell me what I had to wear, or that I had to diet myself down to a size zero. No, I’m much happier on the other side of the lens¸ my friend. And you are already surrounded by supermodels and actresses and pop stars. Once in awhile you need a regular girl to keep you grounded.”


  Carlo deliberately slid an arm around her waist, his hand slipping down to the black lace that covered her ass and giving it a squeeze. “Is that an offer, cara? Because it’s been quite awhile since I’ve been given such a privilege.”


  She pinched the skin on the back of his hand, hard enough to elicit a yelp, and he promptly removed it from her butt. “No, it’s not an offer,” she retorted. “We agreed a long time ago that you and I were much better off being friends. And that I don’t want to be one of your many women. So there will be no offers and no privileges.”


  “Fine.” Carlo sighed dramatically. “But you can’t blame a guy for trying. And you know, cara, that if you only said the word that you could be the only woman for me.”


  Lauren regarded him sardonically. “What utter bullshit, Carlo. No offense, but your acting skills are nowhere near good enough to convince me you could ever be faithful. Or that you care about me that way. I’m guessing it’s just been awhile since you got lucky, and you’d say just about anything right now to get in my pants. Which, considering how tight this dress is, would be very, very difficult.”


  The dress in question was a dramatic black lace gown with long, sheer sleeves, a deep off the shoulder V-neckline, tightly fitted at the waist and hips, and then flaring out into a mermaid style bottom. Maddy had raved about the one of a kind Oscar de la Renta, swore that Lauren was the perfect person to carry off such a high profile gown, and had made special arrangements to have it hemmed and altered to fit her. The black lace Louboutin stilettos had cost eight hundred dollars, but they might as well have been cheap knockoffs as much as they were killing her feet right now.


  Mandy hadn’t stopped with dressing her up like some sexpot senorita. She’d happily dragged Lauren to the in-house salon at Bergdorf’s, and explained to the head stylist the effect she was looking for. Nearly three hours later, Lauren’s long hair had been piled atop her head in a cluster of messy but artful curls; her nails buffed and polished – though not with the deep red gloss the manicurist had initially picked out but the pale mocha shade Lauren had insisted on; and her face made up rather dramatically with smoky eyes and dark red lips. Maddy had insisted she wear a pair of her diamond chandelier earrings to complete the outfit, and Lauren could feel their heavy weight tugging on her earlobes with each step she took.


  Carlo hid a smirk behind his hand. “You’re going to want to watch what you eat tonight then, cara. One too many slices of bread and you’ll bust a seam.”


  Lauren grimaced. “The way I feel right now one piece of popcorn is going to take care of that.”


  As she and Carlo made their way up to the bar, both of them ignoring all the stares directed their way, Lauren asked herself yet again why she’d let herself get talked into coming tonight. She hated these sort of corporate events and usually avoided them like the plague. She had last attended the office holiday party three years ago, and had vowed never to attend another – not anxious to eat barely palatable food, drink mid-range booze, or listen to a DJ who wouldn’t know a good song if it hit him in the face. Not to mention all the mind-numbing socializing, eye rolling small talk, and having to dress up like some department store mannequin. She would much rather have stuck to her original plan – going out for greasy burgers and fries and brews with Chris and Karl and their significant others, and then hitting the bowling alley before finishing the night off by stopping at one or two clubs. If she hadn’t been outvoted, she’d be chowing down a mushroom Swiss burger right about now, washing it down with a dark lager, and visualizing bowling the perfect game. She sure as hell wouldn’t be worried about busting a seam on her dress or twisting her ankle in shoes with stilts for heels.


  But she’d been outvoted three to one, something she was still sulking about. George, of course, was the ultimate corporate kiss-ass and wouldn’t have even considered missing the party. Chris had a new girlfriend, who was apparently very young and very impressionable, and he’d figured a party at the Four Seasons would go a long way towards impressing her, not to mention seducing her. And at first Karl had sided with Lauren – until he’d mentioned the idea to Tamsyn, and she’d surprisingly been in favor of attending the party. Karl’s longtime girlfriend rarely came to New York with him, preferring to hole up on her farm in Tennessee where she raised a herd of cashmere goats. She then wove their luxurious wool into her own line of sweaters, scarves, pashminas, and blankets. Once in awhile Tamsyn liked to poke around the big department stores in Manhattan to check out current fashion trends, and was planning to do just that during her visit. And, fortunately, she and Karl were in a good place in their relationship right now.


  It figured, thought Lauren as she accepted a glass of red wine from the bartender, that two artistic, talented people like Karl and Tamsyn would frequently be at odds with each other. Tamsyn was by far the more volatile of the two, more than living up to the reputation that came with having fiery red-gold hair. Karl was one of the mellowest guys Lauren knew, but that wasn’t always a good thing since he tended to keep his feelings bottled up most of the time. In the years she’d known Karl, he and Tamsyn had had some really epic fights, breaking up for months at a time and refusing to speak to each other, until they inevitably found their way back to each other. Lauren had nursed Karl through any number of vicious hangovers, had bullied him out of severe depressions, and had engaged in screaming matches over the phone with Tamsyn, all in the name of trying to get them back together.


  It was to Karl and Tamsyn that she gravitated now, feeling closer to the pair of them than to anyone else here this evening. Karl and Carlo knew each other casually, but Tamsyn had never met the handsome actor before tonight.


  “I see I’m not the only lucky man here tonight,” he teased as he brought Tamsyn’s hand to his lips. “Where have you been hiding this beautiful lady, Karl?”


  “On a goat farm,” replied Tamsyn drolly.


  Carlo looked astonished, until she explained in more detail about her chosen profession, and then he laughed. “Well, I would have never guessed,” he replied gallantly. “You could have told me you were a supermodel and I would have believed you.”


  “Jesus, you are just obsessed with that word tonight, aren’t you?” groused Lauren. “Though Tam does look incredible.”


  Tamsyn was tall and slim, with long legs, creamy skin, and that mass of shiny red-gold hair. She wore a long sheath dress of emerald silk, and could certainly pass for the model Carlo had compared her to. Karl, on the other hand, looked less than pleased to be wearing an actual suit and tie, his long dark blond hair tied back in a ponytail.


  The four of them snagged a table for eight, and Karl sent Chris a quick text inviting him to join them.


  Lauren eyed the two unoccupied seats warily. “Please tell me that George and Nadine are not joining us,” she pleaded. “It’s going to be hard enough for me to eat in this dress. Having to sit across from those two might be what finally kills my appetite.”


  “Uh, I don’t think you have to worry about that,” replied Karl hesitantly. “First, I see that the lovebirds are hanging with some of Nadine’s pals. And, yes, she does have some. And, well, I think our other tablemates might be heading this way right now with Chris.”


  Lauren followed his gaze and almost choked on the bacon wrapped scallop she’d just popped into her mouth. “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” she muttered to herself, not much caring if anyone else heard her.


  Walking alongside Chris and his new girlfriend - the one clinging to him like a limpet and who looked about sixteen – were none other than Ben and Elle. Lauren thought wildly that she’d rather sit at a table filled entirely with George and Nadine clones then have to endure an evening of Elle’s tight-lipped, disapproving little looks.


  ‘And doesn’t she look just perfect tonight?’ thought Lauren mockingly. ‘The perfect lady. The perfect corporate wife.’


  She winced at that last thought, wishing she had time to grab and down a second drink before the two couples reached them. Elle was also wearing black but that was where the resemblance to Lauren’s gown ended. Elle’s dress was an slender, elegant column of black silk wool that skimmed rather than clung to her slender body. The high collar was banded with glittering black beads and jets, while the black satin waistband broke up the severity of the otherwise stark fabric. Her raven hair was smoothed back into its usual chignon, and a pair of diamond stud earrings was her only jewelry. As always her makeup was subdued and discreet, and Lauren suddenly felt an urge to grab a napkin and scrub away her vivid crimson lipstick.


  But while Elle looked pretty much the way Lauren would have figured, it was Ben who caused her eyes to widen in mingled surprise and admiration. He was wearing a tux, for God’s sake – a classic black suit, snowy white pleated shirt, and plain black bowtie. He was clean shaven, and even though she preferred his three day stubble, her fingers itched to caress that smooth, rugged cheek.


  Their gazes collided as he reached the table, and she stubbornly refused to be the first to look away. His gaze lingered for a few moments on her dress, hair, lips, and she recognized both admiration and desire in his dark blue eyes. She gave him a little half-smile and a quirk of her eyebrow, sending him a silent message that even though he looked hot she wasn’t a big fan of the tuxedo.


  Elle was her typical prim and proper self, extending her hand to Tamsyn and then to Carlo as though she were a princess or something, her greeting almost excruciatingly polite. It was obvious that she had no idea who Carlo was, recognizing neither his name nor his face.


  But Ben evidently did, telling Carlo as they shook hands, “I’m a big fan of your stuff. The Jack Cordero movies are some of my favorites.” To a puzzled Elle he explained, “Carlo is a very famous actor. He’s the star of four – or is it five – action adventure movies.”


  “Ah.” Elle lifted that aristocratic little chin at this explanation. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize your name, Carlo. I’m not much of a moviegoer unfortunately. That is - at least not – well - ”


  Carlo smiled politely in return, very likely having pegged Elle as the art house movie type and definitely not the sort to enjoy the films he typically acted in. “No worries, cara. I doubt you’d enjoy my movies. Lots of car chases, gunfights, explosions, that sort of thing. Lauren here is one of the few women I know who can’t get enough of action films. Or espionage. She should have been a spy herself. Or an assassin.”


  “Oh, I like that idea!” agreed Lauren. “Like the girl in La Femme Nikita. One of my all time favorites. But the original French version, of course, not the American remake.”


  Chris’s girlfriend – Mindy – wrinkled her nose. “Ugh! I don’t think I could watch a movie with subtitles. I want to focus on what’s happening in the movie and not have to read at the same time.”


  Carlo gave Mindy a little wink, which only caused the impressionable young woman to gape at him in starstruck awe. “I don’t blame you, cara. But Lauren here doesn’t need subtitles. Why would she when she’s fluent in French, Italian, and Spanish?”


  It seemed that Elle and Mindy were the only ones at the table who didn’t already know this information. Mindy just kept staring at Carlo, a few seconds away from melting into a full blown swoon, while Elle gave Lauren one of those tight-lipped little smiles she’d come to hate with a passion.


  “I would have never guessed,” Elle replied archly. “I’ve studied French since I was a young girl. A foreign language was a requirement at my school, even from the early grades. Where did you pick up these different languages, Lauren?”


  Lauren ignored the way Elle said “pick up”, almost as if to imply that she had picked up her language skills – and possibly other habits – from the street. Instead she merely smiled sweetly and explained, “I learned French from my grandparents, mother and aunt, who were all born in Montreal. The Italian I picked up from hanging around Carlo and Franco and their family, as well as from my uncle who lived in Italy for several years. And I studied Spanish in high school and college.”


  She gave a little shrug, as though explaining how she came to be fluent in three languages was the simplest thing in the world. But even though she downplayed her skills, she sensed that Elle was displeased but she didn’t really care why.


  She had wanted to give Chris a good hard smack for inviting Ben and Elle to sit at this table, and was frankly surprised that they had accepted. But to refuse would have likely required Elle to lie or be rude, two things Lauren sensed she never did. At least, thought Lauren as she picked up her wine glass, Carlo had seemed to sense her discomfiture with their tablemates and made sure they weren’t seated next to the other couple.


  Lauren was unusually quiet as the evening wore on, and for once she ate sparingly. She blamed the tight fitting dress, plus the rather blandly prepared beef and vegetables, for her lack of appetite. But she knew it was mostly the sight of Elle and Ben together that was making her feel slightly nauseous – the way he smiled at her, the sight of her slim hand touching his sleeve, how he would bend his head to hers from time to time as she murmured something in a low voice. Lauren longed to pry those long, elegant fingers off of Ben’s arm, to pull all the pins out of Elle’s perfectly coiffed hair and pull it hard, to “accidentally” spill an entire glass of red wine on her classic black gown.


  But she didn’t do any of those things, because she was just enough of a lady to mind her manners at an occasion like this. Instead, she seethed in silence as the meal dragged on, the anger and the irritation and the unwilling desire for Ben continuing to build and build until she felt like screaming.


  ‘You need to get laid, girl,’ she told herself. ‘That’s what your real problem is. You’re horny and Ben looks pretty damned hot in that stupid monkey suit. Maybe you should make Carlo an offer after all.’


  But even as she considered sleeping with her “friend with benefits” one more time, she dismissed the idea as foolish. The last thing she wanted to do was jeopardize what had been a long standing friendship, not to mention have a bout of meaningless sex. She’d had her fill of the latter last month.


  It had been the crew’s last evening in Spain, and she had been unusually morose and moody, knowing that she would be seeing Ben in a couple of days and feeling strangely reluctant to return to New York. Ever since that scene in his office in September, she had continued to have as little contact with him as possible, barely looking at or speaking to him during their team meetings. She knew the other guys had noticed her standoffishness towards their boss, but they had either been too wise or too scared to question her about it.


  After dinner they had gone to see a tango show, and both the eroticism of the dance and the seduction of the music had stirred her blood. It had been a long time since she’d been with anyone, and she was both horny and desperately lonely. So she’d ditched the guys after the show, making some half-assed excuse, and headed for one of the more exclusive clubs in the area. It had taken all of five minutes for the man to approach her, ten more before they were leaving and heading for his flat three blocks away.


  The sex had been frantic and hot, but oddly unsatisfying. She hadn’t come, despite her partner’s best efforts, and had slipped quietly out of his bed without a word. Once back at her hotel room, she’d promptly dashed for the toilet, dry heaving with the revulsion she’d felt at her actions. She had practically scrubbed her skin raw beneath the pounding spray of the shower, as though she could somehow wash away her shame.


  She had been weak, she acknowledged now. Weak and sad and alone, and she vowed now that she would never be that weak again. She’d never been the sort to sleep around or indulge in one night stands, and her actions in Spain had been a sure sign of how deeply she had begun to sink into desperation.


  But that was going to change now, she promised herself. She was Lauren McKinnon, the fearless badass chick that nobody dared mess with, and it was about damned time she remembered that. Ben Rafferty wasn’t worth sacrificing her pride or dignity for, and she was through mourning him. He and Princess Elle were welcome to each other. After all, she consoled herself, Elle might act like a princess, but Lauren was the goddamned queen, and it was about time she started acting like it.


  With that resolution, she gave a satisfied little smile and actually summoned up an appetite, enough to almost clean her plate. She happened to catch Ben’s eye across the table, and lifted a brow in response to the brooding look he gave her. But then Elle said something, calling his attention back to her, and Lauren merely began to slather butter on another dinner roll.


  Soon after coffee and dessert the dancing began, and Carlo urged her out onto the dance floor. The music was actually a lot better than she’d expected, and soon she was laughing and greatly enjoying herself. Carlo was always good company, and could usually make her laugh, and she was glad he’d had an evening free to be her date tonight.


  “Maybe you should have been an actress, cara,” he murmured in her ear as they slow danced. “You’re doing a pretty good job of convincing your boss that he’s invisible. Poor man, got to feel sorry for him, given that he hasn’t stopped staring at you all night.”


  “Pfftt.” Lauren flicked her fingers in dismissal. “You’re full of shit, Carlo, as usual. Or else you’ve had too much to drink. My boss is just that – my boss. And he has a girlfriend, in case you didn’t notice.”


  Carlos’s handsome mouth turned down at the corners. “That cold fish? Brrr, I’ve gotten a chill every time I’ve looked at her. And Ben might be here with the lovely Elle, but the one he really wants to be with is my bella Lauren.”


  “Don’t, Carlo. Please.” She rested her head on his shoulder as they danced, and something in her voice must have alerted him to the distress his words were causing.


  “Okay.” His lips brushed her temple fondly. “I’ll stop being a busybody and change the subject. But deny it or not, your boss thinks you look hot.”


  Lauren feigned an indifference she didn’t even remotely feel. “Well, duh. Everyone in the room thinks I look hot. And they’d better, considering how this dress is making me itch in about ten different places, and I can feel a blister forming on my foot as we speak.”


  Carlo laughed in delight, happy to see her feistiness return. But the fact that he dropped the subject for the duration of their dance didn’t mean the meddling devil was through butting his nose into the matter. As soon as the song ended, he escorted Lauren back to their table and promptly asked Elle to dance.


  Elle hesitated for a brief moment before giving Carlo a polite smile and placing her hand in his as he drew her out to the dance floor,


  Which left Lauren and Ben alone in what had to be one of the most awkward moments of her life. They looked at each other, then glanced away, until Ben cleared his throat and blurted, “I, uh, didn’t realize that Carlo and Franco were brothers. They, uh, don’t look much alike. Not to mention having very different professions.”


  Lauren nodded. “Kind of hard to tell with all that long hair Franco has, and especially when he doesn’t shave for days at a time. As for their choice of profession, all of the siblings have followed very different paths. One sister is a dentist, another a pastry chef, while their brothers include a musician, a cop, and the very youngest who’s in medical school.”


  “Are you and Carlo – well, you know,” stammered Ben, clearly not comfortable with the conversation that he had initiated.


  “Dating? Fucking?” replied Lauren in her usual forthright manner. She shook her head. “No, to both questions. We’ve, ah, done both in the past, but these days Carlo sort of lives in a different world than the rest of us. There’s no way I’d want to date a celebrity, put up with all the drama and the crazy fans. Besides, he and I decided years ago that we’re much better off as friends. He’s in town for a few days and miraculously had a free night so I dragged him along as my date. Nothing more complicated than that.”


  “I see.” Ben took a sip of his wine, looking around the room briefly, until he startled her by asking, “Would you like to dance?”


  It was on the tip of her tongue to refuse him outright, but then she met his gaze and her knees suddenly went weak. The temptation to be held in his arms for even a couple of minutes quickly became too much to resist.


  “Sure. Why not? Beats sitting here in uncomfortable silence,” she returned flippantly. Karl and Chris and their girlfriends were either dancing or at the bar, leaving Ben and Lauren the sole occupants of the table.


  Ben shook his head with a rueful smile even as he guided her out to the dance floor, a hand on the small of her back. “Though I’ll warn you now that I’m not much of a dancer.”


  She gave him a cheeky grin as he drew her into his arms. “That’s okay. I don’t mind leading.”


  He threw back his head and laughed heartily. “I’m sure you don’t. But given your limited mobility in that dress you’re sewn into, not to mention those high heels, I think you’d better leave the leading to me.”


  “I’m about two minutes away from losing the shoes,” she replied darkly. “I have no idea how my sister virtually lives in these things. I’d give anything right about now to be in my jeans and sneakers watching the latest Bond movie. With a jumbo tub of popcorn with extra butter and salt, and a huge ass mug of hot chocolate. Spiked with peppermint schnapps, of course.”


  Ben looked wistful. “You and me both. These events aren’t really my thing. Neither is the tux.”


  “But you look really hot in it,” she blurted out impulsively. “I mean, if that makes you feel any better about wearing it, that is.” She could have happily stepped on her own foot with a stiletto heel right about now for saying something so stupidly inappropriate.


  Ben, however, didn’t seem to mind her compliment in the least. “Thanks, I think,” he replied in amusement. “And you look – sinful.” His voice lowered, deepened, as he murmured the last word in her ear. “Carlo is a very lucky man. And I’m guessing every other man here tonight is wishing they were in his shoes.”


  “Except for you, of course,” she retorted.


  Ben’s cheek brushed against hers as he pulled her a little closer against his body. It was all she could do to suppress a moan at the feel of his warm, hard chest pressed against her breasts, or how the fabric of his tuxedo trousers kept brushing against her legs. He smelled amazing, felt so damned good, and all she wanted was to pull his head down to hers and French kiss him for the next half hour, not giving a damn who watched the show.


  “Did I say that?” he whispered. “You’re always beautiful, Lauren, always desirable. But tonight you’re spellbinding. Sensational. And I’m no more immune than the next man.”


  She stared at him in bewilderment, but before she could dream up a response, Ben gave a slight shake of his head, silently cautioning her not to speak.


  But she didn’t mind, not so long as she could remain in his arms for another minute or two. She didn’t need – or want – any words to spoil this stolen moment, knowing that it was bound to end far too soon.


  ***


  Elle couldn’t decide if she was hurt or angry or mortified – or a combination of all three raging emotions. She sniffled as she gazed at herself in the mirror, daintily dabbing a tissue at the corner of her eyes where her makeup had become ever so slightly smudged. She’d escaped into the ladies lounge a good ten minutes ago, struggling to maintain her composure and not have a very undignified public weeping fit – or worse, a jealous rage – out in the banquet room.


  She’d been upset all evening, ever since Ben had impulsively accepted Chris’s invitation to sit at the same table with Karl, Lauren, and their dates. He’d jumped in so quickly that he hadn’t given Elle an opportunity to think up a believable excuse – which she suspected had been his intention. She wouldn’t have minded so much if it had just been Karl, or even Chris – not that they were her favorites among Ben’s staff by any means. But the moment she’d seen that Lauren was in attendance tonight, her entire evening had been ruined.


  The photographer admittedly looked good tonight, Elle acknowledged grudgingly, carrying off the dramatic black lace de la Renta like few other women could. Elle had greeted the younger woman coolly, and hadn’t missed the knowing little smile she’d received in return. Lauren had to be well aware of Elle’s thinly veiled animosity towards her, and it infuriated Elle that Lauren didn’t seem to let that bother her one bit.


  In Lauren’s favor, Elle conceded that she’d barely spoken to or even looked at Ben all evening, and had spent most of the time chatting with her escort Carlo or with Karl’s girlfriend Tamsyn. But Lauren’s offhand treatment hadn’t stopped Ben from looking at her whenever he thought no one else would notice. It seemed to Elle that nearly every time she’d stolen a discreet sideways glance at him his brooding gaze had been fixed on the lovely, vivacious Lauren.


  Elle had grown angrier and more upset as the evening wore on, her nails digging into the tender flesh of her palms as she’d struggled to hold it all together. Rather petulantly, she’d continually called Ben’s attention back to her, asking him questions and engaging him in conversation, but it hadn’t entirely stopped his covert glances across the table.


  She’d been so startled when Carlo had charmingly asked her to dance that she hadn’t been able to think of an excuse before he’d taken her hand in his. And at first she had found his attention flattering, unable to deny that he really was very attractive and had lovely manners. It was hard to believe that this suave, sophisticated man in the Brioni tuxedo, with his gleaming white teeth and perfectly styled hair, was actually the brother of the brawny, long haired, and tattooed Franco. Carlo had kept up a steady stream of conversation, and Elle hadn’t missed the way nearly everyone in the room kept staring at him, evidently far more of a movie fan than she was.


  And then she had spied Ben and Lauren dancing together, and it had felt like someone had plunged a knife into her chest. He’d been holding her far too closely for Elle’s liking, and Lauren seemed to be perfectly content to have his arm banded around her tiny waist. But it was the way they continued to gaze at each other, the looks of longing and of something else she couldn’t quite define, that made her feel sick at heart. And when Carlo had followed the direction of her shell shocked gaze, he’d merely given her a knowing little smile, leaving her to suspect he’d manipulated all of this – asking her to dance so that Ben and Lauren could be alone. Elle had given him a frosty glare, which had only made his smile deepen, and had none too politely excused herself the second the song was finished. Meanwhile, Ben and Lauren continued to dance as the next song began, seemingly having forgotten about their own dates or anyone else in the room for that matter.


  So she’d hidden out here in the lounge, not trusting herself to be around other people until she could compose herself. Her parents had always instilled in her the need to conduct herself in a ladylike manner no matter what the circumstances, and she wasn’t about to cause a scene in front of two hundred or so of Ben’s co-workers – including Brad van Patten, the editor in chief and her father’s old friend.


  As Elle reapplied lip gloss with a trembling hand, she wondered if her parents had been right about Ben all along. Both her mother and her father - as tactfully and civilly as possible, of course – had suggested more than once that perhaps Ben wasn’t quite the right man for her. They had pointed out the very different sort of upbringings they’d both had, the gap in their financial and social statuses, their widely varied interests, and had wondered just what it was that Elle saw in him.


  She’d asked herself that question any number of times, knowing that her parents brought up good points. She and Ben had very little in common, though she knew he tried very hard to indulge her when it came to things like dining, books, movies, and the friends they socialized with. Elle guiltily acknowledged that she had done very little compromising on her end, hadn’t even considered the possibility of eating a burrito or drinking a beer, seeing an action movie, or going backpacking or mountain biking. All things, she thought darkly, that Lauren no doubt enjoyed as much as Ben did.


  She couldn’t properly explain her attraction – her fascination – with Ben, except to know that she had been inexplicably attracted to him from the very first time they’d met. Perhaps it had been because he was so different from herself, or from all the other properly brought up young men she’d associated with since childhood. Whatever the reason, she loved him deeply and took great pride in the fact that they were a couple. Even if he had yet to say those three magical words to her after all this time.


  She had never been happier than she had in the last eighteen months or so. Except, she thought with a glower, when women smiled at him or did their damndest to flirt with him wherever they went. She knew he lost patience with her at times over the jealous rages she would fly into, as well as the bouts of weeping. But she’d been making a real effort to control both of those things, had been doing a much better job of it lately. At least until tonight – when the woman who continually kept getting stuck in Elle’s craw had caused her to struggle mightily for control once again.


  As if on cue, the door to the ladies lounge opened, and Lauren strode in. Though it was really more of a limp at this point, the tawny haired woman clearly not used to walking around in four inch heels for hours at a time. Elle’s spine stiffened as Lauren walked over, a bright smile on her face.


  “Oh, hey, Elle. Here you are. Ben was just wondering where you went,” Lauren said cheerfully. “God damn, these shoes are killing me! I don’t care if these cost eight hundred bucks, I’d trade them in for a pair of Old Navy flip flops right about now. Hey, are you okay? You look like you’ve been crying or something.”


  “I’m fine.” Elle gave a small sniff. “Though now that you’re here there is a question I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


  Lauren gave a little shrug as she peered at herself in the mirror. “Sure. Ask away.”


  “Exactly how long have you been having an affair with Ben?”


  Lauren froze at Elle’s calmly uttered inquiry. The shock was evident on her face, her skin paling visibly beneath her makeup, her green eyes wide.


  “Elle,” she began, her voice barely above a whisper. “I am not having an affair with Ben. Why - ”


  “Don’t bother to deny it,” interrupted Elle with a hiss. “I’ve seen the way you keep looking at each other tonight, the way you both looked when you were dancing. And I know you had that – that actor arrange it so that you could have Ben to yourself.”


  “No.” Lauren shook her head emphatically. “To both accusations. Carlo had no reason to do something like that. And I assure you that there is absolutely nothing going on between Ben and I.”


  “I don’t believe you,” whispered Elle tearfully. “I know what I saw. And it’s not the first time. When I confronted Ben about it, he denied it, too, but I’m not stupid. There is definitely something between the two of you.”


  Lauren’s jaw dropped. “You – you asked Ben the same thing? Asked him if we were fooling around? When was this?”


  “After that retirement party earlier this year,” sniffed Elle. “You were hanging all over him then, too, just like you were tonight. Ben told me I was wrong, of course, just like you’re trying to do now. But I know what I saw. And I know that both of you are lying to me!”


  Lauren winced at the shrill, high pitched tone of Elle’s voice, and seemed startled to see her acting so differently than her usual calm, polite self. But Elle knew she was in real danger now of falling completely apart, and she clung desperately to the tiny bit of control she had left, determined not to let her green-eyed rival witness her breakdown.


  But Lauren was uncharacteristically gentle, placing a hand soothingly on Elle’s arm. “No one is lying to you, Elle,” she told her in a soft but firm voice. “Ben’s a good guy, one of the best I’ve ever met, and there is no possible way he would do something shitty like cheat on you. Plus, I don’t poach on other women’s men. Ever. I’ll admit to flirting a little more than I should at times, but that’s as far as it goes if I know a guy is already taken.”


  Elle jerked her arm away from Lauren’s comforting touch. “I still don’t believe you,” she declared. “And I’m warning you now, Lauren – keep away from Ben in the future. Brad van Patten is a very old and dear friend of my father’s, and if he thought you were making inappropriate advances towards your boss I have a feeling you’d find yourself looking for employment elsewhere.”


  “Jesus.” Lauren shook her head in disbelief. “You have got to be kidding, lady. Are you actually threatening my job because you think I smiled one too many times at your boyfriend? Because that’s starting to cross the border into Delusion-Ville, you know. Maybe you ought to see someone about that little problem. On a professional basis.”


  Elle gasped. “Are you implying that I need a psychiatrist? That – that I’ve got mental health issues? How dare you?”


  “Oh, fuck this.” Lauren shook her head in disgust. “You know, I just came in here to pee – provided I can figure out to make that happen in this dress. I do not want to have a cat fight with you, Elle. Look, I’m going to say this one more time and whether or not you believe me is up to you. I am not having an affair with Ben, and I wasn’t having one at that retirement party, either. But let me give you a little advice, honey. You need to start trusting him because even a guy as good natured as Ben isn’t going to put up with your jealous little fits forever.” She glanced over at the toilets before throwing up her hands in surrender. “Forget it. I’m just going to have Carlo take me home. God forbid I dare to smile at Ben again tonight and have you think we’re sleeping together. Merry Christmas, Elle. And be damned grateful for the gift you’ve already been given.”


  But as Lauren walked out of the lounge, Elle remained unconvinced. She knew, just knew somehow, that Lauren had lied to her. And that Ben continued to lie to her. Or, at the very least, they hadn’t told her the whole truth. And as she repaired her makeup for the second time that night, Elle vowed that one day soon she’d finally figure out the real story.


  Chapter Seventeen


  February – New York


  “Well, I guess this means I owe you a hundred bucks.”


  Ben gave his old friend, and former roommate – Levi Morrison– a quizzical look. “For what?”


  Levi grinned. “How quickly he forgets. Don’t you remember our bet that you wouldn’t last a year at your new job? That you’d feel the walls closing in on you, and wouldn’t be able to give up the lure of traveling. And yet, here you are, more than a year later, and you’ve stuck with it. So, do you want cash or a check?”


  Ben chuckled and shook his head. “Forget it. Just pick up the tab and we’ll call it even. Especially since I almost didn’t make it to my one year anniversary. There were more times than I can remember when I came real close to throwing in the towel.”


  Levi sipped his coffee. “So what stopped you?”


  “Pride and stubbornness, mostly,” admitted Ben. “As you know, I went years without staying in one place for very long, never putting down roots. I wanted to prove to myself that I could make a commitment and stick to it.” He paused before adding, “To the job as well as to Elle.”


  “It’s that serious between the two of you?” asked Levi in surprise. “I mean, are you going to ask her to marry you or something?”


  “No.” Ben shook his head firmly. “That’s not in the cards, not for a long time, if ever. But I do feel like I owe her something, especially after all the help she’s given me. And she’s – well, a little fragile at times.”


  “Yeah?” Levi arched a brow as he dug into his omelet. “The couple of times I’ve met her she seemed pretty together. I mean, she’s quiet, sort of reserved, but also very in control.”


  “Most of the time that’s true,” agreed Ben. “But at other times it doesn’t take much to set her off. She’s got these insecurities – I blame her overbearing parents for most of that – and she can also get real jealous. Not that I’ve ever given her cause to be.”


  “Ouch.” Levi winced. “I don’t envy you either of those problems, man. I had a girlfriend just after college with those sort of issues. Cute girl, lots of fun, dynamite in the sack. Turns out she was this nutjob stalker, already had three different restraining orders from previous boyfriends. Fortunately I was already planning to leave town, so when she started going apeshit, I blocked her from my phone and email and got the hell out of Dodge.”


  “Elle’s not like that,” reassured Ben. “She’s just – well, she just gets a little emotional every so often. And I can’t help feeling responsible for her, you know?”


  “You sure you haven’t given her cause to be jealous?” drawled Levi, as he slathered an English muffin half with grape jelly. “I mean, the whole time I knew you in New Mexico you didn’t even look at a chick, much less bang one – at least not that I know about. And you’re about as far from being an asshole as anyone I’ve ever met, so I can’t imagine that you’d - ”


  “I’ve never cheated on Elle,” Ben stated firmly. “I may not be in love with her, but I wouldn’t do something like that to any woman. Not like our old friend Joey.”


  Levi shuddered at the mention of their former roommate. “God, he was such a slut, wasn’t he? A different chick every week, usually juggling two or three at a time. I still have no idea how he kept them from finding out about each other. Nah, you’re nothing like old Joey the Gigolo, buddy. I mean, look at how long you were hung up on California Girl. Took you years to get over her.”


  ‘But have I really done that?’ Ben asked himself as he dug into his huevos rancheros. ‘I mean, I’m living with Elle, trying to work on my relationship with her, but deep down I’m still hung up on Lauren. And thanks to my stupidity, the possibility of ever being with her again is truly dead and buried.’


  A dozen times or more now he had deeply regretted his response to her poignantly asked question that day in his office – when she had looked at him with a myriad of emotions playing over her expressive face and asked if he would end things with Elle should she accept his explanation. Her question had shocked him, caught him off guard, and he’d responded almost without thinking, certainly without thinking it through. And it had been at that moment when he had lost her – again.


  Lauren had begun to withdraw more and more as the weeks passed, rarely speaking to him directly, and never about anything personal. When he had asked her a direct question, her reply had always been short and to the point, almost as if she was trying to use the bare minimum of words.


  The rest of the crew had noticed her decidedly chilly attitude, and both Karl and George had asked him what was going on, admitting they weren’t brave enough to ask Lauren directly. But Ben had put them off, insisting that Lauren was still pissed about not being able to go to Brazil, and joking that no one held a grudge quite like she did.


  George had accepted his explanation easily – as he so often did – but Karl had given him an odd look, and Ben knew he still had his doubts. Karl was, after all, closer to Lauren than anyone else in the office, but Ben doubted that she had ever confided anything to the writer about their past relationship.


  Yes, he still regretted his hastily made decision back in September, and the fact that he’d destroyed not just any second chance he might have had at one day having Lauren again, but he had also done irreparable damage to their already tenuous working relationship. It had created a very uncomfortable atmosphere in the office over the past few months.


  And yet, what could he have done or said differently? As Levi had just said, Ben had always prided himself on not being an asshole with the relatively few women who had been in his life. He had always been honest and upfront with them, except on two occasions – both of which were related to each other. He had admittedly wronged Lauren by leaving her without a word five and a half years ago, even though it had been the right thing to do under the circumstances. And he had yet to admit to Elle that he and Lauren had once been involved, still too worried that her raging jealousy – especially where Lauren was concerned – and emotional fragility would send her spiraling out of control.


  He knew without having asked that there had been some sort of confrontation between the two women at the magazine’s holiday party. When Lauren had offered to go searching for the absent Elle, she’d been happy and smiling, her green eyes still glowing with pleasure after the dance they had shared. But when she had stormed back to the table a few minutes later, those same eyes had been spitting fire, her cheeks flushed with angry color, and Carlo had been left scrambling to dash after her as she made her way out of the banquet room.


  Elle had returned to the table a few minutes after that, looking composed and serene, but it had also been obvious to Ben that she was struggling to hold it together. Half a dozen times he had started to ask her what was wrong, or if she and Lauren had argued, but each time had thought better of the idea. He had figured that if either woman had something to say to him that they would do so without his prompting.


  But neither of them had ever broached the subject. Elle had acted as though nothing was wrong, and he had no desire to fan the flames of her jealousy by voluntarily mentioning Lauren. And as for Lauren – well, whatever had transpired between her and Elle it had been bad enough for her to treat him even more coldly, and speak to him as infrequently as possible.


  No, in hindsight, he couldn’t have handled that conversation last September any differently. Not unless he’d wanted to become an asshole like old Joey, who’d used and discarded women like a pack of disposable razors. And as much as he still loved Lauren, he couldn’t in all good conscience have impulsively decided to drop Elle on the spot. He owed her both respect and decency, especially given how much she had done for him both personally and professionally.


  But what he could have done – should have done – was to couch his reply to Lauren differently. Told her right off the bat that he still cared about her, but that he also cared about Elle and wanted to let her down gently, gradually, to bring their relationship to a close with dignity.


  Instead, he’d said the first thing that had come to mind, had been honest because, no, he really couldn’t have ended things with Elle just like that. And, of course, Lauren – being the impulsive, over reactive wild child that she was – hadn’t been able to hide the hurt she’d felt at his refusal, and had dashed out of his office before giving him a chance to clarify his words.


  And now the grudge she held against him felt more like a vendetta, and he was walking a very fine line in her presence these days, all too aware of the hostility and resentment she felt towards him. Between Lauren’s temper and Elle’s high strung fragility, he often felt trapped between a rock and a hard place.


  Ben focused his attention on the plate in front of him, even though he wasn’t all that hungry. Levi had called him out of the blue a few days ago, announcing that he was going to be in New York for a conference, and they had arranged to meet for breakfast here at Norma’s in the Le Parker Meridian Hotel. Levi was one of the very few people that Ben actually thought of as a friend, and had kept in regular contact with him after leaving New Mexico. Levi still worked for Outdoor Magazine as a features writer, and had been the first person to befriend Ben when he’d starting working there. He had even found Ben a place to live, telling him about the empty room in the house he shared with two other guys. Levi was a fun-loving daredevil who was always up for a wild adventure – small wonder considering his specialty was writing articles about extreme sports. He’d talked Ben into some admittedly crazy things – rock climbing on fixed ropes, rappelling down steep canyons, hang gliding, wilderness camping. There was no challenge or adventure that Levi wouldn’t try at least once, and in that regard he’d made Ben think of Lauren and her own brand of fearlessness.


  “So, have you ever heard anything about California Girl?”


  Ben’s head snapped up at Levi’s casually posed question. “What?”


  Levi stabbed a forkful of his omelet. “You heard me. That chick you were so hung up on back in New Mexico – the one you’d get tears in your eyes over when you were staring at the stars every night. Did you ever think about looking her up again?”


  Ben glared at his friend and former co-worker. “I did not get tears in my eyes, you ass.”


  “Oh, I beg to differ, my friend,” declared Levi. “But, hey, whatever you say, man. Do you ever think about her, though, ever get tempted to go back to Cali and look her up?”


  “I think about her all the time,” admitted Ben. “And I don’t have to go all the way to California to see her because she’s here in New York on a regular basis.”


  Levi gaped at him in astonishment. “You’ve seen her? California Girl? So why the hell are you still with Elle? My God, man, you were crazy about that girl. And I don’t care what you say, Ben – you did cry over her at least a few times.”


  “Maybe I did.” Ben shrugged. “And the reason I’m not with her right now is because she’s seriously pissed off at me. And she is not a woman who believes in forgiving and forgetting.”


  “So you’ve at least seen her? Talked to her?”


  One side of Ben’s mouth quirked up in a wry smile. “Frequently. As it turns out, she’d been working at National Geographic Travel for four years when I came on board. She’s, uh, one of my crew members now.”


  Levi shook his mop of unruly dark brown curls in disbelief. “WTF, man? So, this has been going on for – what – a little over a year now, and you never thought to tell me?”


  Ben paused as the waitress refilled their coffee cups. “It’s not exactly the sort of thing you can just mention in an occasional email or text, Levi. You and I haven’t exactly kept in close contact since I took this new job. My fault, I admit it. Hell, most days I barely have time to come up for air.”


  Levi made a sound of disgust. “You need to give up this job, Ben. You’re no more suited to sitting behind a desk and managing a bunch of people than I am. You belong out in the trenches like you used to be, living the stories instead of editing them.” He waved a hand to indicate Ben’s open-necked white shirt and gray wool trousers. “And this isn’t like you either, man. You look like a Banana Republic ad.”


  Levi himself was wearing his typical garb of baggy cargo pants, thermal T-shirt, and Converse high-tops. He was tanned from a recent assignment in South Africa, and his mop of curls was as unmanageable as ever.


  Ben smiled. “California Girl didn’t approve of my new wardrobe, either. Or the new job. But my contract with the magazine is for two years, and I’m committed to staying at least that long. After that – who knows.”


  “After that, man, you need to trade in a bunch of things. Your job, for one. The wardrobe for another. And, well, maybe your woman for a third.”


  Ben’s smile faded abruptly. “The first two, maybe. I know for sure I don’t want to keep doing this job forever. As for the third – well, that part isn’t so easy. I’m not going to be a cold-hearted SOB and quote unquote “trade” my girlfriend in for a different model. Besides, there’s only one other woman in the world I’d ever want, and right now she sort of hates my guts so it’s a moot point.”


  The two friends finished up their meal since Levi needed to be at his conference in less than an hour. Levi paid the bill as promised, but as Ben stood up to leave with him, his phone buzzed with an incoming call. Levi gave him a farewell fist bump and dashed off as Ben fielded the call from a crew member currently on assignment in Thailand.


  He finished up the call quickly, and had just shrugged into his navy wool overcoat when he glanced up and spied a nearby table of women – one of whom was his aforementioned California Girl.


  Lauren wasn’t due back in the office until Monday, but she had evidently arrived in New York a few days ahead of schedule. She was warmly dressed for the winter weather he knew she despised – skinny black jeans, a hip-length burgundy sweater with a cashmere scarf draped artfully around her neck, and high heeled black ankle boots. Her hair was drawn back into its customary ponytail, and as usual she wore neither makeup nor jewelry.


  Unlike the woman who sat next to her – the one Ben assumed was the twin sister, given her startling resemblance to Lauren. Except that Julia was dressed to kill in a figure hugging dress of fine cream wool that emphasized the same lush curves her sister had been blessed with. Julia’s tawny curls were long and flowed loosely over her back and shoulders, while her beautiful face was perfectly made up.


  Ben quickly took in the four other women at the table – a tall, dark haired, and rather morose woman who appeared to be the same age as the twins; an older, well groomed woman with short, frosted blonde hair; and two slightly younger women, perhaps in their late forties or early fifties, who also bore a startling resemblance to each other. And just like Lauren and Julia, the two older women’s styles of dress were quite different. One wore her shoulder-length hair – that was a slightly darker shade than Lauren’s – loose, and was wearing a teal blue silk tunic over fitted black trousers; the other’s hair was blonder and cut into a stylish bob, and her tailored dark blue shirtdress looked both professional and pricey.


  Julia glanced up at that particular moment and caught his gaze, and the look on her face was one of both interest and bewilderment. Her mouth began to turn upwards at the corners, at least until Lauren said something to call her attention away.


  In the very next moment, Lauren was looking directly at him, and he could swear he felt shards of ice emanating from the ferocious scowl she directed his way. He flinched involuntarily, but nonetheless began to walk over to the table, ignoring the murderous glare she gave him.


  Ben was uncomfortably aware that five sets of female eyes were glancing curiously between him and Lauren. She had a death grip on her coffee cup, and he only hoped she didn’t give in to any impulse to fling the whole thing in his face. And even though common sense was prompting him to walk away, a more impulsive side of him that rarely surfaced couldn’t resist antagonizing her just a bit.


  “Lauren,” he drawled in a very deliberate tone. “This is something of a surprise. We weren’t expecting you here until Monday.”


  Lauren tried unsuccessfully to mask the dark look on her face as she gave a careless shrug. “Free country last time I checked. I didn’t realize I needed to check in with you whenever I come to New York. And I’m obviously not here a few days early because of work.”


  Ben almost shivered at the iciness of her words, and a rather uncomfortable silence fell over the table as the two of them continued to face off as though they were adversaries instead of former lovers.


  It was the woman in the teal silk tunic who broke the ice as she smiled warmly at Ben, extending her slim hand to him. “I’m Lauren’s mother, Natalie Benoit. I take it you and Lauren work together at the magazine?”


  Ben gave what he hoped was a dazzling smile to Lauren’s mother and shook her hand. “A pleasure, Ms. Benoit. I confess to knowing very little about art, but I’m a great admirer of the few pieces of yours I’ve been fortunate enough to view. And since Lauren seems reluctant to introduce us, I’ll do the honors. I’m Ben Rafferty, Lauren’s – er, boss.” He had quite intentionally not mentioned that the one time he had seen her artwork had been at her very own home in Big Sur.


  Natalie’s soft blue-gray eyes widened slightly at this announcement, leaving Ben to wonder how often Lauren had grumbled about him to her family, but she merely replied diplomatically, “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Rafferty. Though I’m sure you’ve realized by now that no one really dares to boss Lauren around.”


  Ben chuckled, as did every other woman at the table – save Lauren, of course. The sulky look on her face turned downright murderous when he replied in an amused voice, “Oh, trust me. I realized that from the very first time I met her.”


  A fleeting memory of that initial meeting flickered through his mind now – that of Lauren standing there defiantly, her wet hair tumbling carelessly about her shoulders, her breasts proudly displayed in that barely there bikini top, her slim, tanned legs and small, dainty feet bare. She’d been the very image of the California Girl that Levi had dubbed her, though privately Ben had always thought of her more as his dream girl.


  The woman Ben had pegged as Lauren’s sister was now extending her hand to him. “Since Lauren is once again exhibiting atrocious manners,” she said drolly, “I’ll do the honors. I’m Julia, her twin sister.”


  As they shook hands, Julia introduced the three other woman at the table – the tall, raven haired woman with the haunted eyes was their friend Angela Del Carlo; the woman in the sophisticated dark blue dress turned out to be Madelyn Benoit, Natalie’s own twin, and the girls’ beloved aunt; and the older woman with the twinkling eyes and welcoming smile was Alexis Atwood, Julia’s future mother-in-law.


  Ben’s gaze dropped to Julia’s left hand at this news, noticing the large, square-cut diamond on the third finger, and wondered when she had gotten engaged.


  “So when is the big day?” he inquired politely.


  “June twenty-eighth, God willing,” Julia told him. “We just got engaged on New Year’s Eve, so we’re trying to throw everything together in only six months. The girls’ getaway this weekend is so we can pick out the dresses. Except that Lauren has presented me with her list of demands, and made things very difficult.”


  Ben smirked, easily able to imagine what Lauren’s “list of demands” looked like. The only time he’d ever seen her wearing an actual dress had been at the holiday party, and the memory of how she’d looked in that sensual black dress was also burned into his brain, likely for all time.


  “That’s hardly a surprise,” he replied. “What shocks me more is the thought of Lauren actually wearing a dress. Now that I’d pay good money to see.”


  Julia gave him a conspiratorial little wink, her mouth quirking up into a smile. It was obvious that she was far more good natured than her crabby, temperamental twin. “Give me your email address and I’ll make sure to send you a photo or two.”


  Ben laughed when Lauren shot her sister an evil look.


  “You wouldn’t dare, Jules,” she hissed. “And I’m not sure why you’re so shocked,” she told Ben irritably. “I’ve been known to wear a dress or a skirt on occasion.”


  Not wanting to recall yet again about how sensational she had looked in that dramatic black lace gown, Ben tactfully steered the subject in a slightly different direction by asking Julia, “The wedding’s in Carmel, I assume?”


  “Pebble Beach, actually. But most of our coastal communities all tend to share borders and flow from one to another,” admitted Julia.


  Natalie regarded Ben curiously at his mention of Carmel, and he hoped he hadn’t given anything away. “Have you ever visited the area, Mr. Rafferty?”


  Ben smiled at Lauren’s mother, who gave the impression of being a kind, soft-spoken woman – very unlike her volatile daughter. “It’s Ben, Ms. Benoit. And, yes – I was fortunate enough to spend some time in the area a number of years ago. You’re very lucky to live in what I personally consider the most beautiful region in the entire world. The time I spent there was easily the most memorable of my life.”


  He gave Lauren a very pointed glance as he said this, but she stubbornly refused to look his way, and mumbled something under her breath. He couldn’t understand a word, but just guessed it was not complimentary towards him in the least.


  There was another awkward pause until he addressed the table as a whole. “Well, I’ll let you ladies get back to your meal. It was a pleasure to meet all of you. Lauren – bright and early Monday morning, hmm?”


  Lauren gave a flippant shrug. “Maybe not so early. Or bright. I’ve got a hot date Sunday night.”


  Ben felt himself tense up in mingled annoyance and jealousy, wondering if she’d made up the “hot date” on the spur of the moment just to piss him off, and fervently hoped that was the case. “I see,” he replied tightly. “Well, then, I suppose we’ll just see you whenever you decide to honor us with your presence. And tell your date to watch out for those sharp elbows of yours, unless he wants a broken nose like the last one.”


  With that parting shot, he gave her a little salute and walked towards the exit, trying to control his mirth until he was safely outside. Considering the way Lauren had been giving him the death stare just now, he didn’t even want to imagine her reaction if she heard him laughing at her.


  Meeting the rest of her family, and the woman he now recalled was her best friend, had been completely unexpected. He’d been pleasantly surprised to realize that her mother and sister both seemed like gracious, warm-hearted women, and he marveled that two sisters who looked so much alike could be worlds apart in personality. Ben guessed that the amicable Julia took after their sweet, gentle mother, while Lauren was much more like their plain-speaking, rather fearsome father.


  But he knew Lauren had other facets to her personality, too, ones that she regretfully didn’t share with him these days. He’d seen first hand how friendly and solicitous she had been to all of her neighbors and friends in Big Sur; how silly and affectionate she’d acted towards her parents’ dogs; and, most of all, how passionate and caring she had been with him. She’d fussed over him, gone out of her way to make him feel at home in the cabin, and had been a generous, unselfish lover.


  As he caught a cab back to the office, Ben was filled with regret once again, wondering what it would have been like to be a part of Lauren’s loving, close-knit family. He could scarcely remember now what it had been like to live with both of his parents at the same time, their divorce having happened when he was just a boy. After that, they had both paid far more attention to their new spouses and Ben’s half-siblings than to Ben himself, and he’d had to learn quickly how to look out for himself.


  And while Elle certainly cared for him and even fussed from time to time, her parents still continued to treat him with a distant politeness. Ben couldn’t recall even one time when Sunita had smiled at him the way Natalie Benoit just had, with genuine warmth and kindness. And he knew that the Kimbroughs would never consider him good enough for their only child, no matter how well he dressed or how hard he worked to polish up his manners.


  But the opportunity to become a part of the McKinnons’ happy, welcoming family was now so far out of his reach that he felt like a fool for even wishing it could be. He’d made a choice back in Big Sur, one he had honestly believed was the right one for Lauren. But it had turned out to be the absolute wrong one for himself.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Late June – Carmel, California


  Given that she was getting married in less than twenty four hours, Julia knew that she should really be trying to get some sleep right about now, instead of sitting out on her parents’ deck to watch the stars come out with her sister. But she’d been more than a little worried about Lauren for weeks now, and had gone along with her suggestion to wind down for a little while after the hours long rehearsal dinner they had attended tonight.


  “It’s almost a full moon,” noted Julia wistfully. “Just a couple of more days. Too bad it hadn’t coincided with the wedding.”


  Lauren shrugged. “Better that it doesn’t happen on your wedding day. Enough shit can go wrong tomorrow, you don’t need the extra complication of a full moon to make things crazier.”


  Julia frowned. “What makes you think something is going to go wrong tomorrow? Oh, God, please tell me you re-confirmed with everyone like you promised.”


  “Relax, would you?” asked Lauren impatiently. “I already told you – three times now – that I confirmed with all the vendors. They all got the message loud and clear – be there on time and don’t screw up or they’ll get a hundred scathing reviews on Yelp.”


  Julia blew out a very tense breath. “Sorry if I’m acting a little paranoid. And you’re right – nobody would dare risk pissing you off, so I’m sure everything is going to be fine.”


  Lauren winked. “That’s the attitude, baby sis. And you’re even going to have great weather for your big day. It’s supposed to be even warmer than it was today. Considering that it could just as easily have been foggy and cool this time of year, you lucked out big time.”


  Julia grinned at her sister. “I’ll bet you arranged for that too, didn’t you?”


  “Absolutely,” agreed Lauren. “No way would I allow the weather to be anything less than perfect for your wedding. You deserve it, Jules.”


  Julia laid her head back against the Adirondack chair and closed her eyes. “I still can’t believe that by this time tomorrow I’ll be married. You know, as many times as I organized my Barbie doll weddings and designed my own wedding gowns, somehow I never envisioned myself getting married at this point in my life.”


  Lauren arched a brow. “That’s not what you said when you were sixteen, and the only thing you could talk about was how much you loved Sam and how the two of you were going to get married as soon as you both graduated from college. You were going to be a football wife while still running your own design firm.”


  Julia gave her twin a sheepish look. “God, I forgot about all that. It seems like such a long time ago, you know? Why do we always think our first love is going to be the one that lasts forever?”


  Lauren fell unnaturally silent at her sister’s hypothetical question, and merely stared out at the ocean, listening to the steady, soothing rush of the surf as it broke over the rocks. She was quiet for so long that Julia wasn’t sure what startled her more – the fact that Lauren could actually be silent for more than five minutes, or what she said when she finally spoke.


  “Sometimes it does,” was all Lauren replied, but those three words spoke volumes as far as Julia was concerned. Her sister was unsmiling, a haunted look in the green eyes that were exactly like Julia’s, and it seemed as though Lauren was a million miles away.


  “Are you speaking from personal experience?” asked Julia lightly, trying to cajole her twin out of whatever uncharacteristic funk she’d slipped into.


  Lauren remained silent for several more seconds before staring directly at Julia. A wistful look had come over her face.


  “Would that be so hard for you to believe, Jules?” she asked with a sad little smile. “That I’d ever really been in love?”


  Now it was Julia’s turn to fall silent as she stared at her sister, stunned. “Have you?” she murmured in wonder. Lauren never talked about the men in her life, had never, to the best of Julia’s knowledge, ever brought one home to meet their parents. And as close as they were, despite the natural bond they’d always shared as twins, Julia knew this was the first time that Lauren had ever willingly brought up a subject as taboo as her love life.


  Lauren hugged her knees against her chest, her gaze returning to the water as she replied in a slow, almost unnaturally calm manner. “Once. The summer I was twenty. Mom and Dad were on that trip to Scotland and the British Isles, and you were still in New York – must have been the year you interned at Donna Karan. I was staying in Big Sur, as usual, and had the dogs with me.”


  “Is that where you met him?”


  Lauren nodded, the long fall of her hair partially concealing her face. “Yes. He was visiting the coast, kind of a working vacation. We spent ten days together – the ten best days of my life. I was crazy about him, Jules. Out of my mind crazy in love. I had never believed I could feel that much, especially so quickly.”


  “So what happened?” probed Julia gently, sensing instantly there was a great deal more to this story.


  Lauren shrugged. “He left. Just took off and left one morning. No note, no good-bye, no attempt to contact me ever again.”


  “And he broke your heart.”


  Lauren’s head snapped up, her eyes blazing emerald fire. She opened her mouth to protest vehemently before closing it again. Instead, she scrubbed a hand over her nose and mouth, and Julia could have sworn she saw the faint shimmer of tears in her eyes.


  “Yeah,” admitted Lauren roughly. “The lousy, lying bastard broke my heart into a million fucking pieces. I was furious when I woke up to find him gone, was all set to chase after him, hunt him down like the dog he was, and kick his ass.”


  “You mean you didn’t?” asked Julia teasingly, trying to coax her fearless sister out of her shocking state of pathos.


  “No. I had a pretty good idea of where to start looking, too. But instead of chasing after him, I just sort of -” Lauren paused, as if choosing her words carefully, “gave up.”


  “Gave up? You?” Julia shook her head. “Uh, uh, I don’t believe that. You’re not the sort to give up – ever. So what really stopped you from going after him?”


  Lauren threw up her hands. “Pride, I suppose. It was pretty obvious at that point that he wasn’t anywhere near as crazy about me as I’d thought he was. I’ll give the bastard total props for being a very, very good actor. The whole time we were together I was convinced he was as much in love with me as I was with him – even though neither of us actually came out and said the words.”


  “Is that all it was – pride?” asked Julia quietly. “Or was it maybe that broken heart he left you with?”


  Lauren closed her eyes, pinching her nose as she rather visibly fought off tears. “It was the only time in my life I ever cried over a man,” she whispered. “And the last time I’ve cried about anything. I swore I’d never let anyone get that close to me again. Instead, if there are hearts to be broken, I’m the one who’s going to do the breaking.”


  Julia reached over and tenderly tucked a long strand of hair behind her sister’s ear. “How come I’ve never heard any of this before?” she asked in disbelief. “Six years and you’ve never said a word until now.”


  “Who knows?” replied Lauren carelessly. “I mean, you were way on the other side of the country, busy with school and your internship. Plus, you’d gotten involved with that asshole Lucas – the one I knew there was something fishy about – and you were always busy every time we talked. Since then – well, I’ve just tried to forget about it, I guess.”


  “But evidently you really haven’t.”


  “No.” Lauren took Julia’s hand and squeezed it, a forced smile returning to her features. “But, hey, this isn’t about me right now. Not sure why in hell I felt a need to play True Confessions tonight – guess I’m just feeling a little sentimental since you’re getting married tomorrow. And this should all be about you, Jules. It’s your special day, not mine, so let’s stop rehashing shit that happened a lifetime ago.”


  Julia frowned. “It should be about you sometimes, too, Lauren. You spend all of your time looking out for everyone else – me, Angela, Aunt Maddy, all of your crew at work. It’s okay to talk about your own problems sometimes, too.”


  Lauren grinned. “Hey, I don’t have problems. I make damned sure of that, you know. I’ve got a great job, an awesome cabin on the coast, the best family anyone could ever ask for. I’m footloose and fancy free, don’t have to answer for my time to anybody else, and can do whatever the hell I please. I’m living a dream, Jules. No worries, no problems.”


  “Except for that broken heart that never healed,” mused Julia.


  Lauren’s expression shuttered immediately. “Yeah, well, that’s not something I let myself think about too often. Because when I do, I wind up drinking – a lot. And I sure as hell can’t wake up with a hangover tomorrow morning. Mom would be seriously pissed.”


  Julia frowned. “You’ve been drinking a lot more this past year or so than I’ve ever remembered you doing. Have you – I mean, do you have any idea where this guy is these days?”


  “Of course.” Lauren gave her an odd little smile. “I know exactly where he is, Jules. Have for quite some time now.”


  “Oh.” Julia was more than a little taken aback by this revelation. “Who is this guy anyway?”


  Lauren shook her head. “You’re a smart girl, Jules, with that Ivy League education. And I’ve given you plenty of clues. If you think real hard you’ll figure it out sooner than later. Now, come on, time for bed, you blushing bride. And if I know that dirty talking, horny bastard you’re marrying he’s planning on doing plenty to make you blush on your wedding night. So get some sleep while you can.”


  “Okay.” Julia sighed as she stood and linked arms with her sister as they walked inside the house. “But I want you to promise me that if you ever want to talk some more about this mystery man then I’m all ears. Promise?”


  Lauren gave her twin a peck on the cheek. “Promise. But don’t hold your breath. In the meanwhile, I’m a little worried about Aunt Maddy. She and Mom were talking the other day and I could swear it was about some man she used to know. I’ve always been convinced that she’s got this big ole secret love affair in her past. One day soon I’m just going to come out and ask her. After I’ve plied her with a few drinks first, of course.”


  Julia grinned, grateful to see that her nosy, interfering sister was back to her usual tricks. “Are you ever going to stop trying to butt into everyone’s lives?”


  “Never. After all, that’s what I do best, isn’t it?”


  ***


  July – New York


  “Hey, Ben You gotta check this out. Photos of Lauren from her sister’s wedding last month. And get this – hair, heels, makeup and jewelry. Oh, and can’t forget the bouquet. She is so going to get ribbed about this next time she’s in town!”


  Ben stopped in his tracks en route to his office as Chris called out to him. Chris had dropped by the office today, even though the team wasn’t due to head out on another assignment for a few more days. As was his norm, Chris was wearing a truly odd assortment of clothing today – Bermuda shorts in an eye-popping plaid, a Mickey Mouse tank top that exposed the tattoos of carton characters on each of his biceps, purple Crocs, and even though it was eighty five and sticky as a honeycomb outside, a knit cap that had been pulled down over his long hair.


  But it wasn’t Chris’s odd attire that Ben was gazing at right now. Rather, it was the photo on Chris’s computer monitor that caught and held his attention. In it, Lauren was wearing a long, floaty bridesmaid’s gown of a mint green floral print, and she looked breathtakingly beautiful as well as exquisitely feminine. And he had never wanted her more than he did at this particular moment.


  She was alone in the photo, holding her bouquet of pale pink roses and light green hydrangeas. Her long hair fell in thick, tawny curls halfway down her back, and her radiant features had been enhanced with a subtle application of makeup. She was smiling, her green eyes glowing with mischief, and she looked happier than he could remember seeing her in – well, nearly six years.


  “How did you get a hold of that photo?” asked Ben. “I can’t believe Lauren voluntarily emailed it to you.”


  Chris chuckled. “You got that right. This was actually posted on her Facebook page, and there are dozens more. Aren’t you Facebook friends with Lauren?”


  “No.” Ben shook his head. “I don’t think she’d consider me to be any sort of friend to her at the moment.”


  There had been numerous occasions over the years when he had been tempted to look her up on social media, to see if there was any information about her online – where she was living, working, if she had a boyfriend. But he’d always resisted the urge, knowing he would weaken far too easily and either try to get in touch with her or, worse, give himself still another reason to pine for her. Not to mention the fact that she would have certainly rejected or blocked any attempt he might have made to friend her on social media.


  “She looks happy.”


  Chris cocked his head at Ben’s observation. “Well, why wouldn’t she? I mean, weddings are supposed to be happy occasions, and I’m sure Lauren was surrounded by a bunch of family and friends. Besides, I know she can be a grouch and a pain in the ass, but she can also be a hell of a lot of fun. Especially at parties.”


  Ben shrugged. “I’m sure she is. It’s just that lately Lauren has seemed – I don’t know – let’s call it out of sorts.”


  “Hmm.” Chris continued to study Lauren’s photo. “Now that you mention it, I kind of agree. I mean, the girl’s always a little moody, depends what side of the bed she got up on that day, you know? But you’re right – she’s seemed more irritable than normal these past few months. I’ll have to ask Karl what’s going on there. Though he’s got his own drama going on with Tamsyn right now. Again.”


  “I didn’t realize they were having problems,” replied Ben. “They seemed to get along just fine at the holiday party.”


  “Yeah, well, here’s the thing,” offered Chris. “Their relationship is like the biggest, twistiest roller coaster ride ever designed. Karl and Tam have been together for almost ten years, and from what he’s told us, it’s been like living in a soap opera. Tam’s hot-tempered, Karl’s feelings get hurt easily, so it doesn’t take much for trouble to brew in paradise. That’s one of the reasons they’ve never lived together, why Karl insists on keeping his own place in Tennessee. Otherwise, he’d need to keep a suitcase packed round the clock. The two of them drive Lauren nuts, especially since both of them wind up crying on her shoulder whenever they have a fight and she keeps getting stuck in the middle.”


  Ben nodded. “I can see that. She and Tamsyn seemed pretty close at the holiday party, and it’s obvious that she and Karl always have each other’s backs.”


  “Yeah, but even Karl doesn’t know all of Lauren’s deep, dark secrets. She’s selective about what she tells people about herself. If you were to look through her Facebook profile, for example, it gives nothing away. A lot of photos from our assignments over the years, ones of her family, but nothing really personal. Definitely no pictures or posts about boyfriends or stuff like that.” Chris grinned. “She demands to know everything about our lives, is always fussing over us, but she keeps her life outside of work a closely guarded secret.”


  “Why do you think that is?” asked Ben curiously.


  “Dunno. Karl and I have our theories, of course, though mine are admittedly pretty far fetched – like she’s really a superhero or a spy in disguise, crazy ideas like that. Karl just thinks she had her heart broken once, and that’s why she never talks about her love life. George just figures she’s bossy. And mean.”


  “Lauren doesn’t have a truly mean bone in her body,” Ben stated firmly. “And let’s face it, shall we – George really asks for it at times.”


  Chris guffawed. “At times? He reminds me of that irritating kid everyone had in their fourth grade class – the one who never acted up, kissed up to the teacher all the time, and got his ass kicked every single day after school. And you’re right – Lauren is really a sweetheart deep down. Underneath that tough chick exterior, she’s got a heart of gold. A heart that I figure got broken pretty badly at one time. That’s why I think she puts on all of this false bravado, so that she can’t be hurt that way again.”


  Ben felt the familiar stirrings of guilt at Chris’s all too accurate summation. What Chris didn’t know was that Ben had been the one responsible for breaking Lauren’s heart – and not just once, but two times now. And she had apparently been so intent on keeping up the tough girl image that she projected to the rest of the world, that she had never told those closest to her – sister, parents, friends, co-workers – about that long ago summer in Big Sur.


  He wasn’t much of a social media devotee, mostly because he simply didn’t have time for such indulgences, and also because he had so few friends that he cared about keeping in touch with. It had been Levi who’d badgered him into creating a Facebook account a few years ago, and Ben kept his fingers crossed that the log-on and password he typed in now would still work. Luck was with him, and as soon as his profile page loaded he typed Lauren’s name into the Find Friends box.


  Moments later he was clicking through the hundreds of photos she had posted there over the years. As Chris had mentioned, most of the pictures were from the assignments she’d been on with the crew – on all seven continents, through all four seasons, on terrain ranging from oceans and mountains to deserts and rainforests. There were photos of a bikini-clad Lauren in snorkel gear, paddling in a kayak, backpacking over majestic mountain passes, riding horses across the plains. In each photo, a smile lit up her face, clearly loving her job and her life, and Ben knew he couldn’t have lived with himself if he’d taken all this from her by staying in Big Sur that morning six years earlier.


  He looked through some of her other online photo albums – ones from her high school and college days, of family occasions and holidays, and most recently of her sister’s wedding. It was that particular collection that he lingered over, wistfully wishing that he’d been Lauren’s escort that day, that she had been able to proudly introduce him to all of her family and friends, and that he’d been the one to take her in his arms and dance the night away together.


  He grinned at the shot of Lauren catching the bride’s bouquet, the shock on her face clearly visible. Telling himself that he really wasn’t being a stalker or voyeur, Ben copied a dozen or so of his favorite photos to a flash drive, which he would then transfer over to his desktop computer back at the brownstone. He would add them to his already sizeable collection of Lauren photos – the ones that he had never quite been able to make himself delete.


  ***


  Early August – Sausalito, California


  “Well, it looks like you’ve been taking good care of my girl here, Manning, so I suppose I don’t have to kick your ass today.”


  Nick Manning – all six feet, six inches and two hundred plus pounds of him – glared at the tawny haired woman who was more than a foot shorter and weighed over a hundred pounds less than he did. Not for the world would the former pro football player admit that Lauren’s wary approval made him feel a bit more at ease in her rather intimidating presence.


  “Yeah, lucky me,” Nick drawled sarcastically. “And Angela is my girl.”


  Lauren flicked her fingers against his temple, smirking when he flinched at the sharp pain. “Took you long enough to admit it, you jackass. And after all the hell you put her through for the past few years, I hope you have a game plan all set out for how you’re going to make it up to her.”


  “Lauren,” admonished Angela gently, shaking her dark head. “Don’t, okay? I don’t want to think about the past right now, just enjoy the present. Especially since – well, you know.”


  “I get it.” Lauren squeezed her best friend’s hand reassuringly. “And I’ll play nice so long as Nick does, too.”


  Nick was saved from having to dream up a polite response by the buzzing of his cell phone. He grimaced as he saw the caller ID. “Sorry, Angel,” he told Angela regretfully, using the pet name that only he called her. “It’s Hayden Carmichael, probably calling from the French Riviera or wherever he’s sailing his yacht today. I’d better take this.”


  “It’s okay,” Angela assured him, smiling as he pressed a kiss to the top of her head before walking back inside the house to take the call.


  “I assume that’s the Hayden Carmichael he’s talking to?” inquired Lauren. “The filthy rich media mogul?”


  Angela nodded. “One and the same. Nick went to Stanford with Hayden’s oldest son, and he’s been one of Nick’s best clients for years. And one of the very few people he drops most anything to take a call from.”


  Lauren refilled her coffee mug from the thermal carafe resting in the middle of the table, before adding copious amounts of cream and sugar to it. She held the carafe up to Angela, who shook her head.


  “Well,” mused Lauren, “I guess if I had a client who was considered one of the twenty wealthiest men in the world that I would drop whatever I was doing to talk to him, too.” She eyed the basket of assorted muffins, croissants, and pastries that she had brought over earlier this morning. “Do you have dibs on that cheese danish by any chance?”


  Angela smiled. “No, it’s got your name on it. And before you ask, Nick never eats that stuff. In fact, he’ll probably make you take it all back with you when you leave.”


  Lauren shook her head as she reached for the coveted pastry. “No can do, Angie. I fly back to the Big Apple tomorrow. On a red-eye, of course, with a connection in St. Louis. So that means you’ve got to eat all this yummy stuff by yourself.”


  Angela made a little face at the lavish assortment of breakfast treats. “You know, I have gained quite a bit of weight back. Everyone doesn’t have to try and force feed me any longer.”


  Lauren eyed her tall, slim friend critically. “Ten more pounds. Then you’ll do. Then you’ll look the way you did that first day you told me about Nick. Well, sort of told me.”


  The day she referred to had happened almost five years ago, when Angela had been seeing Nick for a few months already – during their first go-round, anyway. Lauren had been astonished to see her friend looking so happy and healthy and so beautifully dressed. It had been obvious that a new man in her life had been responsible for all those changes, but Angela had been maddeningly closed-mouthed about any details. She had been with her mystery lover for almost a year when he had decided she’d grown too close, had fallen in love with him, and he had broken things off with an abruptness and a finality that had shattered Angela emotionally and physically.


  For a long time afterwards, she had been a shell of her former self – skinny nearly to the point of emaciation; withdrawn, moody, lifeless, joyless. Lauren and Julia had despaired of ever getting her back to normal, of her ever being happy again.


  And then Nick had re-entered her life a few months ago, leaving the failing stock brokerage firm where he and Angela had first met, and joining her current firm. And it had been his presence in her life again – no matter how infuriating it had been – that had made her feel truly alive once more. But she had resisted his attempts to lure her back into his life, refusing to let him manipulate and control her as he had in the past, and Nick had been too set in his domineering ways to meet her halfway. At least until the accident.


  Angela had suffered what could have been a fatal head injury during a trail race she’d participated in less than two weeks ago. After an argument with Nick two nights prior to the race, coupled with the sudden onset of heat stroke, she had been distracted and dizzy when she’d stubbed her toe on a rock and fallen hard. Only the quick actions of the paramedics on site, and subsequently the doctors in the emergency room, had ensured that the subdural hematoma she’d suffered hadn’t been far more serious.


  But as tragic as the accident could have been, it had also had two very positive outcomes. For one, it had helped mend some long damaged fences with her parents and older sisters; and, more importantly, it had made Nick realize just how much his Angel meant to him.


  They were together now, though exactly what that meant Lauren didn’t know for sure. But Angela was comfortably ensconced at Nick’s jaw-droppingly beautiful waterfront home in Sausalito, and it looked like she was planning to stay put for some time to come. Nick had even hired a nurse to look after her upon her release from the hospital, though Angela had insisted she was perfectly all right now. The nurse had been dismissed two days ago, and Angela was determined to return to work on Monday.


  Angela rolled her eyes at Lauren’s last remark. “Between you and Nick – that’s exactly what he said, too. Ten more pounds. And the way he’s been stuffing food down my throat this past week I’m shocked that I haven’t already gained twenty.”


  Lauren smiled. “Let the man fuss over you, hmm? He does have an awful lot to make up for, you know. Though it seems he’s already made a lot of progress towards that goal.”


  “Nick’s been great,” Angela agreed wistfully. “Showering me with attention, making sure I don’t overdo. He’s either cooked dinner or brought takeout every night that I’ve been here. And, well, speaking of that – he wants me to move in here with him permanently.”


  Lauren’s eyes widened in shock. “Are you shitting me? Jeez, when that dude makes up his mind about something he does not screw around, does he? I mean, when you were seeing him before you didn’t even know what city he lived in, and now he wants you to move in? Angie, you should have fallen and hit your head a long time ago if this is the way he’s reacting.”


  “Gee, why didn’t I think of that?” Angela replied drolly. “But you’re right. Nick seems determined to make up for lost time. I’ve even met his mother – well, on the phone at least. Did you realize his mom is Sheena Sumner, the actress?”


  For the second time in less than a minute, Lauren’s jaw hung open in surprise. “No ‘effin way! That woman gave birth to someone like Nick? I mean, no offense, but almost every role I’ve seen Sheena Sumner in she was playing the ditzy blonde in some comedy. And, well, Nick doesn’t really seem like he laughs much, you know?”


  “It’s a long story, most of which I’m still learning as we go along,” admitted Angela. “But Nick invited his mother out here for a visit, and I think she’ll be up sometime next month. He’s – well, we’ve both had issues with our families in the past, but I think it’s time to try and change that. Though maybe not so much with his father.”


  “I’m really happy for you, Angie,” Lauren told her quietly, giving her hand another squeeze. “You deserve it, especially after all those years of being miserable. And – I swear I never, ever thought I’d be saying this after the hell Nick put you through – I think you should move in with him. Both of you have been alone way too much.”


  Angela nodded. “That’s how I feel, too. And it’s actually good timing, since the lease on my flat is up in October. And with Julia moving out of her flat in January, I’ve been thinking about making a change anyway.”


  “Hmm. You and Jules both moving out of San Francisco at nearly the same time,” lamented Lauren. “Guess I’ll have to find another place to crash when I’m in town.”


  “I’m sure Nick wouldn’t mind if you stayed here,” assured Angela. “It’s a pretty big place as you can see.”


  Lauren shrugged. “We’ll see. I don’t want to intrude on you lovebirds. That’s why I only stay at Julia’s place when she and Nathan are at his condo. Or out of town like they are this weekend.”


  Her sister and brand new brother-in-law had flown out to Michigan a couple of days ago for an extra-long weekend to see Nathan’s family and celebrate his younger brother’s birthday.


  “Doesn’t Nathan have two bedrooms at his condo?”


  Lauren wrinkled her nose at Angela’s question. “Yeah, that’s not the issue. What is the problem is that those two are damned noisy in the sack. Jesus, it’s like having a real life porn flick being filmed in the next room.”


  Angela laughed. “What’s the matter? Are you suddenly turning into a prude?”


  Lauren didn’t reply for long seconds, merely sipping her coffee and gazing out at the million dollar view of the bay from Nick’s back deck. When she did speak, her voice was soft and uncharacteristically somber. “Maybe I just don’t want a constant reminder that everyone else I know seems to have someone special in their life and I don’t.”


  Over the course of six weeks or so, it had felt like everyone she knew was pairing up in one way or another. Julia and Nathan had been married at the end of June; a couple of weeks later Chris’s girlfriend Mindy had moved in with him; Ian Gregson and his “forbidden love” Tessa were officially a couple, and had been since her divorce a few months ago; now Angela and Nick were finally back together, and just last night Lauren had received a phone call from Karl that still had her reeling.


  Tamsyn, it seemed, was pregnant, and it had been one of her hormonal outbursts that had caused their most recent break-up. But now they were not only back together but married as well – having done so in a simple ceremony at the local courthouse, with only their parents and siblings in attendance.


  And as if all that wasn’t enough, Karl had dropped an even bigger bombshell on her.


  “When my contract is up at the end of the year, I won’t be renewing it,” he’d confided. “No one else knows yet, not even Ben or Chris, so keep a lid on it until I can break the news. It’s just that with a baby coming, I feel like I want to be here, you know? To help take care of Tam and the kid, and not miss any milestones. I don’t want to be clear on the other side of the world on an assignment when my kid says its first word or takes its first step. And maybe this will finally be the motivation I need to write that book I’ve never managed to finish.”


  Lauren had been alternately thrilled for Karl and Tamsyn, and left feeling a little lost at the knowledge he wouldn’t be part of her crew any longer. He had always been like a big brother to her, someone to bounce ideas off of, and they had always had each other’s backs. Even if she had never seen fit to confide in him about Ben.


  Angela frowned. “Lauren – that’s crazy. You could have almost any guy you wanted, anytime you wanted. You don’t ever have to be alone. Unless, of course, there’s one particular man you’ve got your eye on and he’s not interested? Which, of course, would make him a complete moron.”


  Lauren shook her head. “Forget I said anything, okay? Once in awhile I just get into a little funk and start thinking out loud a little too much. Nothing a night out on the town won’t cure. It is Saturday, after all, so I figure I’ll hit a few clubs, do a few rounds of shooters.”


  “Alone?” asked Angela, frowning.


  “Hmm. Well, I’m just guessing your man won’t let you go with me, especially since you’re supposed to be in recovery mode. And with Julia out of town – not to mention still in the honeymoon phase with ole Lover Boy – guess I’ll have to go with Plan C – C as in Courtney.”


  Angela looked horror stricken. “Not the same Courtney who works in Julia’s office? The one with the green hair who might be the only person in the world who can out drink you?”


  “Hey,” objected Lauren. “She might have managed one more shot than I did at Julia’s bachelorette party, but she also passed out cold right after – meaning that I can sure as hell hold my liquor a lot better than she can. And I think her hair is platinum blonde now. Whatever color it is, she’s always good for a few laughs.”


  Angela rested a hand on her best friend’s forearm, her dark brown eyes filled with concern. “Are you sure you’re okay? Julia is worried about you, too, you know. When she visited me here a few days ago, she thought the same thing I did – that you were pining over some guy. Why won’t you talk to us about him, Lauren? I mean, if you can’t confide in your twin sister or your best friend, who can you talk to?”


  Lauren waved a hand in stubborn dismissal. “I’m not pining over anyone, Angie. Pining is not my style, as you know. And there’s nothing wrong, I promise. Just some stuff I’m working through – on my own, okay?”


  Angela glared. “How come you’re always butting into everyone else’s life, demanding answers and bossing us around, but when we try and do the same to you, it’s like pulling teeth to get anything out of you?”


  Lauren grinned. “Because that’s what I do, Angie. I boss people around, give them lots of unsolicited advice, and make sure that they’re happy.”


  “But who looks out for you, Lauren?” asked Angela sadly. “When will it be your turn to finally be happy? You deserve it more than anyone else I know.”


  Lauren pasted a bright smile on her face, one she hoped didn’t look as forced as it felt. “Hey, I’m always happy, you know that. No bad times allowed for Lauren McKinnon. As for all that happily ever after crap – it’s enough for me that you and Julia have found your true loves. Not everyone can live in a fairy tale world, Angie.”


  “Lauren - ” Angela began to object until Lauren held up a hand to silence her.


  “No more today, okay?” pleaded Lauren. “It’s bad enough I’ve got to fly back to New York tomorrow night, and that the last time I checked the weather report it was supposed to be something like a hundred and forty degrees with three hundred percent humidity. So instead of moping about how I haven’t found my Prince Charming yet, why don’t you help me strategize on how to challenge Courtney to a rematch of our drinking contest and kick her skinny ass this time?”


  Chapter Nineteen


  August – New York City


  It had been, thought Lauren as she exited the elevator into the lobby of her office building, possibly one of the top ten shittiest days of her life, a day that had actually begun late last night. She’d been nursing a rare but nasty hangover after bar hopping the previous evening with Courtney and a few of her friends, and the flight from St. Louis to New York had been unusually turbulent due to scattered thunderstorms. The flight had also been more than an hour late getting in, and she’d had to really hustle in order to get to the office on time. And the whole time – during the roller coaster ride of a flight, the cab ride through wall to wall traffic from the airport, the mad dash from Maddy’s apartment here to the office – Lauren had asked herself why she continued to put herself through this torture. As much as she loved her job – the travel, the excitement, the once in a lifetime experiences – the downsides that came with it were starting to wear on her. Namely, all the trips to New York, the meetings that seemed to be lasting longer and occurring more frequently these days, the budget restrictions that kept getting tighter, and, well – Ben.


  It was becoming more and more difficult, more heartbreaking, to see him so often and yet have him seem so far away. He’d been in something of a bad mood himself today, terse and withdrawn, and having very little to say. Karl, in fact, had been the only one of the crew to be in a good mood today, but he had also seemed distracted and out of sorts, small wonder considering he’d had to leave his pregnant, newly wedded wife for the next two and a half weeks. The crew was flying out in a few days to the Canadian Rockies, where the cool mountain air would be a blissful relief from the hot, muggy conditions here in Manhattan.


  She’d been running so late this morning that she hadn’t dared take the time to change clothes, so she was still wearing the cropped cargo pants, tank top and flip flops she’d worn on the flight. She longed for a shower, her favorite jammies, a good stiff drink or two, greasy Chinese takeout, and an early night – in that exact order. Wisps of hair were sticking out of a braid that had passed the point of being simply messy six hours ago, and she was miserably aware of the smell of her own sweat. The very last thing she needed in this condition, especially after the really lousy day she’d already had, was to run into Elle Kimbrough. And especially when Ben’s poised, polished girlfriend looked as fresh and cool as a daisy, making Lauren feel as though she’d spent the day crawling on her belly through the jungle.


  Elle was wearing a sleeveless sheath dress of pale taupe that not only flattered her skin tone but somehow didn’t have even the tiniest wrinkle. Her coordinating sling-back pumps had a sensible heel, while her black hair, as usual, was coiffed in a perfect French twist. She wore a plain gold watch that Lauren knew had still been hideously expensive, and a pair of dainty gold hoop earrings.


  Lauren thought about pretending she didn’t see her, or simply giving her the briefest of waves as they passed, but cursed her bad luck – the bad luck that seemed to be getting worse as the day went on – as Elle quite intentionally approached her.


  The two women had run into each other several times since Elle’s little hissy fit at the holiday party. Each time they had barely acknowledged the other, and had gone out of their way after an initial greeting to not speak again. So it was with mingled surprise and unease that Lauren stood and watched Elle walk towards her now.


  “How are you, Lauren?” asked Elle in that snooty British accent Lauren hated. She really wasn’t sure why it bugged her so much. After all, Ian Gregson’s own accent was enough to make a grown woman swoon, and Lauren had been no exception. But Elle’s very upper crust tones seemed affected, exaggerated, as though she was flaunting her privileged upbringing, and Lauren almost cringed every time she spoke.


  “I’ve had better days, actually,” drawled Lauren. “Jet lagged, hungry enough to eat a whole cow, and - ” she sniffed delicately at her armpits, “I really need a shower.”


  Elle gave her one of those tight little smiles, the ones Lauren longed to slap off her face. “Yes, I can tell,” she replied with a faint air of disdain. “Did you just arrive in this morning?”


  “Bright and early. Actually, more early than bright,” lamented Lauren. “And thank God the day is finally over. Time to head home and have dinner with my aunt.”


  Elle gave a tiny sniff. “I still can’t quite believe that your aunt is the head buyer at Bergdorf’s.”


  Lauren shrugged casually, well aware that Elle was getting in one of her not so subtle digs. “My sister is the one who inherited Maddy’s fashion sense, not me. And let’s face it – for the job I do, running around in couture isn’t exactly practical. Besides, as you’ll recall, I do clean up quite nicely when the occasion calls for it.”


  Elle’s already ramrod stiff spine straightened a degree or two further at Lauren’s own not so subtle reminder of the gown she’d worn to the holiday party. “Well, don’t let me keep you then, Lauren. From either dinner with your aunt or your shower.”


  Lauren straightened to her rather meagre height of five foot three, wishing she was wearing a pair of stiletto boots right now instead of rubber flip flops. “I take it you’re here to meet Ben?”


  Elle nodded. “Yes. We’re having dinner with my parents and some of their friends. Sort of a bon voyage party for the four of us. I assume Ben has told all of you that we’re headed to Spain for two weeks?”


  Lauren forced herself not to betray the way her heart sunk at this news. “He mentioned he was going on vacation but not where. Or with whom. So, Spain, huh? It sounds – hot at this time of year. Like at least a hundred degrees or so.”


  Elle shrugged, as though such things weren’t even worth her consideration. “The villa we’ll be renting is air conditioned, and has a pool. The heat won’t be a concern.”


  There was an uncomfortable silence for a few moments until Lauren ventured, “Well, have a great time.”


  There was an avaricious gleam in Elle’s dark eyes as she replied, “Oh, I definitely will. Especially since I expect we’ll have good news to share when we return.”


  Lauren’s heart sunk about ten feet at the smug tone of Elle’s voice. “Really? Like what?”


  Elle gave her a very deliberate smile. “Well, let’s just say that Karl and Tamsyn might not be the only ones who tie the knot in the not so distant future.”


  Lauren suddenly felt a cold chill run through her, down into her very bones, and the sweat that had dried on her skin throughout the day now felt clammy. Somehow she managed to maintain some semblance of dignity as she told Elle with exquisite politeness, “Well, I wish you all the best then, if that proves to be the case. Have a lovely trip.”


  She forced herself to walk out of the building with her usual swagger, never betraying for even a second how deeply Elle’s announcement had shattered her. As she walked the long blocks towards Maddy’s apartment, she wondered wildly if what Elle had told her was really true, or if it was all a pack of lies intended to fuck with her head. Ben had never once dropped a hint that he and Elle were that serious, that he was actually thinking of proposing. But then, Ben spoke to her as seldom as possible these days, and never about anything personal.


  It made sense, she told herself as she continued on her way. Horrible, awful sense. Ben and Elle had been together for about two years now, lived together for God’s sake. Lauren knew he’d been to England several times with Elle to visit her family and spend holidays. Now they were vacationing with her parents.


  Yes, it all added up, and pointed to the next logical step in their relationship. Elle would likely come back from Spain sporting an engagement ring, her parents would throw her and Ben some hoity toity party to announce the good news, and in a year’s time they would be married in a big, lavish ceremony.


  And in the meanwhile, the few pieces of Lauren’s heart that still remained intact would be crushed into tiny bits, until there was nothing of it left. How in the world would she be able to bear it – to watch the man she still loved, the only man she’d ever loved – marry someone else?


  With that thought, Lauren made a decision – one that had been weighing heavily on her for some time now. Elle’s joyful little announcement a short time ago had been just the catalyst she needed to finally follow that decision through.


  ***


  Madelyn Benoit wasn’t a woman who was easily shocked or caught off guard. In the very powerful and influential position she held, she had learned to be prepared for just about anything, to keep her wits about her, and always remain calm. But she was completely flabbergasted when she walked inside her penthouse apartment after work to find her beloved niece curled up on the sofa in the fetal position, sobbing her heart out. A shot glass and half empty bottle of tequila rested on the coffee table within arm’s reach, and Maddy guessed that Lauren had had more than her normal share, given the state she was in.


  Lauren was wearing a pair of olive green cargo pants and a black tank top that were so wrinkled they looked as though she had slept in them. Her hair was sticking out wildly in all directions, her braid all but destroyed.


  Maddy realized she hadn’t seen her niece cry since Lauren had been a very small girl, and she wasn’t at all sure how to react at this moment. Fortunately, instinct took over and she merely sank down next to Lauren on the plush sofa and pulled her close. The fact that Lauren didn’t even try to resist, or disguise the fact that she’d been crying her eyes out, only made it more obvious how upset she really was.


  “Shh, darling. It’s all going to be okay,” soothed Maddy. She stroked her niece’s tangled curls as Lauren continued to weep against her shoulder. “Whatever’s got you this upset, it will all be okay.”


  Lauren lifted her head, her green eyes drowning with tears, her face flushed. “No,” she whispered sorrowfully. “Nothing will ever be okay again, Aunt Maddy. He’s broken my heart for good this time.”


  Maddy was startled at this tearful confession. “Who, darling? Who broke your heart? I didn’t even know you were seeing someone.”


  Lauren shook her head. “I’m not,” she sniffed. “Not really. It was a long time ago. Only now he’s back and it’s worse than ever, and I can’t go on this way anymore, Aunt Maddy. I have to leave.”


  “Leave?” Maddy couldn’t disguise the alarm in her voice. “Leave where? What are you talking about?”


  Tears tracked down Lauren’s cheeks. “Leave New York,” she croaked. “Leave the magazine. Leave – him.”


  “Lauren.” Maddy used her thumb to wipe away her niece’s tears, only to watch as new ones appeared. “Good Lord, are these the clothes you wore on the plane? Look, darling, why don’t you go and have a shower, put on your comfiest PJ’s, and then we’ll have a little talk. I’ll order dinner in the meanwhile, get us something cold to drink – not more alcohol. Get along with you now, hmm?”


  Lauren gave a rather loud snuffle but nodded obediently and trudged back towards her room. Maddy sprung into action, grimacing as she put away the tequila and the shot glass, and set the messenger bag and flip flops that Lauren had dumped in the middle of the living room onto a chair. She made a quick call to one of her favorite restaurants, and ordered a rather upscale version of comfort food – lobster mac and cheese, portobello mushroom flatbread pizza, a pear and gorgonzola salad, and an assortment of desserts – all dishes that she knew Lauren loved. Assured that the order would arrive within half an hour, Maddy went to her own room to shower and change.


  When she walked back into the living room a few minutes later, she smiled to note that Lauren had taken her earlier advice to heart. Her niece was curled up on the sofa, busily channel surfing through several dozen cable stations that Maddy didn’t even know she had. Lauren’s freshly washed hair hung in long, damp strands halfway down her back, and she was wearing what must indeed be her comfiest pajamas – little sleep shorts printed with a trio of cartoon characters, and a pale blue ribbed camisole top that had seen better days. Her long, tanned legs and small feet were bare. Lauren looked far younger this way, more like a teenager than a woman in her mid-twenties, and the vulnerability Maddy glimpsed on her face was not something she could ever recall seeing there before.


  “Feeling better?” asked Maddy as she poured them each a tall glass of iced tea. During the steamy, hot summer months she always kept a pitcher of sweet tea in the fridge, a habit she had picked up decades ago from her old college friend Gerard Landreaux, who had grown up in New Orleans.


  Lauren shrugged as she took a drink of her tea. “A little. Not as grubby and sweaty, that’s for sure. And I’m sorry I was such a head case when you walked in earlier. It’s just been a challenging day.”


  “You can tell me all about it after we’ve had dinner. Which should be here in less than ten minutes.”


  Lauren shook her head mutinously, just as Maddy had expected she would. “Forget it, Aunt Maddy. I think I’m just hormonal or something. Must be my period coming on.”


  Maddy chuckled. “Oh, nooo, my girl. You’re not getting away with this that easily. The things you said when I walked in – they deserve a very detailed explanation. I’ve known something’s been bothering you for months now, and I think you’ve finally reached the breaking point. So, deny it all you like, darling, but one way or another you’re going to fess everything up to Auntie before this evening is over.”


  Lauren scowled darkly. “We’ll see about that.”


  Maddy squeezed her niece’s hand. “It’s time, darling. Time for you to let it all out and talk to someone. For almost your entire life, since you were a tiny little girl with more guts than a full grown man, you’ve had this protective shell erected around you. For some reason you got it into your pretty little head that you always had to be tough, could never let anyone see you cry, or think that you were weak. But now it’s time for you to come out from under that shell and let yourself feel. You’re like my own daughter, Lauren, and I’d like to think after all the time we’ve spent together over the years that you trust me enough to confide in me.”


  Lauren stared at the TV for long seconds, wrapping her arms around her bent knees, watching but not really seeing what looked to Maddy like a cross between a boxing match and some sort of bizarre martial arts. Finally, Lauren lifted her head and looked at Maddy.


  “Fine,” she stated defiantly. “But on one condition. If I tell you all my deep, dark secrets, then you have to tell me yours. Because I know you have some, Aunt Maddy, have known that for a long time. So, do we have a deal?”


  Maddy was flabbergasted, never in a million years having expected her niece to issue such a challenge. But from the stubbornly smug look on Lauren’s face, Maddy realized that sharing her own secrets – and she did indeed have quite a few – would be the only way to learn why her beloved niece had been crying as though the end of the world was near.


  Maddy glared. “You, my dear girl, are far too clever for your own good, and have been since you were old enough to talk. You are also nosier than an entire city block of gossipy old ladies. But,” she added reluctantly, “I suppose you have a deal.”


  The way Lauren’s face lit up at Maddy’s grudgingly given consent was almost enough to make what she was going to do in a short while all worth it. Maddy’s secrets had been very closely guarded over the years, with only her sister Natalie and brother-in-law Robert knowing them all. And now, it seemed, her nosy niece would as well.


  She was granted a short reprieve by the arrival of their dinner, and Lauren’s appetite seemed to be as healthy as ever. Maddy herself ate sparingly, her fifty-two year old metabolism far slower than her niece’s. Having to watch her calorie intake was something she’d grown used to over the years, as one couldn’t expect to have such a high level position in the fashion world and not look her very best at all times.


  But when Lauren had eaten the last bite of red velvet cheesecake and set her fork down, Maddy knew her reprieve was nearly over. And despite her earlier admonition to Lauren, she fetched two glasses and a bottle of chardonnay from her wine refrigerator and poured them each a glass.


  Lauren took two long sips, savoring the fine vintage, before setting her glass down. Then, without even blinking an eye, she plunged right in.


  “I met him six years ago, when I was twenty and home from UCLA for the summer. We were together for ten days, the best ten days of my life, and I fell in love for the first and only time. And then he up and left one morning without a word and broke my heart. I never thought I’d see him again, told myself I didn’t want to see him again, until he wound up being my new boss at the magazine. And broke my heart all over again.”


  Maddy sat and listened for the next half hour as Lauren expanded on her story, sharing details about Ben and their torrid summer fling, but stopping just shy of sharing too much. Maddy’s tender heart broke half a dozen times for her niece, at seeing just how vulnerable Lauren really was, and tried not to think about how closely parts of Lauren’s story paralleled her own.


  Maddy shook her head at the end of Lauren’s tale. “Darling, I’m so sorry, so terribly sorry for you. But two things in particular trouble me about all of this. First, why in the world didn’t you share any of this with us before now? I understand perhaps why you didn’t tell me or your mother about it, but your own sister? Surely you didn’t think Julia wouldn’t have understood or supported you?”


  Lauren sighed, refilling her wine glass. “Of course not. I know Jules would have moved heaven and earth for me, just like I would for her, no matter what the circumstances. I never told her when it all happened because she was so busy with work and school and her own life, and, well, you know how it’s always been with me. I hate being thought of as weak or needy or girly, and I couldn’t stand the thought of crying on anyone’s shoulder. And, well, I was ashamed, too. I’d been made a fool of, after all, and that sure as hell wasn’t something I was anxious to admit.”


  “You weren’t a fool,” assured Maddy gently, stroking her niece’s cheek. “You were just in love, darling. Young and happy and so much in love. No one would have faulted you for that or thought less of you. Which brings me to my second question. Why haven’t you allowed Ben to explain things to you after all this time? From what you’ve told me, and from what I could gather that day we met him at Norma’s, he seems like a decent man. Kind, even.”


  “He is.” Lauren gave a little shrug of resignation. “And I guess the reason I haven’t wanted to hear him out is because I’m afraid to know the truth. Afraid that he is just being kind, and that leaving that morning without a word was his way of letting me down easy. And, well, as you know, I’m also stubborn as hell. Stubborn and proud and unforgiving. I was still so mad at him, so hurt that he could leave me after everything we’d shared, that I thought to hell with him. That if he didn’t appreciate what he had with me, if he was too stupid to know a good thing when he had it, then I didn’t want anything more to do with him.”


  Maddy shook her head. “You owed it to yourself to learn the truth, Lauren, even if it was a hard truth. You still owe it to yourself. It’s never too late, you know, to ask. To go to him and say you’re finally ready to listen, even if you aren’t going to like what he has to say.”


  “I can’t, Aunt Maddy.” Tears welled up in her eyes again and she brushed them away angrily. “It’s way, way too late now. Ben and I barely speak to each other these days, and well, if Elle can be believed, he’s about to ask her to marry him. Going to him now – it would only look like sour grapes, or like I’m trying to cause trouble. Or, worse, that I’m desperate.”


  “First of all,” declared Maddy, “you have no reason to believe that little witch. As jealous of you as she seems, I’d be willing to bet she just made that bit up about getting engaged. Or maybe she believes it’s going to happen but is really just deluding herself. But even if it is true, you still deserve to hear Ben’s side of things. Just like he deserves the chance to tell you.”


  “I don’t know.” Lauren chewed on her bottom lip uncertainly. “Maybe. I’ll think about it while I’m in Canada.”


  “Do that, darling. For both your sakes.”


  Maddy picked up the bottle of wine and was a bit alarmed to realize they had drunk the entire bottle. She heaved a sigh as she got to her feet again.


  “My turn now, I suppose. Though I just realized I’m going to need something a whole lot stronger than wine before I can bare my soul.”


  Chapter Twenty


  Lauren blinked in surprise as her normally sophisticated, refined aunt walked into her kitchen and returned a few moments later carrying two shot glasses and a chilled bottle of Skyy vodka. Without a word, Maddy poured them each a glass, belted hers down neatly, and then refilled it.


  “There,” declared Maddy, shuddering just a bit as the alcohol hit her stomach. “I think that will do it. At least for now.”


  Lauren grinned. “And I always wondered why you kept that bottle in the fridge. You know vodka isn’t my favorite, and I’ve never actually seen you take a shot of anything before. Great technique, by the way. The kind that only comes with a lot of practice.”


  Maddy gave her a wink. “I’ve been known to let my hair down on occasion, though not so much in recent years. When I was in college, though – well, that’s a tale for another day. The one I’m going to tell you tonight actually began when I was a little younger than you are now – twenty-five, to be precise. It was springtime in Paris – such a cliché, I know – when I met a man by the name of James Butterfield. And it was definitely, absolutely, love at first sight – for both of us.”


  Lauren was instantly intrigued, both by the way her aunt’s blue gray eyes lit up at the mention of this man’s name, and at the wistful note of longing in her voice.


  “What were you doing in Paris? Vacationing?” inquired Lauren.


  Maddy shook her head. “Working. I was an apprentice at Lanvin, putting in gruesomely long hours for practically no money. The apartment I lived in was so tiny it made your sister’s old place here in town look like a two bedroom flat. But I didn’t mind, because I was doing the work I loved in the city I loved. I was surrounded by beautiful art and clothes and incredible food and wine, and there was romance everywhere I looked. It was fitting, I suppose, that the only time I ever fell in love was in the City of Lovers.”


  “Did this James work in the fashion industry, too?”


  “Goodness, no.” Maddy gave a little laugh. “He was in finance, darling, came from a very long and distinguished banking family in England. We actually met at an art gallery, during a show for a new artist. And it was like something out of a romantic movie – our eyes met across a crowded room and the rest is history. At least for a time.”


  “Now, this is starting to get good,” said Lauren, rubbing her hands together in glee. “What did he look like? I mean, just the fact that he was British – and rich – was probably enough to sweep a twenty-five year old woman off her feet. There’s just something about a man with an accent, isn’t there?”


  Maddy laughed. “How true, darling. And, yes, he certainly did sweep me off my feet. He was older – twelve years to be exact – handsome, well dressed, sophisticated, and very, very charming. He was also,” she added soberly, “married, with three children.”


  Lauren gaped in surprise. “Aunt Maddy – what - ”


  Maddy held up a hand at Lauren’s protest. “It’s not what you think, Lauren. At least, not exactly. When I first met James he’d been legally separated for almost a year, and his children were all in their teens. His wife – well, from what he told me his life with her was extremely unhappy. She was a very high strung, nervous woman, easily upset, and James was constantly having to deal with one little emotional upheaval after another. By the time his youngest turned thirteen, he’d had enough and moved out of the house.”


  Lauren nodded. “Okay, I get that. Sounds like the wife made his life a living hell, and he deserved a shot at some happiness.”


  “Yes.” Maddy seemed pleased that she understood. “We fell madly in love right from the start. James was based in London, of course, had a flat there, and saw his children on a regular basis. He and I only got to see each other when he could come to Paris for the odd weekend, or if he could steal away for an extra day or two. But I didn’t mind, was willing to put up with anything so long as I could have him with me. We were crazy about each other, so in love that it makes me tingle all over just thinking about it.”


  “So what happened, Aunt Maddy?” Lauren asked gently. “What happened to break you up?”


  Maddy closed her eyes briefly before pouring another shot of vodka and tossing it down. “We had been seeing each other for almost a year,” she recalled. “My contract with Lanvin was nearly up, and I was considering moving to London so that we could be together all the time. James had introduced me to his children by then, and they were all very sweet to me. I think perhaps living with their mother tried their patience as well, and it was a relief for them to be around someone more calming.” She paused and took a deep breath before continuing. “James had made an appointment to see his attorney, was ready to take the next step and initiate formal divorce proceedings. He would be free then, free to marry me, to have children of our own. And then the accident happened.”


  Maddy took a third shot of vodka, her still flawless complexion paling beneath the strain of her story. “His oldest child – Christine – had just turned eighteen. She was a beautiful girl – kind, gentle, but full of life. Very much like her father. And – oh, God, it was tragic, Lauren, just heartbreaking. She was driving home from a party with several friends and their car was hit head on by a drunk driver. Four of them in all – all so young, with so much to live for – all of them killed instantly.”


  Lauren, who had never met or even heard of this girl until now, nonetheless felt the same pangs of sorrow that her aunt had undoubtedly known for years, and wrapped her arms around Maddy’s waist. “I’m so sorry, Aunt Maddy,” she whispered. “How awful.”


  Maddy pressed a kiss to Lauren’s forehead. “It was awful, darling. For everyone. James was devastated, especially since Christine had been his favorite. But he couldn’t afford to mourn, to grieve, because he had to be the strong one. His other children – a boy and another girl – were so upset while his wife – well, she was so distraught that she had to be sedated round the clock for some time. Between comforting his family, taking care of the children, and making funeral arrangements, I didn’t see or speak to James for weeks. But I understood, I knew all the responsibilities he had, and just wished I could have been there to help him get through it all. I didn’t dare, however, given how far gone his wife already was. If I had been in the picture, there’s no telling how much deeper she would have sunk. So I stayed in Paris, working hard, telling myself that James didn’t really want to be away from me, and that he would call or see me as soon as he could. And then, almost a month after Christine died, he came to Paris one final time.”


  Lauren hugged her beloved aunt a little tighter. “What happened?”


  Maddy blew out a breath. “What I’d expected would happen ever since I’d heard about Christine. He was terribly upset, dreadfully sorry, but with his wife – her name was Miranda – so incapacitated there was no possible way he could proceed with a divorce at that time. His children needed him too badly, needed at least one stable parent in their lives. And he couldn’t in all good conscience divorce Miranda when she was in such bad shape. He told me that maybe one day we could still be together, one day when Miranda was better and the children were a little older. But until then he had to do the right thing for all of us and not see me again. And that was the last time I ever saw or heard from James again.”


  Lauren had tears in her eyes again, having cried more in the last few hours than she had in decades. But this time the tears weren’t for herself. “Oh, God, Aunt Maddy – I’m so, so sorry. You must have been devastated.”


  Maddy nodded. “It was heartbreaking. I’ve never known pain like that in my life, never lost something so precious before. I begged James not to end things, told him I didn’t care if I could only see or talk to him once in awhile, so long as we could still be together. But he refused, saying that it wouldn’t be fair to me, that I was too young and beautiful and talented to waste my life waiting around for something that would probably never happen. He wouldn’t even kiss me good-by, told me that if he started he wouldn’t be able to stop. So he walked out of my tiny little apartment and out of my life.”


  “How awful for both of you,” murmured Lauren. “Because I know without being told how much he must have loved you, too. But what I don’t know is why you kept this secret for so long, why Mom never told Julia and I anything about it. Did she - ”


  “Yes. Your mother knew everything. As did your father, eventually. And part of the reason you girls never knew is because I was more than a little ashamed of myself. I mean, James was officially separated from Miranda when I met him, had lived apart from her for months, and fully intended to divorce her. But, well, he was still a married man, and like it or not there is a stigma attached. And – that’s not quite all of it, I’m afraid.”


  Lauren frowned. “That sounds like plenty of heartache for one lifetime to me.”


  Maddy smiled sadly. “You’d like to think so, wouldn’t you? But not quite, darling. Because a couple of weeks after James left me, I realized I was pregnant.”


  Lauren cursed softly. “Shit, Aunt Maddy. Not that. What – what did you do?”


  Tears welled up again in Maddy’s eyes. “At first I was beside myself, had no idea what to do. I was alone and pregnant in a foreign country, my job was going to end soon, and I didn’t have much money of my own at the time. There was no possible way I could tell my parents. You remember how strict and old-fashioned Papa and Maman were. And so very Catholic. The very idea that their daughter was pregnant out of wedlock, and that the father was married to someone else whom he couldn’t divorce – well, there was no way I could bring myself to tell them.”


  “So what on earth did you do?”


  Maddy sighed. “What twins always do – when one of them is in trouble they call the other one up and cry on their shoulder. Your mother was wonderful to me, even though she was pregnant herself at the time with you and Julia. Told me to come out to California, that I could live with all of you, and that she and your father would take care of me and the baby, that we’d all get through it together.”


  Lauren shook her head. “But that’s not what happened, is it? I don’t ever recall a time when you lived with us. We would have heard about something like that.”


  “No, I didn’t wind up in California,” confirmed Maddy quietly. “Because less than two weeks later I suffered a miscarriage. I lost James’s child just like I’d lost him.”


  Lauren couldn’t think of any words that would come close to expressing the sorrow, the anguish, she felt for her much loved aunt. Instead, the two women simply held each other, consoling the other silently, sharing their mutual heartache.


  It was long minutes later before Lauren ventured to ask, “So all this time you’ve never been tempted to look James up, see if he’s still married, that sort of thing?”


  “Of course I’ve been tempted,” admitted Maddy. “Each time I was in London on business, I had to force myself not to go by his house or office or to one of the clubs or restaurants I knew he frequented. But I never did, or tried to contact him in other ways. I figured that if things had changed, if he and Miranda weren’t together any longer, that he would have called me, come to see me. But here we are, twenty seven years later, and not a word. However, I came to terms with all that a long time ago, darling, realized that James was in my past and forever destined to remain there.”


  Lauren stroked her aunt’s cheek tenderly. “But you’ve never stopped loving him, have you? He’s the one for you – your one and only.”


  Maddy nodded. “There have been other men, of course, but no one special, no one that I ever felt the same way about. I do believe – firmly – that each of us has that one special someone in our lives, our soulmate. And James was mine, just like Ben is yours. The only difference is that it might not be too late for you, Lauren. That’s why you need to talk to Ben, to listen to him, and tell him how you feel. You can have the happy ending that I never got.”


  Tears still glistened in Lauren’s eyes. “I don’t know. I have to think about it, think about a lot of things. But I won’t accept that you can’t have a happy ending, too, Aunt Maddy. Is James the reason you never married, or had children of your own?”


  “Mostly, yes.” Maddy gave a little shrug. “I grieved for such a long time, both for him and for the baby I lost. And by then my career had really taken off, I was traveling all the time, working insane hours. Most men I knew would have never put up with a schedule like that. But it didn’t matter, because if I couldn’t have James I didn’t want anyone else. As for children – well, I always had you and Julia. You’ve been as precious to me as my own daughters would have been.”


  “Hmm.” Lauren tapped a finger against her chin thoughtfully. “You know, I always figured you and Julia were so much alike, while I was more like Mom. I mean, you and Jules both love New York, love clothes and shoes and stuff, the theater, yada yada. While I’m more down to earth like Mom, you know?”


  Maddy smiled fondly. “Maybe in the way you dress, or where you live. But I’ve always known you’re more like me, darling. You and I are both independent, both career women, and neither of us can stand to be bossed around. But let’s stop the similarities right there, shall we? Because the last thing I want is for you to wind up alone like I am, still pining for a man she loved a lifetime ago.”


  Maddy refused to discuss the matter any further, declaring that this round of “True Confessions” was over for the night, and that the pair of them were emotionally wrung out. They both headed off to bed a few minutes later, but Lauren was far too wound up to fall asleep. Checking that it was still early enough in California, she pressed the speed dial button on her phone for her sister.


  “Jules, hey. I’m not interrupting anything, am I? Oh, God, really? Jeez, it’s barely nine o’clock back there and you guys are already – never mind. Look, the reason I called is because I need a phone number. Just give it to me, and I’ll let you get back to your – er, shagfest.”


  ***


  “Mr. Gregson, Lauren McKinnon would like to speak with you, sir. She insists it will only take a moment and that it’s quite urgent.”


  Ian was rarely surprised, his daily schedule having been planned out to the quarter of an hour, but this announcement from his PA was completely unexpected.


  “You’re certain it’s Lauren McKinnon and not Julia?” he clarified.


  His PA – Andrew Doherty – was barely able to disguise the irritation in his reply. “Yes, of course I’m certain, Mr. Gregson. I never get a name wrong. Besides, Julia is now known as Julia Atwood. Shall I put Ms. McKinnon through?”


  Ian had to stifle a chuckle, knowing that he’d greatly annoyed his PA by questioning him in such a manner. Andrew was always precise, always organized, and – damn the man – always right. He was also the very best assistant Ian could ever imagine, and not someone he cared to rile up.


  “Yes, please. Thank you, Andrew. I’m sure this won’t take long, and then we can proceed with our morning meeting.”


  Ian was still smiling to himself as Andrew put the call through. Of course, he was always in a good mood these days, smiled more than he could ever recall doing, and all because he finally had his beloved Tessa living with him. They were almost inseparable, for she also traveled on business with him, serving as his PA during such trips. And even though it was barely eight thirty in the morning, his day having just begun, he was already counting the hours until he could be with her again.


  “Lauren.” He greeted his unexpected caller warmly. “This is a pleasant surprise. Are you in San Francisco?”


  “I wish,” she replied with a rather dramatic sigh. “No, I’m in New York, where it’s supposed to rain most of the day. And it’s already like a sauna outside. I really hate this place in the summer. And the winter, too. And the fall and spring aren’t all that great, either.”


  “My sympathies,” he told her. “I suppose it would be insensitive of me to tell you that it’s cool and foggy here this morning, with an expected high of sixty-five degrees.”


  “I hate you,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Actually, that’s not true. Especially since I’m calling to ask a favor.”


  “Really? Now I’m intrigued. What can I do for you, Lauren?” he asked in an amused voice.


  “It’s not exactly for me, but for my aunt. Though she has no idea I’m calling you right now, would probably be horrified at the thought. And I might be shooting for the moon here, but figured that life’s too short not to take a leap of faith every so often. You know what I mean?”


  “Yes. And no,” he replied, shaking his head in complete bafflement. “I take it you think I can provide some assistance with helping you make this – ah, leap?”


  “All I really need is a phone number. Uh, a phone number and maybe finding out if a particular person is still married or not,” she added hastily.


  Ian laughed. “I wouldn’t have thought you needed anyone’s help to get whatever fortunate man you’ve set your cap for.”


  Lauren made an impatient sound. “It’s not for me, silly. It’s for Maddy. Look, I can see I started this off all wrong, so let me begin again. Do you happen to know a man by the name of James Butterfield? He’s one of your countrymen, probably early to mid sixties, some sort of banker.”


  Now Ian was genuinely intrigued. “Yes, of course I know James. I mean, he’s obviously more my father’s friend than mine, but I’m certainly acquainted with him. Why do you ask?”


  “Well, without giving away too many family secrets, your friend James had a thing for my aunt twenty-odd years ago. And, well, it turned out to be this tragic love affair, they had to end things because of his crazy wife, blah, blah, blah. But he’s the reason my aunt never married, ‘cause she’s still in love with him, and I thought I’d try a little matchmaking. Provided he’s divorced or widowed or otherwise single at the moment, of course. I figured all you rich British dudes must know each other, so I called Julia last night to get your number and here I am.”


  Ian stared blankly at the phone receiver, his head spinning a bit at Lauren’s rapid fire summation. “I, ah, see. Well, I’m afraid I don’t know what James’s current marital status is, or his telephone number. But I’d be happy to make a call or two and see what I can find out. Tell you what. Give me your number and I’ll get back to you within the hour.”


  “Really?” Lauren sounded delighted at this offer. “Ian, that’s so nice of you! I know how uber busy you must be, and I hate to bother you, and this is probably a dead end, but I do want to try. I want my aunt to have her happy ever after. Just like you and Tessa.”


  “It’s no bother at all,” he assured her. “A phone call or two is all it is, and I owe my father a call anyway. And I understand about wanting Madelyn to be happy. Especially since I’m currently the happiest man in the universe. The least I can do is help someone else find a little of that happiness.”


  Lauren recited her cell phone number. “I appreciate it, Ian. No matter what the results are.”


  “You’re very welcome. I’ll keep my fingers crossed that it’s good news. Tell me, though,” he inquired curiously. “This is a wonderful thing you’re doing for your aunt, but when will it be your turn to get a happy ever after, as you call it?”


  Lauren was silent for several seconds before assuring him cheekily, “I’m in no hurry whatsoever for that to happen, Ian. I’ve still got too many other places I want to see, lots of adventures yet to have. I’ll settle down one of these days. But for now, as long as the people closest to me are happy, then I am, too.”


  Ian smiled. “You’re really just an old softie, aren’t you? That tough girl image is all a farce, isn’t it?”


  “No,” she scoffed. “It is definitely not a farce. Don’t try making me into something I’m not, Ian. I’m not a romantic like Julia, or a sweet young thing like your Tessa.”


  Ian cleared his throat, more than a little discomfited at Lauren’s bluntness. “She’s not that young,” he replied defensively.


  Lauren gave a hoot of laughter. “A bit sensitive about the age difference, are we? Hey, if anyone dares to call you a cradle robber just tell them to fuck off. Especially since you landed the hot babe. Tessa’s a lucky girl and you can tell her I said so.”


  He was flabbergasted at her audacity, and was silently grateful he’d never worked up the nerve to ask her out on a date last year. “I, ah – thank you for your vote of confidence, Lauren. Now, it’s already late afternoon in England so let me make those calls, hmm?”


  Less than an hour later, Lauren had the answers – and the phone number – that she wanted, and gleefully began to put the next phase of her plan into motion.


  ***


  Maddy gave her niece another lookover, and smiled with pleasure at Lauren’s appearance. “You look lovely tonight, darling. This was a wonderful idea you had – getting all dressed up and treating ourselves to a fancy dinner. Exactly what both of us needed to cheer ourselves up.”


  Lauren winked at her aunt. “I agree. And you look – sensational, Aunt Maddy. Way more like my older sister than my aunt.”


  Maddy flushed slightly, but it was obvious that Lauren’s compliment had pleased her. And she did look incredible for a woman of fifty-two, easily able to pass for someone ten to fifteen years younger. Her blonde hair was cut in a soft, layered style that framed her fine boned face, while her makeup was tastefully applied. Her figure was as trim and toned as ever, and she still wore a size six. Given her profession, her taste in clothing was naturally exquisite, like the classy blue Donna Karan sheath dress with a wrap-over neckline and ruffled cap sleeves she wore tonight. Navy leather Manolo Blahnik pumps and sapphire jewelry finished off her outfit.


  Lauren didn’t miss all the interested male gazes directed her aunt’s way, and she gave a very satisfied little smile. Of course, in order to convince Maddy of her good intentions, Lauren had felt obliged to girly herself up, too. She’d curled her hair, made up her face, and put on a summery yellow floral Dolce and Gabbana dress, along with yellow satin ankle strap sandals that were already starting to hurt her feet. Fortunately, she thought smugly, she would only have to remain in this get-up for another half hour or so – the time it would take to finish setting her plan in motion, then get a taxi back to the apartment and take the stupid shoes off.


  So far everything had gone wonderfully, far, far better than she could have ever hoped for, and she kept her fingers crossed that her little scheme wouldn’t wind up backfiring on her. As she and Maddy approached the corner table Lauren had browbeaten the reservation clerk into giving her, butterflies began to flutter in her tummy – a very unfamiliar feeling for someone who’d been on all manner of extreme adventures.


  As the hostess placed two menus on the table, and the man already seated there rose slowly to his feet, Maddy froze in her tracks. Her eyes were wide with shock, her jaw hanging open in disbelief. Lauren placed a hand on her arm, urging her forward, but Maddy remained rooted in place.


  “What have you done?” she whispered to Lauren wildly. “Lauren, how – how is he - ”


  “It’s okay, Aunt Maddy,” Lauren whispered back. “A friend tracked him down in London for me, and I called him yesterday. He booked the first flight he could get on, and arrived in New York this morning. And, more importantly, he’s been a widower for about eighteen months and is still crazy about you. Now, go, would you? Give the man a hug, for God’s sake!”


  “James.” Maddy’s voice was whisper soft.


  James Butterfield’s handsome face lit up with a smile that was filled with so much love and longing it brought tears to Lauren’s eyes. He wore a beautifully tailored navy pinstriped suit, a pure white shirt, and an expertly knotted silk tie. His thick black hair was liberally shot through with gray, evidence of his sixty-plus years, but he was still undeniably attractive.


  “Madelyn. My God, it’s really you. My Maddy. My little love.”


  His last words were barely audible, but Maddy evidently heard them very clearly, because the next thing Lauren saw was her aunt being enfolded in the arms of the man she’d loved for half her life.


  Lauren stayed long enough to share a champagne toast with the reunited lovers, and to briefly explain to Maddy how she had been able to contact James and do some speedy matchmaking. James, in his delightful British accent, told Maddy gently that Miranda had indeed passed away over a year ago after a long battle with cancer.


  But when the waiter came to take their dinner orders, Lauren got to her feet. “Actually, this is strictly a party of two this evening. I’m headed back home to order in some sushi, watch the latest Fast and Furious movie on pay per view, and take these stupid shoes off.”


  James shook his head. “Please stay and have dinner with us, Lauren. After all, I owe you a huge debt of gratitude.”


  Lauren smiled and gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Plenty of time for all that, Uncle James. I’d say you have far more important things to attend to tonight.”


  James chuckled. “You are every bit as outrageous Ian warned me you would be. And I look forward to getting to know you much better, my dear. After your aunt and I renew our own acquaintance,” he added with a wink.


  Lauren laughed as she bent down to kiss her aunt on the cheek. “I’d expect nothing less. As for you, Ms. Benoit, I’ll see you the next time I’m in town, hmm? I fly out to Calgary in the morning.”


  Maddy gave her a puzzled look. “But surely I’ll see you after dinner, darling. Or in the morning.”


  “Nope.” Lauren shook her head. “I went ahead and packed a bag for you and delivered it to James’s suite at the Waldorf Astoria this afternoon. I also called your PA and told her you’d be in very late tomorrow, and that she ought to cancel all of your morning appointments. After all, what could be more important than an appointment with destiny?”


  Maddy laughed softly, shaking her head in exasperation. “What am I going to do with you, young lady? Except to thank you from the bottom of my heart. What you’ve done, Lauren – well, no words can express, darling.”


  Lauren gave the happy couple a cheeky grin. “I think at a moment like this that words are definitely overrated. The looks on both of your faces speak volumes. Now, you kids have fun, okay? Love you, Aunt Maddy. And Uncle James – I expect you to make that title official sooner than later.”


  As James laughed, Maddy squeezed Lauren’s hand, gazing at her tenderly. “It will be your turn next, you know. Your turn to get a happily ever after. You only have to ask for it, darling.”


  “Maybe.” Lauren gave Maddy and James a wistful little smile before waving good-by and walking out of the restaurant, forcing herself not to think about Ben or Elle or Spain – and definitely not about engagement rings.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Early September – New York


  “Can you hold the elevator please?” Ben called out, breaking into a jog.


  He smiled gratefully at the man who held the door open for him, and then blinked in surprise as he saw Lauren’s sister Julia inside the elevator car. Belatedly he realized that the dark haired man standing next to her was her new husband, Nathan Atwood.


  “Ben,” greeted Julia happily. “I was hoping we’d run into you during our visit. This is my husband, Nathan. Baby, this is Lauren’s boss, Ben Rafferty.”


  Ben shook Nathan’s hand. “A pleasure. And belated congratulations to both of you. I, ah, managed to sneak a peek at some of your wedding photos.” He smiled to note the look of surprise on Julia’s face. “No, Lauren didn’t voluntarily share them with me. One of her crew members was looking at her Facebook page and I just happened to be walking by.”


  “Ah, that would explain it,” said Nathan, chuckling. “After all the hassle she gave Julia about that damned bridesmaid dress, she actually seemed pretty happy with how it all turned out on the big day.”


  Ben noticed that the dark-haired Nathan was right around the same height as he was, though Julia’s husband seemed far more at ease wearing the pressed khaki slacks and fitted polo shirt – very similar to Ben’s attire today – than Ben had ever felt.


  “So, what brings the two of you to New York?” he asked politely as the elevator began to rise steadily towards his floor.


  The newlyweds looked at each other with a knowing smile, and Julia actually giggled.


  “It’s an anniversary of sorts for us,” explained Nathan. “Julia and I met for the first time in New York two years ago. We’re just here for an extended weekend to celebrate.”


  Ben smiled as the couple continued to gaze at each other lovingly. “Well, I’m sure that Lauren is happy to have you here, as well as your aunt.”


  Julia rolled her eyes. “You’d like to think so, wouldn’t you? But between getting ready for New York Fashion Week, and becoming re-acquainted with her old boyfriend, my aunt has barely had a minute to spare for us. As for Lauren – well, she’s been a little, um, let’s just say - ”


  “Cranky,” inserted Nathan. “Pissy. In one of the worst moods I’ve ever seen her in, and there have been a whole lot of those in the scant year I’ve known her. I have no idea how long it’s been since that girl got - ”


  “Nathan,” admonished Julia, placing a hand over his mouth. “Knock it off.” To Ben she hastily explained, “My sister takes particular joy in antagonizing Nathan, probably because he’s such an easy target for her. That being said, we’re both a little worried about her these days.”


  Ben frowned. “Why is that?”


  Nathan grinned evilly. “You got a few hours to spare?”


  “Shush,” his wife scolded, giving him a little shove. “If Lauren learns you’ve been talking about her, she’ll drop you on your ass. Again.”


  Ben suppressed a chuckle, and asked instead, “Are you here to meet her for lunch then?”


  Julia nodded as the elevator stopped and they all exited. “She’s dragging us to some deli she keeps raving about. Unfortunately, I’m not much of a pastrami on rye fan, though she did let me choose where to have dinner tonight in return.”


  “Hey, you should join us, Ben,” offered Nathan. “Uh, I mean, if you don’t have plans already.”


  Julia nudged her husband. “Nathan, I’m pretty sure that Ben has a girlfriend. Maybe both of them would like to join us.”


  Ben wondered briefly what if anything Lauren might have told her sister about Elle. “I do have a girlfriend, yes. But Elle happens to be out of town for a couple of days doing an interview for her latest article. And thanks for the invitation, Nathan, but I’ll probably be working late tonight.”


  Nathan shrugged. “Sure, no problem, Ben. But if you change your mind we’ll be at Puerto 56 around seven tonight.”


  “Mmm.” Julia practically smacked her full, glossy lips. “They make the best pisco sours I’ve ever had. Great tapas, too.”


  “Are you still yapping about that Peruvian place you’re dragging me to tonight?” complained Lauren as she strode into the elevator lobby. “And you guys are ten minutes late. What – oh.”


  She halted her tirade abruptly as she saw Ben, and gave him a ferocious scowl.


  “Sorry.” Julia apologized sheepishly. “We, um, got a bit of a late start leaving our hotel, and then we ran into Ben here.”


  Lauren gave her sister a knowing smirk. “Yeah, I think we can all figure out why you two were running late. But, never mind, let’s just go. I’m so hungry my stomach is having an entire conversation with itself.”


  Ben couldn’t help grinning broadly, just like he could seldom resist the urge to smile at Lauren’s quick wit and often unintentional humor. “I find it hard to believe you’re that hungry,” he told her good-naturedly. “After everything I saw you put away during this morning’s meeting, I’m amazed you can even think of eating. What was it – two donuts, a package of trail mix, and at least six Red Vines. And that was just when I was in the room. There’s no telling what you’ve put away since I left.”


  Lauren glared at him. “I didn’t realize you were paying such close attention to my food intake.”


  His smile softened. “I pay attention to a lot of things,” he told her quietly. “You’re the one who isn’t always aware of what’s going on around you.”


  He didn’t miss the curious way both Julia and Nathan were observing this interchange between him and Lauren, and once again he couldn’t help wondering what, if anything, her family really knew about him.


  Lauren gave an impatient little flip of her long, thick braid before pushing the down button for the elevator, pointedly ignoring Ben as she waited for it to arrive. As the elevator doors opened, Julia gave Ben an apologetic smile and a little wave before following her sister, while Nathan silently mouthed “See what I mean” before stepping inside the car.


  Ben was pensive as he walked towards his office, wondering if Julia and her husband had been right to worry about Lauren. And while Nathan had been right on the money when he’d mentioned that Lauren was frequently in a bad mood, Ben realized that it had gone way beyond that over the past couple of months. Her short-temper and almost perpetual crankiness had evolved into being withdrawn and unnaturally quiet, almost to the point of depression. And that sort of behavior was so unlike Lauren that it gave him cause for concern as well.


  Truthfully, his mind hadn’t been terribly focused on the job much as of late, and thus he hadn’t paid enough attention to his staff. Rather, he’d been preoccupied with his own problems, both professional and personal ones.


  Ever since Karl had called him with the news of his sudden marriage and imminent resignation from the magazine, the wheels had been spinning in Ben’s head about his own future with the company. It was almost a sure thing that he would not seek to renew his contract and remain in his current job, but exactly what he would be doing come January he hadn’t yet figured out. He knew that leaving this editorial job would both anger and upset Elle, especially since what he really wanted to do was travel again.


  And Elle was quite another issue altogether. Ben had felt for some time now that they were growing further and further apart, that in fact they’d seen more of each other and liked each other better when they had been simply roommates. Complicating matters of late was the increased presence of her parents, who seemed to be around a lot more often, probably due to the fact that Gordon had retired a few months ago. Elle’s parents had stayed at the brownstone for more than a month before the trip they had all taken to Spain, and then returned to New York for an additional couple of weeks. They had just left two days ago, when they had finally jetted off to England, the same day Elle had flown to Atlanta to interview a retired ambassador for her latest article.


  He and Elle hadn’t been alone, really alone, for over two months now. Not that he missed having sex with her per se, especially since she was as reserved and inhibited as ever in bed. But he was definitely horny, a condition that always seemed to be aggravated whenever Lauren was in town.


  Like today, for example. Throughout the crew’s morning meeting, he’d had to force himself not to look in her direction too often. Or give away the fact that he lusted after her almost constantly. And while she had never again arrived at the office as scantily dressed as she had that one day last summer, it was small comfort as far as Ben was concerned because everything she wore called attention to her petite, full-breasted body.


  Today’s outfit had been simple enough – skinny white jeans, a hip length, semi-sheer pale blue T-shirt, and bright blue Converse sneakers. But the jeans had cupped her butt cheeks like a second skin, while the lacy cups of her bra had been clearly visible through the thin material of her top. He’d had a rather uncomfortable hard-on for the better part of three hours, and it had only made matters worse to watch her eating one piece after another of that damned licorice. As she’d chewed slowly on each stick, it had brought back memories of those plush lips on his cock, and he had shifted awkwardly in his chair every few minutes.


  It had been a relief when he’d had to leave the office for another appointment, though he knew his reprieve would be short-lived since he had another meeting scheduled with Lauren and her crew after lunch. Fortunately, they were flying out in the morning for a two-week assignment in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, an archipelago in the Bay of Bengal. Whenever Lauren was in New York, she was a constant temptation, and Ben definitely didn’t need any additional complications in his life right now. God knew that between making a decision about a new job, and about his future with Elle, he more than had his hands full.


  It was becoming more and more obvious – at least to him – that it was well past time to end things with Elle. It wasn’t fair – had never really been fair – to stay with her when he simply didn’t love her in the way she needed him to. But instead of realizing that their relationship had pretty much reached a dead end, Elle had actually begun to throw out more and more hints about getting engaged or married. He hadn’t missed even one of her not so subtle suggestions on the matter.


  “I know my parents have been here for a longer than normal visit this time. But they’re just so old-fashioned, and it would make things very uncomfortable if we were to share a room when we aren’t married yet.”


  Earlier this summer, she’d made arrangements for a special dinner out to celebrate their second anniversary as a couple, and had attempted to make light of the situation with a little joke.


  “Just think, Ben. We’ve been together longer than several married couples I know.”


  And just a few weeks ago during the trip to Spain – the one that had turned out to be a total snooze-fest for him when he’d been dragged along to museums, art galleries, and wine tastings instead of being able to get outdoors and do the things he’d wanted to do – Elle had come right out and made several comments about how perfect Spain would be for either a wedding or a honeymoon.


  No, there was little doubt in his mind that the time had come to break things off with her. He wasn’t happy, hadn’t been in a long time if he was being honest with himself, and had no idea why Elle would want to remain in such a dead-end relationship. But he also realized he would have to let her down gently, over a period of time, though he certainly didn’t want things to drag on for several more weeks.


  He would have to find another place to stay, of course, and had already begun to check out some short term rentals. Not knowing what his job future held at this point, he didn’t want to commit to a longer lease in the event he wouldn’t be based in New York come January.


  As he walked past the conference room, he was surprised to see Karl still inside.


  “Hey, didn’t you get the memo?” joked Ben. “It’s officially lunch time.”


  Karl glanced up from his laptop where he’d been busily typing away. “Yeah, I must have missed that particular memo,” he said wryly. “Actually, an idea popped into my head for this book I’ve been trying to write, and I wanted to get it down before I forgot it all. I’ll go grab some chow in a second.”


  Ben couldn’t help feeling intrigued. “A book, huh? Fiction?”


  “Yup.” Karl nodded as he saved his document and shut his laptop. “It’s something I’ve been kicking around for a few years now. I figure I’ll have time on my hands pretty soon to do some serious work on it.”


  “Any thoughts on what you’re going to do with yourself when you leave here?”


  Karl shrugged. “You mean besides writing the Next Great American Novel? Not specifically, no. I’ve socked away a lot of dough, and Tamsyn’s design business has really taken off the last few years. If the writing thing doesn’t pan out, I can always help her with the goats.”


  Ben nodded. “Well, if it’s any consolation, you may not be the only one trying to figure out your next career move over the next few months.”


  Karl was visibly startled. “She told you? After she swore me to secrecy, threatened me with deadly bodily harm if I breathed a word?”


  “Who?” asked Ben, equal parts perplexed and alarmed. “You don’t mean Lauren, do you? Jesus, is she really thinking of leaving? Is that why she’s been so out of it lately?”


  Karl’s expression quickly became closed off. “I can’t talk about it, Ben. Sorry,” he added apologetically. “She’d have the world’s biggest hissy fit if I said another word.”


  “Okay, I get it,” Ben acquiesced reluctantly. “I appreciate that she took you into her confidence and that you don’t want to betray that. I suppose I’ll just have to wait and see what happens with her.”


  Karl frowned. “If you weren’t talking about Lauren earlier, then who – God, not you, too?”


  “I’m not sure yet,” replied Ben non-committedly. “I’m still working through some stuff. But any way you look at it, I’m not cut out for this job, Karl. I miss writing, miss traveling.”


  “Hey, I know,” offered Karl half-jokingly. “You should just take my job when I leave.”


  Ben was startled, caught completely off guard at Karl’s suggestion.


  “Wow,” he breathed. “Can you believe that idea never occurred to me until now? And while I’m not sure how serious you just were, I think you might actually have something there. Definitely something for me to think about.”


  Karl grinned. “It’d be perfect for you. Seamless. Except for the fact that Elle wouldn’t be very happy about your traveling again. And especially about the fact that you’d be traveling with Lauren.”


  Ben was caught off guard for the second time in less than a minute. “Huh? Why would you think she’d have a problem with Lauren?”


  Karl gave a hoot of laughter. “Oh, that’s a good one! Come on, it was obvious to all of us the very first time they met that Elle did not like our girl. And deny it all you want, but I’ve spent the last year and a half watching you and Lauren do this weird little dance around each other every time you’re in the same room. And, well, you aren’t fooling anybody, man.”


  Ben felt his cheeks flush in embarrassment, and he stammered and stuttered for several seconds before shaking his head. “Do the others suspect, do you think?” he asked somberly.


  Karl waved a hand in dismissal. “Nah. Chris is in another world half the time. Or stoned. As for George, he’s too worried about making sure all of his notes are in order to notice. Plus, he’s still terrified of Lauren and doesn’t even look at her unless it’s absolutely necessary. Your secret is safe with me, Ben.”


  “There’s really not a secret to keep,” protested Ben. “I mean, sure I think Lauren’s hot. And there might be some, uh, chemistry between us. But there’s nothing actually going on.”


  “I know,” drawled Karl. “You’re a good guy, Ben, not the sort who’d two time his girlfriend. And there’s zero chance Lauren would even consider hooking up with someone who’s already taken. That’s one of her ironclad rules of dating, didn’t you know?”


  Ben found himself smiling despite the shock he was still experiencing from Karl’s very matter-of-fact observations. “I guess not. What are some of her other so-called rules?”


  “Oh, geez, let’s see. No one who’s married, engaged, or otherwise involved. Absolutely no co-workers or anyone else related to her job. No nerds, dweebs, or geeks. Nobody who’s shorter than she is or more than ten pounds overweight. Guys who wear suits are usually a major turnoff. Oh, and absolutely no bald guys. There’s more, I think, but I forget the rest.”


  Ben laughed. “That sounds like Lauren all right. It’s a wonder with all of those restrictions that she dates as much as she does.”


  Karl gave him an odd look. “She hardly ever dates. I can’t think of the last time she mentioned going out with someone. And Carlo doesn’t count, since he’s like a brother to her. You know, Lauren likes to talk a lot, brag some, but that’s all it is most of the time.”


  Everything Karl had just told him continued to weigh on his mind for the rest of the afternoon, especially the realization that his attraction to Lauren apparently hadn’t gone unnoticed. At least, he consoled himself, Karl still didn’t seem to know about his past relationship with Lauren. It appeared that he and Lauren were still the only ones who were aware of their history with each other.


  He wound up spending far too much time mulling over all the things Karl had just discussed – how Ben should consider taking his job; how Elle’s jealousy of Lauren was as apparent as Ben’s attraction to her; that Lauren evidently didn’t date much at all and hadn’t for some time. He was distracted during the three different meetings he had scheduled that afternoon, pushed papers around on his desk, and got very little actual work done. By the time four o’clock rolled around, he realized he had at least two or three hours worth of work to get through before he could even think of leaving for the day. He heaved a sigh and thought that taking over Karl’s job was definitely the best idea he’d had in a long time. But since the possibility of that happening was still a few months away, Ben began to plough through the never ending pile of papers on his desk.


  It was only a knock on his office door an hour later that caused him to finally lift his head, and he frowned in mild irritation as Lauren poked her head inside. It had been quite some time since she’d sought him out for any reason, and he could only guess at what might have pissed her off enough to finally approach him.


  “Hey, you got a few minutes?” she asked, her voice sounding a bit too forced, and he could swear she actually looked nervous.


  Ben glanced at all the work he still had to get done before he could get a start on his weekend, feeling the beginnings of a headache forming at his temples. “Not really,” he muttered. “Can it wait until Monday?”


  “I won’t be here on Monday,” she reminded him. “We’re flying out early tomorrow morning, remember? On the first of four flights, I might add. Jesus, Nadine really outdid herself this time, didn’t she? And I know for a fact that we could have made it there with only three flights, looked them all up myself.”


  Ben scrubbed a hand over his face, gazing at Lauren impatiently. “Is that what you wanted to talk about – Nadine’s latest round of travel arrangements? Because I have real work to do, Lauren. I don’t have the time right now to deal with one of your tantrums.”


  She glared at him but surprisingly just shook her head rather than fire back with a scathing retort. “No, that’s not what I came in here for. It’s – something else. And it’s important, Ben.”


  He suddenly thought of what Karl had hinted at earlier – that Lauren, too, might be thinking of leaving the magazine. And he knew he was really not in the mood to deal with that kind of drama right now.


  “I’m sorry,” he told her curtly. “But I really can’t spare the time right now. Maybe you should make an appointment with Kym when you get back from the trip. Or send me an email about it.”


  “An email.” She looked at him strangely before shaking her head. “Yeah, I’ll do that. Sorry for taking you away from your important work.”


  Lauren dashed off even as he thought of calling her back. There had been something in her voice, in the way she had looked at him, that made him think what she had to say wasn’t related to the job in any way.


  Ben slammed a fist on his desk, pissed off at himself for having acted like such an ass, and regretting how impatient he’d just been with her. He half-rose from his chair, intending to go after her, until he decided instead to take Nathan Atwood up on his earlier invitation.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Lauren belted down the last tequila shot, closed her eyes for a moment or two, and then immediately raised her arm as she tried to signal their waiter. Ben thought that the poor young man was probably hiding in the kitchen, cowering in fear from the crazy woman at his table.


  She’d been in a lousy mood even before he had tentatively approached their table, and hadn’t bothered to hide her surprise and irritation to learn that Nathan had invited Ben to join them. From that point on her mood had only worsened as the evening went on, arguing with her sister about what dishes to order, hassling the waiter when something wasn’t prepared to her liking, and drinking – a lot. Ben realized that this was the first time he’d actually seen Lauren drunk, and he hoped like hell that he hadn’t been the cause after dismissing her so coolly from his office earlier today.


  Now she was standing, looking around impatiently for their waiter. “Where the hell is that idiot anyway? If he thinks for a minute he’s getting more than a five dollar tip, he’s out of his mind. Nathan, don’t you dare leave him more than that, do you hear me?”


  Nathan looked as though he would love nothing better than to strangle his very difficult sister-in-law at this moment. “For all the shit you’ve given that kid tonight, I ought to leave him a five hundred dollar tip,” he groused.


  Lauren glared at him. “Well, there really is a sucker born every minute, isn’t there? Jules, do you see the guy anywhere? I need refills here. Pronto.”


  As she raised her arm again to flag down a waiter – any waiter – Ben took hold of her wrist and lowered her arm.


  “You don’t need any more booze tonight,” he told her in a quiet but firm voice. “I think we can all agree that you’ve had way too much already. Stop embarrassing your sister and Nathan and behave yourself.”


  Ben wasn’t sure who was more shocked at what he’d just said – any of the three other people at the table or himself. But even as he spied the furious expression on Lauren’s face, he refused to back down and kept her wrist pinned to the table.


  He’d never seen her this angry before, her green eyes glittering fiercely, and he was more than a little afraid that she was either going to spit at him or bend over and bite his hand. Instead, she employed a different dirty tactic and kicked him – hard – in the shin with the pointy toe of her ankle boot.


  “Ow. Dammit,” he cursed, releasing her hand to rub his abused shin.


  Lauren wasted no time in springing to her feet, grabbing her clutch bag as she did. “Screw you, Ben Rafferty,” she hissed. “You might be my boss at work but outside of the office I’m the only one who gets to boss me around. And screw that incompetent waiter, too. I’ll get my own drink. Better yet, I’ll get someone to buy me one.”


  She flounced off angrily, not such a easy feat considering how much she’d had to drink. If he hadn’t been so pissed off at her right now, Ben might have actually laughed at the way she swayed a bit unsteadily in those sexy black lace ankle boots with their towering heel.


  Julia sighed. “I’d better go after her. When she’s in a mood like this, there’s no telling what kind of trouble she can get into. I’m sorry, Ben. She’s never this out of control. I have no idea what’s bugging her tonight.”


  “I think I do,” he told Julia. “I upset her earlier in the day, and coming here tonight was probably not the best move under the circumstances. I thought – well, that I would try to apologize, but I can see she’s clearly not in the mood to be reasonable.”


  “I’m glad you came,” Julia told him earnestly. “Nathan and I have both enjoyed getting to know you a little. As for Lauren – well, she’s been off her game for months now, and I’ve been trying to figure out why. Oh, God! I’d better go rescue that guy she’s hitting on over at the bar. Excuse me.”


  He watched with concern as Julia hurried over to the bar, where Lauren was rather drunkenly starting to drape herself around a good looking guy who seemed far too interested in her for Ben’s liking. He took a sip of the red wine Nathan had ordered with dinner, his grip on the fragile glass stem nearly hard enough to snap it in two.


  Nathan was grinning at him, even as he shook his dark head in disbelief. “Dude, you might be the bravest person I’ve ever met,” he said, awestruck. “Nobody, and I mean nobody had ever told that girl she’s had too much to drink. Not even her dad, and believe me, my father-in-law can be a pretty intimidating guy when he wants to be.”


  Ben’s mouth quirked up at one corner. “Yeah, so I’ve noticed. I’ve met him, you know. Last November. He came by the office to thank me for not sending Lauren on a trip to Brazil. He seems like a great guy.”


  Nathan nodded enthusiastically. “The best. So is Natalie. I couldn’t have asked for better in-laws. They are the nicest, most down to earth people you’d ever want to meet.” He gave a little shudder as he reached for his own wine glass. “I was engaged once before, broke things off when I realized what a mistake I was making. Now, her parents would have been the in-laws from hell – the mother was a stuck-up witch while the father was the biggest pompous ass you’ve ever seen.”


  “Hmm, sounds an awful lot like Elle’s parents,” lamented Ben. “I mean, both of them are always polite to me, I think that’s part of being British or something. But I’ve never felt that they approved of me, or think I’m good enough for Elle.”


  “That would suck for sure,” agreed Nathan. “I guess I’m lucky that Julia’s family is so great. Even my pain in the ass sister-in-law isn’t quite as bad as she seems. Julia’s right – things have definitely been weird with Lauren these past few months. I know Julia and her parents are all worried about her.”


  Ben frowned, realizing it was the second time today that Nathan had brought this particular subject up. “Any special reason?”


  Nathan shrugged. “I think for Julia it’s more of a gut feeling. A “twin thing”, as she calls it. I mean, those two might seem as different as night and day, but they’re also two halves of the same whole. Julia picks up on vibes from Lauren and vice versa. But from what I hear Lauren has been spending more time than usual on her own. When she’s in California, she holes up in that cabin of hers most of the time, doesn’t even see her folks all that often. And she drives my mother-in-law nuts when she takes off for a day or two at a time on that crotch rocket of hers. Lauren thinks nothing of driving down the coast on her bike, and not saying a word to anyone about where she’s going. I understand Robert really lit into her a couple of weeks ago for worrying Natalie so much.”


  Ben silently applauded Lauren’s father for his actions, and did his best to keep his own anger under control. As tough as Lauren might act, she’d only been driving that damned Ducati for a few years, and he could only imagine how recklessly she drove the powerful motorcycle.


  “Do you think something at work is bothering her?” asked Ben, discreetly trying to discover if Lauren had dropped any hints to her family about possibly quitting her job.


  “Probably not,” acknowledged Nathan. “I mean, she does love her job, is always talking about her most recent trip and showing us photos. Julia’s more or less convinced that Lauren’s got man problems, and that’s what set her off recently.”


  “Is she seeing someone?” asked Ben casually, determined not to betray his interest in the subject.


  “Nah. I mean, at least not that anyone knows about. Julia swears that Lauren has never brought a guy home even once to meet their parents. And that she never, ever, brings anyone to the cabin. That place is like her sacred space, you know? I’ve only been invited there twice, and both visits were brief ones. So who knows if Julia’s right or not. All I can say is that if Lauren does have a man in her life, the dude must either be a little crazy or else he’s some kind of superhero. He’d have to be one or the other – maybe a little of both – to have the guts to take her on.”


  Ben fell silent after that as he mulled over everything he’d just learned. The facts that Lauren never introduced her men to her parents – while Ben had met both of them separately, though admittedly not as her boyfriend, and that she never invited anyone to the cabin – a place he’d spent the happiest ten days of his life – were both extremely interesting. But that knowledge wasn’t any help in figuring out what was bothering Lauren right now. Karl had seemed positive that Lauren wasn’t seeing anyone right now, and yet her twin sister – arguably the person closest to her – seemed to believe otherwise. As for himself, he didn’t know what to believe these days – about a whole lot of things, it seemed.


  Nathan was reaching for the wine bottle when he uttered a low curse instead. “Aw, hell. Now she’s dragging Julia out to the dance floor. And that’s never a good thing.”


  The trendy Peruvian restaurant in Greenwich Village also featured live music and dancing in the evenings, and it hadn’t taken long at all for the action to get started tonight. The smallish dance floor was packed with bodies writhing to the salsa band who was featured tonight. But all eyes seemed to be glued on the gorgeous, sexy twins who were putting on quite a show smack in the middle of the floor.


  Julia seemed less than thrilled to be out there, her dance moves – not to mention her clothing – much more subdued than her sister’s. Lauren, on the other hand, was shimmying and shaking to the tropical beat with wild, uninhibited abandon, as if deliberately calling attention to herself.


  Ben’s jaw clenched angrily as he watched her smile flirtatiously in response to the numerous cat calls and whistles she received. She might as well, he thought furiously, have the words “do me” stamped on her forehead, given the way she was dancing and what she had chosen to wear tonight.


  She’d “cleaned up nicely”, as she had put it once, abandoning her usual jeans and T-shirts for a much more provocative outfit. She wore a black dress that seemed to expose more skin than it covered with its deeply slashed halter neckline, cut out side panels, and short, flared skirt. And with those damned lace ankle boots, Ben wondered how in the world she could dance so exuberantly without falling flat on her face – especially given the amount of alcohol she’d consumed tonight.


  Nathan had a worried look on his face. “Lauren’s not a good influence on Julia,” he told Ben. “The few times they’ve gone out partying together Julia usually winds up with a hellish hangover the next day. And of course Lauren can never let me forget the time she tried to entice me into having a twin sandwich.”


  Ben choked and sputtered on the sip of wine he’d just swallowed, reaching for his water glass. His eyes were watering as he croaked out, “A – what? That’s not really what it sounds like, is it?”


  “’Fraid so,” Nathan muttered. “Though Julia swears up and down she never even considered doing something like that – whether with me or some other guy. Lauren was just trying to stir things up when she said that. But, damn her, she likes to forget that Julia is married now and shouldn’t be out there shaking all of her worldly goods in front of a bunch of horny guys. I’d better go and rescue my bride.”


  “I’ll do it.” Ben stood and placed a hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “After all, you and Julia are here to celebrate, not play nursemaid to the Dancing Queen out there. Besides, considering the fact that she has a pre-dawn flight out of JFK in the morning, she might even thank me for dragging her out of here. I’ll grab a taxi, make sure she gets home okay.”


  Nathan grinned. “Hey, now you’re really the bravest guy I’ve ever met. And it was good to meet you, Ben. I’m glad you decided to join us for dinner after all. I’m just sorry that Lauren seemed to go out of her way to ruin everything.”


  “Forget it. Like I said, my presence here probably made it all ten times worse. She’s pissed off at me – for a lot of reasons – and when Lauren gets angry she usually winds up acting out like a naughty child. Nothing I can’t handle. And here.” He took out his wallet, extracted several bills, and placed them on the table. “I know you kept insisting that dinner was on you, but this is for the tip. God knows that poor waiter deserves it tonight.”


  Nathan was chuckling as he rose to shake Ben’s hand. “Thanks, man. And I hope to see you again sometime. I’m not sure when we’ll be in New York again, though. Do you ever make it out to the West coast?”


  It was on the tip of Ben’s tongue to confess that he had avoided traveling to California very intentionally since that fateful summer six years ago. “Not for a long time,” was all he said. “But it’s one of my favorite places in the whole world, so maybe one of these days.”


  Ben cursed beneath his breath as he gingerly maneuvered his way through the crush of people on the dance floor until he reached his target. Lauren’s back was to him, her lithe body moving to the rhythm of the music, and she was more or less oblivious to everyone else around her. Ben caught Julia’s eye and jerked his head in the direction of their table. Wide-eyed, she merely nodded and began to walk away.


  He placed both of his hands on Lauren’s bare shoulders, bending down to murmur in her ear, “Time to put away your dancing shoes for the night, Cinderella. You’ve got a very early day tomorrow, after all. And I doubt you want to get on the first of four flights with a nasty hangover.”


  Lauren’s leanly muscled shoulders stiffened beneath his grip, and then she spun around to face him, her eyes spitting angrily. “Get lost,” she hissed. “Who the hell do you think you are anyway, Ben Rafferty? Nobody tells me when I’ve had too much to drink, or when it’s time to call it a night. Especially you!”


  “Really?” He arched a brow at her in amusement as he took hold of her arm. “Because the way I see it, I’ve done both tonight. Come on, sweetheart, time to find your carriage and get you home.”


  She tried in vain to wrest her arm out of his grasp, and swore in frustration when he continued to dodge her somewhat unsteady attempts to kick him. “Leave me alone,” she muttered sullenly. “How come you’re too goddamned busy to talk to me earlier today, and now all of a sudden you seem to have all this time on your hands?”


  “Ah. So that’s what this little hissy fit you’ve been having all evening is about,” he observed. “Tell you what. If you want to talk to me now, I’m all ears. Except not here. Somewhere a little less noisy and way more private.”


  “Forget it,” she spat. “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to talk to you anymore. Maybe not ever again. So, go on – leave me alone. And why are you here anyway? Shouldn’t you be at home with your precious Elle?”


  “Elle’s out of town right now. And to answer your first question, I have no idea why I’m here,” he replied wearily. “In fact, I’ve been asking myself that same question all night. Now, come on. Time for you to leave, Lauren. You can either walk out of here on your own, or I swear I’ll throw you over my shoulder again.”


  She gasped and gave him a little shove. “There is no way you’d dare to try that little stunt again,” she declared. “And no way I’d let you get away with it.”


  Ben struggled valiantly to keep his slowly simmering temper under control. He had never known anyone – male or female – as infuriating as Lauren, and he half-seriously wished he had some rope on him at the moment so he could show her just how much he was willing to dare.


  “I would dare,” he whispered against her ear. “And if my guess is correct, you’re wearing very, very little under that short skirt. Little enough that you’d give everyone in this place a very interesting peep show if I have to carry you out. And while you are many things, Lauren, I don’t believe an exhibitionist is one of them. So, come along now, okay?”


  She stuck her tongue out at him, just like the six year old child she’d been behaving like all night, but otherwise didn’t protest when he took her by the arm and steered her outside. He bundled her into a taxi after she sullenly gave the driver her aunt’s address, and then he slid in beside her.


  She stared out her window for almost five minutes, obviously pissed at him, before she finally mumbled, “You didn’t have to see me home, for God’s sake. I can take care of myself, you know.”


  The impact of her dignified little protest was spoiled when she hiccupped – quite loudly – and Ben couldn’t help laughing despite the truly evil glare she directed his way.


  “Well, apparently your sister and brother-in-law didn’t seem to share your opinion,” he informed her. “They’ve been worried about you, along with your parents.”


  Lauren snorted. “Well, everyone needs to butt out and let me live my life,” she declared. “And that includes you – boss.”


  “If you really mean that,” he replied gently, “then why did you come to my office this afternoon and want to talk?”


  She shrugged. “Stupid idea. Call it an impulse, a bad one. And it’s all forgotten now, okay?”


  Ben shook his head. “Not on your life. One way or the other you’re going to tell me exactly what you wanted to talk about. Will your aunt be at home when we arrive?”


  “No. She’s busy making up for lost time with James this weekend over at his hotel. Guess she doesn’t want me to overhear their, uh, activities. Jeez, between her and my sister it’s a wonder I haven’t been warped for life. They just think they’re being quiet.”


  Ben bit down on his bottom life, stifling a rather pathetic little groan as Lauren’s statement brought back memories of exactly how noisy she had been during sex. It was a good thing, he thought wryly, that the nearest neighbor at her place in Big Sur had been too far away to overhear anything.


  By the time they arrived at her aunt’s apartment building, Lauren was almost dozing off, and he had to wrap an arm around her waist to help her inside the lobby. The security guard gave Lauren a friendly wave, and nodded at Ben as he half-dragged her to the elevator.


  Once inside the elevator Lauren began to giggle, and Ben wondered just how drunk she was to be acting in such an un-Lauren like manner. He kept an arm looped around her shoulders to hold her upright, and at some point he felt her arms slip around his waist, her head drooping onto his shoulder. He tried in vain to ignore how good it felt – how right – to be holding her this way, even though his intentions were strictly honorable.


  But those same intentions became a little bit tougher to stick to as Lauren drunkenly pressed one full breast against his arm. He was instantly hard, especially when she began to nuzzle her nose against the side of his neck, her lips brushing the skin, and his body temperature ratcheted up by several degrees. It had been so long, he thought with a silent groan, since he’d been this aroused, this needy for a woman. And sex had never been as good as it had been with Lauren, probably because what they’d shared had been so much more than sex. It had been –


  “We’re here!” she announced in a silly, sing-song voice as the elevator doors slid open. “Home sweet East coast home. Follow me, Blue Eyes.”


  She grabbed his hand and tugged him down a short, thickly carpeted hallway to a set of double doors. After she fumbled around in her little purse for several seconds, Ben took the bag from her with barely concealed impatience so that he could find the key himself. He shook his head in exasperation when he found it alongside another of Lauren’s switchblades. This one, at least, was much smaller and far less deadly looking than the military issue blade he knew she still took along on trips.


  “You really felt a need to bring a knife along to dinner with your sister and brother-in-law?” he asked, deftly opening the doors to her aunt’s apartment. “Were you afraid the restaurant didn’t sharpen their cutlery on a regular basis and you’d need something to cut your meat with?”


  “Hah, hah.” She snatched her bag from him as she tottered inside. Ben gave a quick glance around the living room, finding it to be a warm, welcoming space in spite of the overall grandeur of the décor. The initial impression the penthouse gave off was one of understated wealth and pleasing esthetics.


  Lauren wobbled over to the built-in wet bar and began opening cabinets. “Want a drink?”


  “No.” He walked over to the bar and shut the cabinet door authoritatively. “And neither do you. Unless it’s coffee or tea or something else that will sober you up a little”


  “Tea!” she scoffed. “That’s for old ladies and British people. And I really need to get some sleep, as you pointed out. Thanks to cheap-o Nadine and her cut rate travel arrangements. So no caffeine. But I could use a little nightcap, just something to help me sleep.”


  Ben shook his head and led her away from the bar. “Sweetheart, you look like you’re going to keel over any second now. One more drink and you’ll be comatose. How about a soda?”


  Lauren grimaced and shook her head, one hand clutching her belly. “I’ll pass. I think that ceviche we ate isn’t agreeing with me. Maybe some bad scallops.”


  “Why don’t you sit down then?” he suggested. “And take off those boots before you fall over.”


  Instead of following his advice, she propped a booted foot on the arm of the sofa and smiled at him provocatively, the short, flirty skirt of her dress riding up high enough to expose the tanned, toned muscles of her thigh. “You don’t like my boots, Ben?” she purred in a throaty voice. “Weren’t you the one who told me I should wear a dress or a skirt more often? And I couldn’t very well wear sneakers with a dress like this.”


  He gulped as she ran her hands enticingly over her breasts and ribcage before trailing a finger down her exposed cleavage.


  “Lauren,” he admonished, willing his massive erection to subside but quickly discovering that such a feat was a lost cause. “Come on, knock it off. You know this is just the booze talking. And speaking of talking, no time like the present, sweetheart. What did you want to discuss earlier today?”


  Lauren smiled, and to Ben the smile looked a bit sad. “Did you know that you’re the only person who’s ever called me sweetheart? Most guys say babe or baby or honey.”


  He returned her smile. “And you’re the only woman I’ve ever called sweetheart. But you’re avoiding the subject, Lauren. What did you come to see me about today?”


  She lowered her foot to the floor and began to walk towards him slowly, suddenly as serious as he had ever seen her. “I came to tell you,” she began hesitantly, “that I was finally ready.”


  “Ready for what?” he asked, puzzled.


  She was standing right in front of him now, her eyes half-shut as she whispered, “For you to explain. To tell me about Big Sur. I decided that I needed to know the truth, whether I liked what I would hear or not.”


  Ben was startled, because of all the things he’d guessed she wanted to discuss, this had not been one of them. “And what exactly prompted this decision?”


  Lauren shook her head. “That doesn’t matter anymore. Because I just decided that I don’t feel like talking right now.”


  He sighed, realizing that in her present inebriated state talking probably wasn’t such a great idea anyway. “Okay. I’ll bite. Why don’t you feel like talking anymore?”


  She gave a wicked little laugh just before she slid her arms up around his neck, pressing her curvy little body flush against his. “Because I feel like doing this instead,” she whispered, and then tugged his head down to meet hers.


  The first brush of their lips against each other felt like a lightning strike, or a flame bursting to life. The kiss was wild, hungry, and definitely dirty, a tangle of tongues as they sought to devour the other’s mouth. He kissed her as though he was starved for the taste and feel and smell of her – because he was. He slid his hands into her thick, tousled curls, holding her head still as one kiss morphed into a second and a third, going on and on. At some point she took one of his hands and drew it to her breasts. He squeezed one full mound roughly, and then could only stare in spellbound lust as she deftly unfasted the halter top of her dress, letting the fabric drift to her waist and expose her gloriously bare tits.


  “Christ,” he rasped, his hands cupping her reverently, his thumbs brushing over the erect nipples before bending down to suck one pale pink tip into his mouth.


  Lauren’s hands clutched his head close, her breath escaping in short, staccato pants. “God, that’s so good,” she breathed. “It’s been so long, baby. I’ve missed this so much. Missed you so much.”


  “Lauren.” Her name left his lips in a groan – or a prayer, he wasn’t sure which. He slid his hands down to her buttocks, holding her still as he rubbed his cock against the sweet, hot notch of her thighs. He was so hard, so starved for her, that it was right on the edge of being painful. All he could think about was tearing her underwear off, getting inside of her as quickly as possible, fucking her hard and fast until they were both screaming in release. And then really getting down to business after taking the edge off a little.


  He had just slid his hand beneath her skirt, was barely an inch away from slipping his fingers inside the soaking wet crotch of her flimsy thong, when he felt her pushing against his chest.


  “Don’t. Stop,” she pleaded raggedly. “Oh, God, Ben. You’ve got to stop now.”


  Her almost desperate pleas finally penetrated his lust-addled brain and he let go of her reluctantly. “What the hell’s the matter with you?” he grunted, his body screaming for release and none too happy that he’d halted its progress towards that end.


  Lauren clapped a hand over her mouth, shaking her head. “Uh, try not to take this personally but – oh, crap!”


  She dashed into the kitchen, her heels clacking noisily on the wood floor. She didn’t even bother turning a light on as she rushed over to the sink, and was immediately, rather revoltingly, sick.


  “You have got to be kidding,” he muttered darkly. “Talk about bad timing, huh?”


  Telling himself – though he didn’t really mean it – that this was all for the best under the circumstances – those circumstances mainly involving his complicated relationship with Elle – Ben heaved a sigh of resignation and followed Lauren inside the spacious, well-equipped kitchen. As she continued to vomit into the sink, he simply held her long hair back until she gave one final shudder. He got her a glass of water and then dampened a dishcloth to wipe off her face.


  Lauren was pale and shaky as she rinsed the sink out, and she looked ready to drop at his feet like a ragdoll.


  “Sorry,” she croaked. “I blame that damned ceviche. Definitely some bad fish there.”


  Ben smiled knowingly. “Yeah, it was the ceviche all right. And maybe a few too many pisco sours. As well as that last round of tequila shots. Ah, don’t forget the red wine.”


  Lauren let out a groan and clamped a hand over her mouth again. “Okay, enough. Maybe I did have a little too much to drink tonight. But it was mostly the ceviche.”


  “Whatever you say,” he agreed amiably. “Look, you’re obviously in no shape to talk about anything tonight. Not to mention that things got awfully out of control just now. Speaking of which.”


  He tried to ignore how badly his balls ached as he clumsily retied the top of her dress, covering up her bare, tempting breasts. But he knew that it wouldn’t be nearly so easy to forget the sight and feel and taste of them.


  “Time for you to get some sleep, Lauren,” he told her in his best no-nonsense voice. “After all, you’ve got a busy couple of days ahead of you and that’s even before you arrive in the islands. But you can be damned sure that the minute you’re back I’m finally going to have my say. And for once in your life you’re going to shut up and listen.”


  He couldn’t resist pressing a quick kiss to her forehead, the sort of kiss one might give to a small, frightened child. And then he left while the few fragments that remained of his willpower were still intact.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Ten Days Later – Andaman and Nicobar Islands


  Lauren wondered if she would ever be able to drink enough to forget what had easily been the most humiliating night of her entire life – only to recall that too much alcohol had been the cause of said humiliation. She groaned again, as she had done every single time she’d thought of that awful night in New York two weeks ago – the one where she had made a fool out of herself in too many ways to count.


  It had been bad enough that she’d actually gotten drunk – something she hadn’t done for a long, long time. She’d initially blamed her inebriation on mixing alcohol, which she rarely did, and on those damned pisco sours that had admittedly had a real kick to them.


  But her humiliation hadn’t ended with her very public exhibition of drunkenness. It had continued – big time – when she’d come this close to seducing Ben in her aunt’s living room, practically stripping naked in the process.


  And even that hadn’t been quite enough debasement for one night. Oh, no, then she’d had to go and upchuck rather brilliantly, suffering the added shame of Ben holding her hair back and then wiping her face off. It was the last part, perhaps, that really made her wince to recall.


  She wondered now, while sipping a glass of wine and watching the stars come out, how much farther things would have progressed that evening if she hadn’t lost the battle with her overwhelming urge to hurl. Would Ben have called a halt to their hot, urgent, hump-fest? Was he even now regretting what he’d done, feeling guilty because of Elle? There had been no direct communication from him in the two weeks that the crew had been gone. As usual these days, George was the crew’s point of contact and the one to touch base with headquarters.


  But Lauren couldn’t help wishing – expecting – hoping - that Ben might have sent her a personal email or called her cell phone to – what? Apologize? See how she was feeling after what had certainly been a real bitch of a hangover? Set up a time to finally have that long overdue talk?


  She shook her head impatiently, furious at herself to feel disappointed, and that she had ever allowed herself to feel hope. It couldn’t have been more obvious that Ben deeply regretted their heated make-out session, and that he’d very intentionally not contacted her as a way of re-establishing boundaries between them. He was still with Elle, after all, and even though there had been no announcement of an engagement as yet, that didn’t mean it wasn’t forthcoming. And Lauren had definitely made a fool of herself with her wanton behavior that night, especially since Ben now knew without a doubt that she was still attracted to him. She had no idea how she was going to be able to face him in a couple of days, and even less idea how she could possibly continue to work with him now.


  The emails had been drafted for days now. She had typed both of them up her second night here in the islands, and had made daily revisions to the longer of the two. But she’d lacked the nerve to actually press the Send button, knowing there would be repercussions involved when she did.


  This trip to the Andaman and Nicobar Islands had been a bittersweet one for Lauren. The crew had made the most of their time here – snorkeling, diving, exploring – and she had loved the wildness of the place, the unspoiled beaches, the spicy, exotic foods.


  But always in the back of her mind had been the thought that this would in all likelihood be her last trip with Karl, Chris, and George – her final assignment with the magazine. It all depended on whether or not she had the guts to hit that damned Send button.


  The sliding door of the room next to hers opened, and Karl ambled out onto his adjoining balcony, carrying a bottle of some local beer.


  “Thought I’d find you out here,” he drawled, resting his arms on the balcony railing just as she was doing.


  She shrugged. “Our last night here. Might as well enjoy it. When we get back to New York in a couple of days – literally, thanks to our fantastic flight arrangements – it will already be autumn. Summer will be over.”


  “Not for long,” reminded Karl. “When it’s autumn in New York, it’s spring in other parts of the world. And you can’t stop the seasons from changing, kiddo. Nothing stays the same forever, you know.”


  Lauren reached across the low ledge that separated their balconies and hooked her arm through his, leaning her head on his shoulder. “Don’t remind me, you jerk. We’ve had a good thing going these last few years – you, me, and Chris – and now you want to spoil it all.”


  Karl chuckled, pressing a brotherly kiss to the top of her head. “Matter of opinion, Your Majesty. I can tell you that my new wife has a very different point of view.”


  She shook her head. “Don’t forget I’ve been caught in the middle of too many of your epic battles over the years. How in hell are you going to actually live together?”


  “I’ll admit the thought has me a little worried, to,” replied Karl. “But ever since Tam found out she was pregnant, our whole relationship has changed. It’s like we both decided at the same time to put aside our individual issues and focus on raising our kid the right way. We decided,” he added somberly, “that it was finally time for both of us to grow up.”


  Lauren stuck her lip out in a pout. “Well, hell, where’s the fun in that?” she joked. “Maybe some of us don’t want to grow up, you know?”


  “I know,” Karl told her gently, squeezing her shoulder. “But like it or not, kiddo, it’s time. At least for me and Tam. Having a baby is serious stuff, and I can’t continue taking the risks involved when we go on these trips.”


  “Risks? Hah! What risks?” she demanded. “It’s not like we’re war correspondents or anything.”


  “Agreed. But we do take risks every time we’re on an assignment. Like rappelling down canyons, flying in small planes and helicopters, bar fights in Croatia,” he teased. “Not to mention that all this traveling is hard on a relationship. Ben’s going to have a tough decision on his hands if he decides to – uh, never mind.”


  But Lauren was like the proverbial dog with a bone when she scented some juicy gossip. “What about Ben? And what’s this tough decision he has to make? Oh. Do you mean about the engagement?”


  Karl gave her an odd look. “What engagement? To Elle? Who told you that?”


  Lauren drained her wine glass. “She did. Just before they went on that trip to Spain last month. She seemed pretty sure that he was going to pop the question during their vacation.”


  Karl shook his head. “First time I’m hearing about it. And given the fact that Ben might decide to take my job when I leave at the end of the year, I doubt he’s thinking about getting married. And – ah, shit, I just spilled the beans, didn’t I?”


  She laughed and placed a smacking kiss on his bearded cheek. “You always were lousy at keeping secrets. It’s one of the many things I’m going to miss about you. Now, what’s all this about Ben taking your job? Where did you hear that bit of news?”


  He sighed. “I really shouldn’t say anything, especially since I was the one who put the idea in his head right before we left on this trip. Who knows if he’s taking it seriously or not. But it sounds like he definitely won’t be staying in his current job once his contract’s up. Hates all the paper pushing and the meetings, and not being part of the action.”


  “Wow.” She shook her head in disbelief. “That would be – mind-blowing. I mean, it’s not only a complete change of direction in his career, but it would mean a pay cut as well. And I can’t imagine Elle would be too happy with him traveling so much. She seems – needy.”


  Karl guffawed. “Ya think? Not to mention the bigger issue that I pointed out to Ben – namely, how Elle would really, really not like the idea of him traveling with you. I doubt she could handle the two of you taking the Staten Island Ferry together, much less traveling to exotic locales for two weeks at a time.”


  Lauren stared at her co-worker slack-jawed. “You told him that?” she croaked. “What – what did he say?”


  Karl gave her a devilish grin. “Well, he didn’t deny it, if that’s what you mean. And he also acknowledged that – what was all that again – oh, yeah. He admitted that he thinks you’re hot, and that the two of you might have some quote unquote “chemistry” between you but that there was nothing actually going on. And while the first two points are so obvious that a total stranger would pick up on them within twenty seconds, I’m not buying the third one. Because I’ve known for a long time now, kiddo, that you and the boss have a real thing for each other. It’s like an electrical storm every time the two of you are in the same room.”


  It was one of the very few times in her life that Lauren was rendered speechless. Karl looked very smug as he drank his beer, and she was sorely tempted to give him a shove or pull his long hair in retaliation. And even though it was a true rarity for her, she also knew when to concede a point.


  She acknowledged with a scowl that there was no way she was going to be able to bluff or bullshit her way out of this one. Karl knew her too well, and had obviously taken very thorough notice of her reaction to the little bombshell he had just dropped on her.


  “Shit.” She drained her wine glass and held up the nearly empty bottle. “If we’re going to have this discussion, we’re definitely going to need more booze. Story of my life.”


  ***


  Forty minutes later, Karl was the one who had been rendered speechless.


  “Wow,” was all he could say. He was now sitting out on Lauren’s balcony beside her, having fetched another bottle of wine that they had just about polished off by now.


  “Yeah. It’s pretty messed up, isn’t it?” she asked, blowing out a breath. “And now I’ve got no clue what to do. I still love the bastard like I’ll never love anyone else, but I don’t know if I can ever forgive him for what he did. And where does Elle figure into all of this?”


  Karl nodded. “It’s a real clusterfuck, that’s for sure. But your aunt was right, kiddo. Whatever it is that Ben has to tell you, you owe it to yourself to hear him out. And given what I know about him – what a good guy he is – I’m pretty sure he had a solid reason for what he did.”


  “I can’t imagine what. In fact, I’ve spent the better part of six years trying to figure it out,” she admitted.


  “Stubborn, bossy broad,” declared Karl. “You should have let him explain a long time ago, saved both of you a lot of grief.”


  Lauren shook her head. “You don’t know that. I mean, if he cared about me that much, then why did he leave? It was good between us, Karl, really good. I know he couldn’t have faked that, nobody could. So did he get cold feet, have another girlfriend or secret family stashed somewhere, owed money to the mob? And believe me, those are some of the more logical explanations I’ve come up with over the years.”


  “Jesus, with that sort of imagination, you should be the one writing books,” chuckled Karl. “Look, stop driving yourself nuts and just let the guy talk, okay? I mean, I get it that he broke your heart but enough is enough, kiddo. Stop being so goddamned stubborn for once in your life and just listen to him.”


  “I tried, remember?” she replied sullenly. “He was too busy to talk. Told me to send him an email. And that’s exactly what I’m tempted to do. In fact, I’ve got one in my draft folder, all ready to send. Along with my letter of resignation.”


  Karl heaved a sigh. “Are you still on that? You know this is just a knee jerk reaction, Lauren. You love your job. And you love Ben. And if you can be a little patient, you might be able to have both. Because my guess is that Ben is well aware that he’d have to choose between Elle and this job. And if having you along is thrown in as a bonus, I’d take that bet all day long as to what his choice would be.”


  “A bonus, huh? How flattering,” she retorted. “But what if you’re wrong, Karl? What if he is serious about Elle and plans to stay in his current job? Because if that’s the case, there is no way I can go on this way.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “It’s too hard, you know? To see him so often and know he’s with her. To not be able to tell him how I feel. So if he stays with her – I go. I’m going to go out of my mind soon otherwise.”


  Karl squeezed her hand. “Then tell him, honey. You’re the bravest, ballsiest chick I’ve ever met. Nothing intimidates you or scares you off. So as soon as we get back to New York, you march into Ben’s office, lock the door, and tell him everything you just told me. Life’s too short, kiddo, so stop wasting it, okay?”


  Karl’s words remained with her for the rest of the evening as she finished packing and got ready for bed. She took out her laptop to check her email one more time, and once again read over the two unsent messages in her draft folder. She wound up deleting one of them, and making yet another minor revision to the other, but held off on sending it.


  Her sleep was restless, a rarity for her since she usually slept like a log. But the conversation she’d had with Karl had set the wheels in motion in her brain, and try as she might she couldn’t stop them from spinning out of control.


  It was nearly an hour before her alarm was due to go off when she gave up on the thought of sleeping, figuring that with the twenty four plus hours of flying ahead of her that she could sleep on one or all of the four flights. She took a leisurely shower, dressed, and booted up her laptop again, answering several emails and checking a variety of websites.


  And then, just before she had to leave to meet the others, she hit Send.


  ***


  “For fuck’s sake, Georgina, you do not have to vomit again. It’s all in your head, understand? We have less than five minutes to make this connecting flight, and I swear if you make us miss it I’ll lock you in that damned toilet for two days.”


  But for once George was not letting Lauren boss him around, groaning loudly as he clutched his unsettled belly. “I can’t help it,” he gasped. “Go on without me if you have to, but I’ve got to – oh, damn!”


  Before Lauren could hold him back, George dashed into the men’s room, pressing a hand to his mouth as he disappeared from sight.


  “Damn him and his delicate digestive system!” cursed Lauren, kicking the nearest wall in frustration. “And damn Nadine for booking us connecting flights barely thirty minutes apart. I mean, even if it wasn’t still monsoon season the odds of a flight delay in this part of the world are pretty high. You guys do realize that if we miss this flight to Delhi it’s going to have a ripple effect and screw up the next two flights as well.”


  Karl patted her on the back. “Calm down, kiddo. George can’t help it if he’s got motion sickness. And it was a pretty turbulent flight, you must admit. I’m a little queasy myself.”


  Lauren glared at him. “You’re not helping, Karl. It’s bad enough we’ve got to take four flights, but Chennai International would not be my first – or even my hundred and first – choice of airports to hang around in for a few hours waiting for a new connection.”


  Chris nodded. “I’m with Lauren. Maybe we should just run for the gate and let George find his own way home. Why should we have to be miserable just because he’s got a weak gut?”


  “And don’t you think that maybe, just maybe, someone who already knew he suffered from motion sickness shouldn’t have taken this job?” muttered Lauren darkly. “Considering that eighty percent of this job involves travel.”


  George emerged from the men’s room a few seconds later, looking as though he was about to collapse. He was pale, sweating, and shaking, and Lauren grabbed his arm impatiently, plucking his laptop bag from his other hand and tossing it to Karl.


  “Come on, Georgina,” she told him irritably. “We’ve now got about ninety seconds before our flight to Delhi takes off, so you’d better be prepared to run for your life. Otherwise, your head’s going to be the next thing that gets flushed down that toilet.”


  ***


  New York


  It was just past six a.m. when Ben emerged from the shower, a towel wrapped around his waist while he used a second to dry his hair. His bedroom was dimly lit as he began to pull clothes from his closet and dresser, not worrying about waking Elle at such an early hour since she was fast asleep across the hall.


  Since her parents had returned to England more than three weeks ago, he had yet to return to Elle’s bed. He’d been spending a lot of extra time at the office, arriving in very early and staying until well past quitting time. He had admittedly been avoiding her, not ready just yet to have “the talk”, but he hoped his increasing absences were also helping in his quest to let her down easy.


  There was no possible way, he reasoned as he pulled on a pair of jeans, that Elle could not realize their relationship had some serious problems. Aside from the fact that they hadn’t slept together in months, he had become increasingly withdrawn and uncommunicative. But Elle continued to act as if nothing was wrong, smiling and conversing normally, and not addressing the oversized elephant in the room. That she was in a state of denial was glaringly obvious, and Ben resolved not to keep her in limbo any longer. He was going to talk to her this weekend, he promised himself, even if it was a certainty that there would be a huge scene.


  He would stay in a hotel for a week or two until he could find a short-term rental. Elle would be upset, deeply emotional, but it was the right thing to do for both of them. He just hoped that eventually she would come to accept that fact, though he feared it would be a hard truth for her to acknowledge.


  His cell phone buzzed just as he finished buttoning his shirt. Ben frowned, for no one ever called him this early, even a crew member who was more than halfway around the world. And as he glanced at the caller ID, he noticed it was a local number.


  “Hello?” he said, his heart beginning to beat a little faster in trepidation. After all, who’d be calling him this early with good news?”


  “Ben. God, oh God. It’s Nadine. And, oh Jesus, I just had the news on. I was getting ready to go out for a run and I always listen to CNN at this time of the morning.” Nadine was babbling, pretty close to being hysterical. “And, God, the plane – there’s been a crash, Ben. A flight out of Chennai headed for Delhi. And, Jesus, I’m almost positive it’s the flight that George and the others were supposed to be taking.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  “Ben, Robert McKinnon is on the line for you.”


  Ben closed his eyes, rubbing the bridge of his nose where a dull headache had begun several hours ago, and had gradually spread to what felt like his entire body. He’d been expecting this call from Lauren’s family, had in fact picked up the phone three different times to call them first, but had been interrupted on each attempt.


  “Put him through, Kym. Thanks.”


  He had already spoken to both of George’s parents – two times each – both demanding answers and having hysterics each time; to Tamsyn, who’d nearly broken his heart when she had asked tearfully “Does this mean my baby is never going to know its father?”; and to Chris’s father, who’d been backpacking somewhere in Colorado and had either had a terrible connection or been half-stoned.


  This call from Lauren’s father, therefore, was both expected and at least a couple of hours overdo.


  “Robert.” Ben greeted him somberly. “I imagine you’ve heard the same news reports we have. How are you and your wife holding up?”


  The older man’s voice sounded hoarse, as though he’d been crying. “Not terribly well, Ben, as you might expect. Natalie is – not doing well at all. Julia and Nathan just arrived a few minutes ago, and they’re doing their best to comfort her. But I need to know everything you do at this point. Is there any chance that my little girl is still alive?”


  Ben had anticipated this question, had answered it several times already this morning, and wished again that he had more reliable information to share.


  “There’s a chance, yes,” he replied gravely. “Lauren and the others were on a flight from Port Blair to Chennai, and their departure was delayed by nearly half an hour. The flight also encountered some serious turbulence en route, which delayed its arrival by a few more minutes. If the flight from Port Blair had left on time, then they would have had barely thirty minutes to make the next flight from Chennai to Delhi – the flight that crashed on takeoff. Based on what we know, they would have had less than five minutes to make the connection, given that the two gates were in different terminals.”


  Robert’s voice sounded a bit steadier at this news. “So it’s quite possible that they weren’t on that flight? When will we know for certain?”


  That was a question Ben had been asked – and had asked himself – multiple times so far today. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Apparently, when the plane exploded on takeoff, it took out power and telephone lines, and no one’s had any luck getting much information. We have people here at the magazine in constant contact with both the FAA and the State Department trying to get updates, but until the passenger lists are released, or we hear from one of the crew, we won’t know anything definite.”


  “Yes. I understand. I’ve been watching the coverage on television, what little there is, and it sounds like the crash not only disrupted the communications systems but that the debris is blocking the main highway into the city.”


  “There hasn’t been a whole lot of news,” agreed Ben. “And I’m sure the priority is to tend to the victims of the crash. Plus, all incoming and outgoing flights have been grounded, which is to be expected. We haven’t even been able to reach them on the satellite phone, but I’m told that’s not unusual in these sorts of disasters, that communications can be blocked in order to give priority to emergency services. But we’ll keep trying to reach them, as well as utilize all of our contacts to get more news.”


  Robert blew out a frustrated breath. “I suppose under the circumstances that’s all you can do. Except to hope. And pray.”


  Ben shut his eyes again, rubbing his temple. “Believe me, Robert, I’ve been doing plenty of both since I first heard the news early this morning. We have to remain positive, have to assume that they didn’t make it onto that flight. The odds aren’t great that they did.”


  “With most anyone else I’d agree,” retorted Robert. “But with Lauren – well, you’ve seen her in action. She’d think nothing of badgering a gate agent or pitching a fit until they called the plane back to the gate.”


  “Even Lauren can’t control everything,” Ben assured him gently. “And given how tight security is at airports nowadays, I doubt she would have been able to pull something like that off.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” There was a pause for several seconds before Robert murmured in hushed tones, “God, if something happens to my girl I don’t know what we’ll do, Ben. My wife is holding on by a thread right now.”


  “I know exactly how she feels,” whispered Ben. “Lauren is – well, she’s a very special woman, isn’t she? And, well - ”


  “You’re in love with my daughter,” finished Robert. “Yes, I’ve been aware of that for quite some time. And I trust that if she makes it out of this that you plan on telling her exactly how you feel. Now, please. Call us the moment you have any news. No matter the time or no matter what the news.”


  Robert hung up before Ben could even start to think up a reply, and he was left staring dumbly at the receiver.


  But current circumstances didn’t allow for him to spend time pondering why Robert McKinnon had sounded so sure of himself just now, why he had very matter-of-factly stated that Ben was in love with Lauren. Had Lauren in fact confided in her father, or was Robert simply making an educated guess based on what he had observed?


  As the morning became afternoon and then began to approach early evening, the mood in the office began to darken along with the sky. At some point during the day, Ben’s office had become ground control, and there were always at least half a dozen people clustered around, searching for news online, trying to call the crew’s cell phones or the satellite number every few minutes. People had been bringing food in all day, and he was vaguely nauseous as he looked it all over – donuts and bagels, the remnants of a foot-long sandwich, Chinese takeout containers, half a pizza, a tray of assorted cookies and cupcakes. He hadn’t been able to eat a thing all day, just coffee and water, had no appetite whatsoever.


  “Ben, you should really eat something,” chided Nadine. She was red-eyed from crying, her voice barely above a croak. She felt responsible for what had happened, deeply regretted not having booked the crew on the direct flight from Port Blair to Delhi, but Ben hadn’t been able to summon up the energy to console her much, or to continually assure her that none of this was her fault.


  Needless to say, no one had been in the mood to actually work today. The staff was like a big family, after all, most of them having worked together for years. None of them wanted to go home, and while Ben appreciated their support, what he really wanted was an hour or two of privacy so that he could try and make some sense of this mess. A nap wouldn’t hurt, either, except that he was so pumped full of caffeine and anxiety at this point that he didn’t know if he’d ever be able to sleep again.


  His cell phone buzzed, and he snatched it up from his desk, only to heave a little sigh when he saw Elle’s name in the caller ID. Again.


  “Any news?” she asked as he picked up the call.


  “Not yet, no.”


  This was at least the fifth call from Elle since he had told her about the plane crash, and while he appreciated her concern, the frequent calls were a distraction he could do without at the moment. Elle had offered to bring food over, to keep him company, and he knew her feelings had been hurt each time he had gently refused. But right now he simply couldn’t worry about Elle – not when the only woman he’d ever loved might very well be dead.


  Ben shook his head, trying valiantly not to let himself sink into despair. He had to stay positive, had to hold on to whatever fragile threads of hope might still exist. The very thought that someone as young and bright and beautiful as Lauren could be dead was so unbelievable that it sounded like a bad dream. Maybe that’s all this was, he mused. Except that it had been the longest nightmare he’d ever had, one that had gone on for far too long. And if it was just a bad dream, then he was desperate to wake up from it any second now – to wake up and discover that Lauren and the others were just fine, that all the worry and panic and despair had been for nothing.


  And when she arrived back in New York, he wasn’t going to waste even one more hour without telling her how he felt – explaining why he had left her, telling her how much he had always regretted his actions, and how he had never once stopped loving her. He was going to do all of that and more – provided he got the chance.


  It was early evening by now, and somehow all of the food had been consumed. Nadine and a few of the others went out to grab burgers and shakes, and Ben humored them by asking for a mushroom Swiss burger and a vanilla shake, even though he doubted he could eat a single bite.


  He was alone for the first time since very early this morning, when he’d picked up the call from Nadine that had caused his blood to run cold. As a way to distract himself, Ben checked his email, the first actual bit of work he’d attempted all day. He clicked automatically through two dozen or more messages, deleting some, replying to a few others, forwarding the rest to Kym.


  And then he spied the message that had been marked as Personal and Confidential, specially flagged so that only he would be able to open it. But it was the sender’s name that really caught his attention, and he did a quick time and date conversion to determine when it had been sent. If his calculations were correct, then Lauren had sent this email roughly three hours before her flight had left Port Blair.


  His fingers were trembling as he opened the email and began to read what could very well be the final communication that Lauren had sent to anyone.


  Dear Ben,


  You have no idea how many times I almost deleted this email. Or how many times I’ve edited it over the past couple of weeks. I didn’t know if I would ever have the guts to actually send it, until someone told me last night that life’s too short and that I should stop wasting even one more minute of it. And I decided he was right.


  So, here it is, Ben. You asked me a couple of weeks ago to send you an email about what was on my mind, and while I was pretty pissed off at you for suggesting it, I decided that maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all.


  Here’s the thing. I fell in love with you six years ago, and I’ve never really stopped feeling that way. Even when you left me and broke my heart in a million pieces (you bastard), I still couldn’t stop loving you. And I know it’s probably not cool to tell you that when you’re with Elle and practically engaged and all that, but I can’t keep my feelings bottled up anymore.


  Okay, there. I’ve said it. Got it off my chest. Whew! That being said, I have no idea what happens from here, no idea how you feel about me or if you’re really going to ask Elle to marry you or not. I’m pretty sure you’re still attracted to me, given what happened at my aunt’s apartment, but beyond that I don’t have a clue.


  I’m telling you all this now, putting it in an email, because I don’t know if I’d have the guts to tell you face to face. I’m sorry I never let you explain before, but I was so angry and hurt when you left me, and then when you just showed up at the magazine last year I was still so mad that I swore I’d never believe anything you told me ever again. I admit that I’m stubborn and proud and that I can hold a grudge like nobody else can. But I can also admit when I’ve been wrong – difficult as that might be to believe. And while I still don’t understand why you left me six years ago, I’m finally ready to hear you out.


  I hope I haven’t made this all kinds of awkward, but if I didn’t tell you how I really felt now I might never have done it. So when I get back in a couple of days I’ll be ready to listen.


  And if it turns out that Elle is the one you really want to be with, then I promise that will be cool. I won’t interfere or bother you, and I’m prepared to resign from the magazine and walk away – for my sake as well as yours. Because as tough as I’ve always been, even I have my limits. And seeing you married to someone else is way more than I could bear.


  Love,


  Lauren


  His eyes were wet as he finished reading her somewhat rambling but nonetheless touching email. Ben buried his face in his hands, the sobs causing his entire body to shake as he prayed silently, fervently, for all of them to be safe and whole and well. He’d never been a spiritual man, hadn’t gone to church or even prayed since he’d been a young boy, but he prayed now, appealing repeatedly to some nameless higher power to answer his pleas.


  It was the buzzing of his cell phone that jolted him out of his grieving, and he reached for it automatically, hoping that it wouldn’t be yet another call from Elle, And he knew it wouldn’t be George’s parents or Tamsyn or Robert McKinnon, because they had all been calling on his office number.


  There was no caller ID visible, but Ben accepted the call anyway. The reception was poor, and he had to struggle to make out what the caller was saying. But when he recognized the voice on the other end, he nearly dropped to his knees in relief.


  “Karl.” Ben shuddered. “Jesus, man. Tell me that all of you are okay.”


  “We’re okay, Ben.” Karl’s voice sounded tinny, and there was so much interference with the connection that Ben had to struggle to understand every word. “We weren’t on the flight to Delhi. The plane was already on the runway by the time we got to the gate. And – Christ, Ben – we saw it all happen – the explosion, the fires, the chaos. It was – the worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”


  Ben attempted to stand, to walk over to his office window in the hopes of getting a clearer signal from the satellite phone Karl was calling on. But he quickly found that his legs were shaking much too hard to support him, and he sank back down onto his desk chair.


  “Thank God you’re all okay,” he told Karl fervently. “You have no idea how worried everyone has been. How are the others holding up?”


  “Chris and Lauren have been troupers. George has been sick as a dog, poor kid. In fact, we sort of have him to thank for us missing that flight. Our flight from Port Blair was like a roller coaster ride, and he had such bad motion sickness that he had to duck into the bathroom three different times to puke before we could make it to the gate. I thought Lauren was going to dismember him for a few minutes when we realized we’d missed the flight. And now – well, she’s been taking care of him, acting like a little mother hen.”


  Ben couldn’t help himself from smiling a little at the image that popped into his head. “You’ve got to take a photo of that because nobody will believe you otherwise.”


  Karl chuckled. “Yeah, maybe so. Speaking of which, Chris took a bunch of video and Lauren’s got tons of shots from the scene here. I’ve been trying to do some interviews and writing up an eyewitness account. Not our usual kind of stuff, for sure, but we thought under the circumstances – well, we are journalists, after all. It’s also helped to keep our minds off of how close we came to being on that flight ourselves.”


  “I get it. And I’m sure it will make an incredible article. Now, fill me in on the current situation there, and when we can expect all of you back home.”


  Karl gave him a quick update on the conditions at Chennai Airport. The power had finally been restored to the terminal, where all of the passengers had been stranded for almost twenty hours now without air conditioning or lights. Cell phone and internet service still weren’t easily available, and Karl had just now been able to get the satellite phone to connect. The airlines, who had their own back-up servers, were scrambling to re-book all the stranded passengers on new flights. Flights were expected to resume on the one functioning airstrip within the next eight to ten hours.


  “They were able to get all of us on a direct flight from Chennai to London,” said Karl. “Though it won’t leave for more than twelve hours yet. And they weren’t able to make arrangements for us from London to New York, said we’d have to take care of that when we get to Heathrow.”


  “Never mind that. Give me your flight info and I’ll have Nadine handle it for you,” declared Ben. “She and a bunch of the staff have been here all day, and should be back in a few minutes. I’m sure under the circumstances she’ll be thrilled to book flights for you. You might even get to fly business class.”


  Karl gave a weary chuckle. “I think we’d settle for the cargo hold on a FedEx plane right about now. Here’s the flight info.”


  Ben jotted down the flight number and its arrival time in London. “I’ll have Nadine jump right on it the minute she gets back with dinner. I’m guessing everyone will feel like celebrating when they hear the good news. I’ll text you the flight info as soon as it’s confirmed.”


  “Thanks, man. I don’t know if we’ll get email service back up here before we leave, so I may not see your text until we get to London. Have – have you talked to Tamsyn at all?” asked Karl tentatively.


  “Three times,” assured Ben. “She’s holding it together, but this has been tough on everyone. I think her parents are with her right now. You haven’t called her yet?”


  “No. We decided the first call should be to you, just in case the satellites got blocked again. Figured that way at least one person would have the news and could pass it on to our families.”


  “Good thinking. And you guys go ahead and call your families now. I’ll do the same, just in case you can’t get through,” instructed Ben.


  “Are you sure?” asked Karl uncertainly. “I mean, it’s expensive to use these suckers.”


  “Fuck the expense,” Ben replied flatly. “And considering how worried everyone here has been about you guys, nobody will have the balls to bitch about the cost.”


  “Okay. Thanks, Ben. Look, I’d better sign off then so we can all make those calls. This has been a real ordeal, I must say. Though I feel guilty for even thinking about complaining, given the circumstances. I’d much rather be sweaty, tired, and hungry than dead.”


  Ben closed his eyes for a few seconds, offering up a silent thanks that his prayers had been answered. “You got that right. And let’s plan on having a party when you guys get back here – dinner and drinks on me. Karl - ” he hesitated before asking his next question. “How – how is she?”


  Karl’s voice was reassuringly gentle. “She’s fine, Ben. Physically, at least, though she’s about ready to drop just like the rest of us. Emotionally, well – it shook her up bad. I think that’s why she’s been fussing over George so much, as a way to keep her mind off of what could have happened.”


  “I get it. I’ll let you go now, Karl, so you can get started on those phone calls. And I’ll contact everyone’s family, too, just in case you don’t get through. And Karl - ” Ben’s voice cracked a little, despite his best efforts to remain strong. “Take care of her for me, okay? Just don’t let her know you’re doing it or she’ll be pissed.”


  Karl chuckled. “I’ve been doing just that for five years now, and she’s never caught on yet. I’m not going to stop now.”


  Ben was grinning broadly as he set his phone down, feeling like a huge weight had just been lifted off his chest. Not to mention the hunger pains that he was feeling for the first time all day. Hoping that Nadine and the others would be back any minute, he was relieved to notice a handful of cookies still sitting on one of the platters. He devoured three of them before calling the first name on his list.


  “Robert? It’s Ben Rafferty. And I’ve got some very good news for you.”


  ***


  It was close to eleven p.m. by the time he arrived at the brownstone, both mentally and physically exhausted. Today had definitely been one in which he’d experienced both the lowest lows – fearful that his beloved Lauren and the rest of the crew had perished in the plane crash – and also the highest highs – after hearing from Karl that everyone was all right and would be home again in a couple of days.


  Nadine and the others had been overjoyed upon their return to hear the good news, and there had been a lot of hugs, tears, and cheers as they’d consumed the burgers and shakes, this time with a real appetite.


  Each of the crew’s families that Ben had called had been incredibly grateful to hear from him, none more so than Robert and Natalie. Both of Lauren’s parents had come on the line, thanking him profusely for the good news.


  Robert had told him just before hanging up, “You need to come out here to the coast very soon, young man. I think we all have a great deal to talk about. And I have one of Lauren’s photos to show you, one that I think will be of great interest to you. Take good care of my girl when you see her, Ben, and send her back home to us as soon as possible, you hear?”


  “Yes, sir,” Ben had replied rather meekly. He’d been too emotionally spent, and had had too many other things to get done, to be able to quiz Robert further on his somewhat cryptic comments.


  Nadine hadn’t been able to find a flight from London to New York for the crew until the day after they arrived in from India, so Ben had given her the go-ahead to book them into a hotel for the night. She had also reserved a flight for him to London, as well as a room at the same hotel. There was no possible way he could wait even one extra day to hold Lauren in his arms again, and he planned to be waiting for her and the others at Heathrow. And if Nadine had thought his request a bit unusual, she’d been too wrung out from the day’s events to question him.


  He had sent Elle a text to let her know that the crew was safe and well, but that he wasn’t sure when he would be able to leave the office. He walked up the stairs of the brownstone quietly to the second floor, not wanting to wake her if she was already asleep. Elle lived by the old adage “early to bed, early to rise”, and he knew she usually attended a early morning Pilates class.


  Her rooms were dark when he reached the landing, so he took extra care to be quiet as he entered his own rooms. Despite his exhaustion, he was still too wound up to even think of falling asleep just yet, so he set his alarm, grabbed a duffle bag from the closet, and began to gather up the clothing and shoes he’d need for the quick trip across the Atlantic.


  It was only when he walked inside his bathroom to assemble a few toiletries for the trip that he noticed a dim light coming from his office. Ben frowned, because he hadn’t even been inside that room for over a week. He poked his head around the doorway and almost recoiled in surprise.


  “Elle. What are you doing in here?”


  She was sitting at his desk and staring blankly at his computer monitor, which he sure as hell hadn’t left on this morning. And she looked as though a ghost had just flown through the room – pale and clearly upset. Her eyes were wide with some unnamed emotion as she slowly lifted her gaze to his.


  “You lied to me, Ben,” she whispered. “Over and over again. She lied, too. Both of you have done nothing but lie to me from the very beginning.”


  He walked into the room, momentarily ignoring the fact that she had chosen to invade his privacy by using his computer – an agreement that she had actually been the one to instigate right after he’d moved in. Elle was intensely private about her work, had both her laptop and desktop password protected, and they had both agreed never to use the other’s computers unless specifically agreed to by the other party.


  And yet here she was, having rather flagrantly ignored that agreement, staring at something she’d found on his PC.


  “What are you talking about, Elle?” he asked impatiently, definitely not in the mood tonight for one of her scenes. “And why are you using my computer? I thought we agreed - ”


  Ben stopped in mid-stride and in mid-sentence as Elle abruptly turned the monitor around so he could see exactly what she’d been staring at in near-horror – row upon row upon row of photos of Lauren. His very personal, very private collection – the one he had quite intentionally placed into a folder with a very cryptic file name. The vast majority of the photos had been taken six years ago in Big Sur, but there were others that had been added far more recently – last December’s holiday party, the photos he’d copied from her Facebook page of Julia’s wedding, another of Lauren on her motorcycle, a candid shot that Chris had taken of her in profile on one of their recent trips.


  “How could you?” asked Elle brokenly, tears beginning to well up in her eyes. “How could you lie to me that way, Ben, cheat on me - ”


  “I haven’t cheated on you,” he interrupted. “I told you more than once that I wasn’t having an affair with Lauren and that’s the truth. Those photos – most of them, anyway – are six years old. I knew her back then, met her one summer in Big Sur. But I left and we didn’t see or hear from each other again until I took the job at National Geographic Travel.”


  “That’s why you took the job, isn’t it?” she accused. “So you could be near her again. So you could start your dirty little affair back up.”


  “No.” Ben shook his head firmly. “When I accepted the job I had no idea she already worked there. I hadn’t looked her up at all over the years, had no idea where she was living or working at the time. And what we had, Elle, was about as far from a dirty little affair as you could possibly imagine, so stop calling it that.”


  Elle gasped, a hand flying to her throat. “My God,” she breathed. “It’s her, isn’t it? Lauren is the girl you were so crazy about when I met you, the one you were so broken up over. Oh, God, how did I never see that, never guess?”


  Ben wondered wildly how much shittier this day could possibly get, and ran a hand wearily through his hair. “Yes,” he told her quietly. “Lauren was the one. She’s the woman I told you about, the one I fell in love with.”


  Elle was shoving her hands into her hair, pulling strands out haphazardly from its previously tidy knot. “I knew it,” she mumbled, as though to herself. “I knew there was something going on between the pair of you. And both of you lied to my face. You and that bitch.”


  Ben’s jaw clenched in annoyance. “When did you speak to Lauren about this? And should I assume you were the one to tell her that we were as good as engaged?”


  Elle’s bottom lip trembled as she raised teary eyes to his. “We should be engaged,” she murmured. “We’ve been together long enough, it’s the next logical step in our relationship.”


  “Except that I don’t feel the same way, Elle,” he reminded her gently. “I’ve always been honest with you about my feelings, have offered time and again to move out, let you get on with your life, and find someone who can love you the way you deserve. I was never going to be that man, and you know it.”


  “Because of her!” she burst out. “You couldn’t let yourself love me because you were still in love with that awful woman! And I don’t believe either of you, Ben. I knew, just knew, that you were sleeping with her for months now, maybe ever since you saw her again.”


  “I haven’t,” he denied tiredly. “There was one time – just one – when we kissed. But that’s as far as it went.” He didn’t add that the kiss would, in fact, have gone a whole lot further if Lauren’s queasy stomach hadn’t provided a timely interruption.


  Elle shook her head. “I still don’t believe you. If there wasn’t anything going on between you, then why didn’t you tell me you’d known her before? I gave you plenty of opportunities, Ben.”


  He sighed. “I know you did. And believe me, I thought about telling you many times. But then you’d get upset when a waitress or a store clerk smiled at me, would become hysterical even. And I couldn’t even imagine how you’d react if I told you about Lauren. But I can see now that I was wrong. Regardless of how upset you might have been, I should have told you about her a long time ago, and for that I apologize. I was just trying to protect you, to spare your feelings.”


  “Spare my feelings?” Elle spat out. “Well, if you were so intent on doing that, then why in hell did you keep all these photos of her on your computer? And – oh, God – the ones in the bottom rows. They’re more recent ones, aren’t they? This one here – it was just taken in December at the office party.”


  Ben was almost ready to collapse with fatigue by now, too wrung out to have this particular conversation with Elle. But he knew there was no hope for it now, that there was absolutely no way she’d let it go until she had the answers she sought.


  “Yes, some are recent,” he acknowledged reluctantly. “Which brings up another point entirely. Why are you even looking at my computer, Elle? Especially since you’re the one who insisted we always respect each other’s privacy and leave the other’s computers alone. And I know I didn’t leave this on this morning. I haven’t even used this computer for almost two weeks.”


  Elle had the good graces to look guilty, and she avoided his gaze as she mumbled an excuse. “I was looking for the photos you took in Spain,” she explained sullenly. “I was telling Antonia all about our trip, and since they’re thinking of vacationing there next spring I promised I’d send her our pictures. And I knew you kept all your photos stored on this computer and didn’t think you would mind. But instead of pictures of our lovely vacation, I find this – this pornography.”


  Ben shook his head. “Christ sakes, Elle. By no stretch of the imagination are these photos pornographic.”


  “Really? What would you call this then?” she demanded, enlarging a photo of Lauren as she lay sleeping, her lush little body completely nude.


  His anger and irritation were beginning to reach the boiling point as he snatched the mouse away from her and abruptly powered down his computer. “I’d call it a gross invasion of my privacy and none of your business,” he bit out. “You had no right to go searching through my files that way, Elle. And I know you would have had to dig deep, since that particular file was very intentionally given an obscure name. There was no possible way you could have thought our pictures from Spain were contained there. By the way, I haven’t had the chance to even upload them from my camera yet. You were snooping, quite obviously, something you’ve made a huge deal out of not doing ever since I moved in. Or are the rules different for me?”


  “Maybe I should have snooped a long time ago,” she retorted. “At least then I would have known the truth.”


  He exhaled deeply. “If I had thought for one minute that you’d be able to understand and accept the truth – that you could trust me – I would have told you everything. But you’ve got to admit, Elle, that your reactions in the past haven’t exactly been rational.”


  “And apparently I had good cause to react that way!” she cried. “Tell me, Ben. Is she the reason you’ve been avoiding me these last few weeks? Why you’re still sleeping here in your own room?”


  He thrust a hand through his hair in abject frustration. “Should I remind you that – once again – it’s been because of your rules that we haven’t shared a room for so long? Because of your parents who’ve been our unofficial roommates for so many weeks? And, yes, I know they’ve been gone for awhile now and that I’ve been spending more time at the office lately. But that has nothing to do with Lauren. It has to do with us. It’s been my way of gradually bringing things to a close, Elle.”


  Her skin paled even more noticeably, her mouth hanging open in shock as she shook her head in emphatic denial. “No. You don’t mean that, Ben. How can you even think of breaking up with me? I love you, Ben,” she pleaded tearfully. “I’ve loved you from the start. And I’d do anything to keep you with me.”


  He scoffed. “Including spying on me? Breaking your own rule to go searching through my files? But that isn’t even the point right now, Elle. The point is that I should have never moved in here with you, should have never become involved with you. I’ve tried to be honest with you about my feelings, but I can see that hasn’t made any difference. And I wanted to do this slowly, to talk about it with you calmly, and for both of us to agree that it’s better to go our separate ways. This is not the way I wanted all of this to unfold. But, unfortunately, there’s not much else I can say right now except – I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you, Elle. I never have. You’ve been a good friend to me, but that’s all it’s ever really been for me. And it’s over now, well and truly over.”


  He couldn’t talk about it for even one more minute, badly needed some time to decompress from the hellish day he’d had, and he turned and marched into his bathroom to take a shower. He needed to grab whatever sleep he could manage before his early morning flight, and hoped like hell that Elle wouldn’t insist on continuing with this scene tonight. He quickly toweled off, pulled on a pair of track pants and a T-shirt, and walked into his bedroom – only to find Elle there staring in shock at the duffel bag he’d left on top of his bed.


  “You’re leaving already?” she said brokenly, her eyes swimming with tears. “You – you’ve already packed?”


  “No. I mean, it’s not what you think,” he clarified. “Yes, I’ve got a bag packed but it’s only for a quick trip to London. My flight leaves in the morning, and I’ll be back in a couple of days.”


  She sniffled. “London? Why on earth are you going there? And on such short notice.”


  Ben honestly didn’t know how much longer he could remain upright at this point, scrubbing a weary hand over his face. “I’m going there to meet the crew,” he told her, not especially caring at this point how she would take the news. “They’re flying to London from Chennai and staying there overnight until they can get a flight back home the next day. And I’m going to meet them there, make sure everyone is all right after the ordeal they just went through.”


  “Why?” asked Elle, looking confused. “You told me everyone was okay. Why do you have to go all the way to London for what sounds like barely a day, and then turn around and fly back here?”


  “Because I’m responsible for them,” Ben told her firmly. “They could have died today, Elle, they came within five or ten minutes of being on that flight. And I need to be there for them. For my sake as well as theirs.”


  “You mean for Lauren’s sake, don’t you?” asked Elle bitterly. “You’re only flying there to see her, Ben, not the others.”


  “I’d be going regardless, Elle, no matter who it was,” he replied tiredly. “Look, I’ve got an early flight and I really need a few hours of sleep. Can we please finish talking about this when I get back?”


  Elle straightened her spine, lifted her chin proudly, and gave him a decidedly unpleasant look. “If you go to London tomorrow, Ben, then don’t bother talking to me ever again,” she told him coldly. “You make your choice right now – me or her.”


  Ben shook his head sadly, then threw a few more things into his duffle before picking up his laptop bag. “I’m sorry, Elle,” he murmured. “I never meant for it to happen this way. But there’s really no choice to make anymore.”


  He placed his keys on the dresser before walking down the stairs and out of her life.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Heathrow Airport, London


  “I’m not sure which one of us looks the worst right now,” Chris commented as the crew began to slowly make their way towards baggage claim.


  Lauren looked at her three co-workers, then at her herself, before giving a little shudder. “I’d call it a four-way tie, Christina. All of us look like we’ve been through the wringer, and then tossed around awhile for good measure. And we all need a shower the minute we get inside our hotel rooms. Thank God Nadine booked us someplace close by.”


  Their rooms had, in fact, been reserved at the Hilton right here at the airport. And according to the detailed email Ben had sent to Karl, there would even be a private hire car waiting to take them to the hotel. It seemed, thought Lauren wryly, that coming within five minutes of being killed in a plane crash had its perks, for the higher-ups at the magazine seemed to be going out of their way to cosset the crew after their ordeal.


  Karl sighed tiredly. “Yeah, a shower sounds pretty damned good right about now. So does a hot meal and about twenty straight hours of sleep. We haven’t had any of the above for more than forty eight hours. And as much as we all want to get home and see our loved ones, we really need this little layover for once.”


  George, who still looked like he was about to collapse from illness and sheer exhaustion, nodded eagerly in agreement. “After an eleven hour flight here from Chennai, I’m not sure I could have handled another eight hours or so to New York without having a break in between. I guess it was a blessing in disguise that Nadine couldn’t find a flight home for us until tomorrow.”


  Lauren thought that the delay in their return to New York was proving to be a blessing for a very different reason – at least for her. She hated to admit it, but she was more than a little terrified at the prospect of seeing Ben again, especially after she’d finally taken the plunge and sent him that soul-baring email minutes before leaving the hotel in Port Blair. When her email service had finally come back up just an hour or two before they had flown out of Chennai, she had forced herself to check her in-box for messages. But there had been no reply from Ben, which really shouldn’t have surprised her. He’d been busy, after all, dealing with this whole episode, and she’d sort of figured that the subject matter addressed in her email probably called for an in-person response.


  But exactly what that response might be had left her uncertain, on edge, and more than a little jittery ever since she had boarded the flight in Chennai. The thought that she would have at least another day or two’s reprieve before facing the truth had brought a sense of relief.


  A relief that was very short-lived, however, as the escalator continued its long descent down to the baggage claim area, and she instantly spotted the man waiting at the bottom. He caught and held her gaze, and the sides of his handsome mouth slowly began to curve upwards into a wide smile. Lauren’s heart began to beat a little faster as the escalator brought her that much closer to him, and she could only stare back in bemused wonder. She noticed that he was wearing what appeared to be the exact same outfit he’d worn the very first time they had met – well worn jeans and a faded T-shirt, though his old biker boots had been replaced with a pair of trail running shoes.


  But it didn’t matter what he was wearing, because what really mattered was that he was here – now – and she knew instinctively that he was here for her. He’d come for her, she could tell by the gleam in his eyes, and the tenderness of his smile. And suddenly, just like that, all of the fatigue and stress she’d endured over the past few days simply disappeared as she realized he was waiting for her, had come to her when she needed him the most.


  “Hey, what’s Ben doing here?” asked George in surprise. “Karl, did you know he was going to be here to meet us?”


  Karl nudged George in the ribs. “He isn’t here for us, dummy.”


  “What – oh.”


  But Lauren didn’t wait to hear what else George or the others might say next. Instead, she wormed her way down the last few steps of the escalator, dropped her bag, and flung herself into Ben’s waiting arms. Her legs wrapped around his waist as he boosted her up, and then, not giving a damn if the entire world watched the show, she kissed him with every bit of pent-up love and lust and passion inside of her.


  Ben kissed her back just as fiercely, his tongue tangling with hers demandingly. There was no finesse whatsoever to this particular kiss, nothing the least bit smooth or practiced about it. This was a kiss of raw, desperate hunger, shared between lovers who’d been parted for far too long, and for whom this was a homecoming, a reawakening of a passion that had never died.


  When he eventually broke the kiss to come up for air, he whispered raggedly, “By the way, I got your email. Thought I’d deliver my reply in person. Oh, and in case you didn’t realize it, I love you, too. Always have, sweetheart.”


  Lauren actually giggled, a very undignified sound that she probably hadn’t made since she was about three years old. And then her giggles turned to squeals of delight as Ben spun her around, both of them oblivious to the indulgent smiles directed their way by the other passengers, or to the shocked expressions on the faces of two of their co-workers. The third – Karl – merely stood back a ways and observed the whole scene with a very satisfied grin.


  Ben set her down reluctantly as he greeted each of the guys in turn, giving them enthusiastic hugs and pats on the back. But once he’d spoken to each of them, he pulled Lauren to him once more, his arm firmly around her shoulders as though he was afraid she’d slip away. Lauren smiled to herself as she rested her head against his strong, comforting shoulder, because she knew that if it was left up to her she would never budge from this particular spot ever again.


  Clueless, naïve George obviously had no idea what was happening, though Chris had seemed to figure things out rather quickly. As they waited for their luggage to arrive, George was still shaking his head.


  “I don’t get it,” he said, staring at Ben and Lauren, who had their arms wrapped around each other. “I mean, you guys are together? When did this happen? And what about Elle? And I thought Lauren didn’t even like you, Ben. Some of the stuff she’s said about - ”


  Lauren clamped a hand soundly over George’s mouth. “Not now, okay? To borrow a very British term – appropriate, since we happen to actually be in merry old England right now – I’m totally knackered. Ben and I will tell you guys about it after we’ve all had some sleep. And when the four of us don’t smell like a herd of goats.”


  She removed her hand then, but evidently George was beginning to feel like his old self – his nosy self – and couldn’t give it a rest.


  “So, Ben, does this mean you’ve broken up with Elle? I mean, that was a hell of a – oomph!”


  This time it was Ben who placed a hand over George’s mouth, chuckling a little as he shook his head. “Later, George.”


  Lauren pointed an accusatory finger at the squirming George. “Don’t make me regret all the hours I just spent wiping off your gross, clammy forehead. Or spoon feeding you broth. And this is as good a time as any to remind you of your promise to have my boots professionally cleaned since your barfed on them. Twice.”


  Ben swiftly removed his palm from George’s mouth, gingerly wiping it on the leg of his jeans. “Remind me to wash my hands really, really well when we get to our room,” he whispered to Lauren.


  She grinned up at him mischievously. “Our room, is it? My, but someone is taking an awful lot for granted, isn’t he?”


  He growled playfully in her ear. “And someone is being her usual bratty self. And, yes, sweetheart – our room. You really think that I’m going to let you spend even one more night away from me after everything we’ve put each other through? And especially when I just came way too close to losing you for good.”


  Lauren sobered instantly, burying her face against the soft, familiar fabric of his T-shirt. “No,” she murmured softly. “We’ve spent way too much time apart as it is, haven’t we?”


  She was unnaturally quiet during the short drive to the hotel, more than content to curl up beside Ben on the padded seat of the limo, his arm holding her against him tightly. She noticed that he, too, looked “knackered”, and wondered when he had arrived in London. Lauren knew that this entire episode had been an ordeal for everyone involved – not just her and the boys but their families and friends, and the entire staff back at the magazine. And she also realized with a shudder that this situation could have been much, much worse had they actually made that flight. She had seen first hand the horror that had unfolded in the aftermath of the crash, had witnessed the death and destruction and the cries of anguish from the families of the victims. And while her sympathies were with the victims and their loved ones, she could still find it in her to be grateful that her own family had been spared such grief.


  During the brief phone conversation she’d had with her parents and Julia on the satellite phone – all of them doing their best not to cry – Lauren had discovered that Ben had kept in frequent contact with them while waiting for word on the crew’s status. Her father in particular had sung his praises, but she’d been too overcome with mingled fatigue and relief at the time to have given the matter much thought. Now, as she buried her face against Ben’s neck, breathing in his fresh, clean scent, she wondered just what had been said between him and her father.


  As they entered the elegantly appointed hotel lobby, Lauren had never in her life been more conscious of just how grubby she looked. Her clothes were wrinkled, stained, and had gone so far beyond smelly that she couldn’t think of a word to describe the truly rank odor they gave off. She knew from having peered warily into a restroom mirror that she had dark circles under eyes that were bloodshot and bleary from lack of sleep. Her hair was a greasy, lank mess of tangled curls that had begun to itch two days ago, and she was beginning to fear it would never feel clean again.


  But Ben didn’t seem to care a whit about her bedraggled appearance as he kept her tucked firmly against him. He had already checked the four of them in – everyone into a private room, which was another perk that they seldom enjoyed. Lauren, in fact, would be the only one sharing a room, though under the circumstances she was thrilled rather than annoyed with the arrangements.


  Ben’s room was on a different floor than the others, and as he ushered Lauren out of the elevator, she caught Chris’s knowing smirk, George’s still-perplexed look, and Karl’s gentle smile.


  “See you guys at dinner,” she called out. They had all agreed to shower and then nap for several hours before meeting up for dinner later this evening at one of the hotel’s restaurants.


  “Unless,” Ben told them with a wink, “we decide to make it dinner for two and order room service instead. We, ah, have a lot of catching up to do.”


  The elevator door closed on three startled male faces while Ben and Lauren shared a laugh as they walked down the hall to his room.


  Once he’d locked the door behind them, she held up a hand as he would have reached for her again.


  “Wait.” The question had been foremost in her thoughts ever since she’d seen him waiting for her in the airport terminal. And she needed an answer before things progressed any further.


  “What’s going on with – with Elle?” she asked hesitantly. “Because if she’s still in the picture, then I don’t - ”


  Ben yanked her against his chest, shaking his head firmly. “She’s not. It’s over with her, should have never really begun. I’m not sure what - ”


  Lauren placed a finger over his lips. “Shh. That’s all I need to know for now. You can fill me in on all the other details later. Much later. Because right now you need to help me decide what I need most – a shower or you.”


  Ben grinned, and then elicited a squeal of surprise from her as he swung her up into his arms. “Well, that’s an easy choice. You can have both at the same time.”


  He carried her into the bathroom before setting her on her feet. Clothes and shoes were swiftly discarded until they were both naked. Lauren turned on the shower taps while Ben grabbed several oversized bath towels from the racks.


  And then the next decision she had to make was what sensation made her feel more like weeping with pleasure – that of the hot, steamy water on her bare skin, or the way her lover’s arms felt as they wrapped around her waist.


  “Let me,” he whispered, his chest pressed up against her back as his soap-slicked hands cupped her full, aching breasts. “Let me take care of you, sweetheart.”


  She emitted a long, low groan as he washed her thoroughly, his hands traveling a sensual path from her shoulders to her belly and buttocks, before slipping between her legs.


  “Yes,” she breathed roughly. “Oh, God, yes. Please. I need - ”


  “I know what you need, baby,” rasped Ben. “And I’m going to give it to you. Again and again and again. Let’s see if we can maybe take the edge off a little for you, hmm?”


  The slick, soapy slide of his fingers as they penetrated her body was the most exquisite sensation she could remember feeling in a very long time. She braced her palms against the cool granite wall of the shower, her legs spreading further apart to allow him deeper access to her body. Her breasts were crushed up against the wall, the hard points of her nipples being abraded by the granite, as her hips moved in perfect synchronization with the steady pump of his fingers and the rub of his thumb over her clit.


  It had been years – six long, lonely years – since she’d experienced this sort of release, since her entire body had quivered in orgasm, and she’d cried out his name. The water was still sluicing over their bodies as he took her into his arms, holding her close, stroking her back soothingly as she continued to shudder in reaction.


  He washed her hair as he continued to tend to her, take care of her, lavish her with attention. And for once she not only allowed herself to be pampered but reveled in the experience.


  And then it was her turn to tend to him, her palm slipping down the broad expanse of his chest to where his cock was now standing at full, glorious attention, thrusting out as though begging to be touched. Ben’s breath escaped in a low, almost painful moan, his fingers gripping her shoulders fiercely as she began to stroke him slowly, deliberately.


  “That feels – fuck. You’re the only one who’s ever made me feel this way, Lauren,” he panted. “The only one who’s ever been able to make me feel so damned much.”


  She continued to stroke him with long, slow pulls, her hand sliding back to squeeze his swollen balls. “Do we need a -”


  “No.” He bit down gently on her earlobe as her thumb whisked over the slit at the tip of his penis. “So long as you’re still protected we don’t. You’re the only woman I’ve ever been inside bare.”


  She retaliated by sinking her teeth into his shoulder, smiling when she heard his grunt of pain. “Good,” was all she murmured as she guided the thick, throbbing length of him inside of her.


  For the second time that day her legs were wrapped around his waist, his brawny, muscular arms supporting her, lifting her higher to meet his deep thrusts. They were frantic, wild, in their coupling, grabbing and clawing at each other like animals in heat. Their bodies were slippery from the steam and soap, their mouths fused together wetly as the hot water continued to pour over them.


  Ben’s whole body shook when he came, immediately after she did, and Lauren clung to him tightly, half-afraid that his legs would give out from under him and topple them both to the floor. Their bodies were still joined, limbs tightly entwined, and his semi-hard cock still buried deep inside of her, when they did eventually sink slowly to the floor of the shower. They were both breathing unevenly, exhausted from the effort of their out of control lovemaking, and they could only sit there stupefied for several minutes.


  Ben finally turned the taps off and helped her to stand before reaching for a towel. Despite her protests, he insisted on drying her off, wrapping one towel around her body and a second around her wet hair. By the time he’d dried himself off, Lauren was nearly comatose with exhaustion, and offered up only a token protest when he carried her out to the sumptuous king sized bed. He laid her down gently, and began to pull the covers up over her nude body.


  “Wait.” She placed a hand on his chest, smiling a little to feel how rapidly his heart was still beating. “Aren’t we going to talk?”


  Ben smiled as he pulled the towel off her head, finger combing the long, damp strands of her hair. “Oh, we are definitely going to talk, sweetheart,” he assured her. “For a very long time. But not right now. You’re about ready to pass out from exhaustion. Sleep now, baby. And know that I’ll be here when you wake up. I’ll always be here from now on.”


  ***


  His face was the first thing she saw when she woke a few hours later. He was smiling down at her tenderly, his hand softly stroking her cheek, and it was only when she turned and pressed a kiss to his palm and felt the warm flesh beneath her lips that she knew he was really here, and not just another of the many dreams she’d had about him over the years.


  “Hey, Blue Eyes,” she murmured sleepily. “What time is it, anyway?”


  “Late afternoon,” he told her. “We still have a few hours until we’re due to meet everyone for dinner.”


  “Mmm.” She stretched luxuriantly, the covers slipping down her body to partially bare her breasts. “Best news I’ve had in a really long time. Now, tell me honestly, and no pressure here, you understand. But how many times do you think you can get it up before we have to leave for dinner?”


  Ben burst out laughing, but even though his eyes darkened with arousal at the sight of her nearly nude breasts, he pulled the covers back up to her chin. “Sweetheart, with you back in my bed, I think I could possibly break some sort of record in that regard. But not yet. Have you already forgotten what you promised me in that gut wrenching email you sent?”


  “Hmm.” She tapped her finger against her chin as she pretended to think. “You mean it wasn’t a really awesome blow job? Followed by the ride of your life?”


  Ben grinned as he brought that same finger to his mouth and nipped it gently. “Don’t tempt me, you little devil. I mean, no more than you normally do. And you know damned well what you promised me, Lauren. Now it’s time to finally deliver.”


  Her stomach chose that particular moment to rumble quite loudly, and she smirked in reaction. “Oops. Guess it’s been awhile since I’ve fed the little beast. And speaking of delivering things, any chance we could order up some room service?”


  “Already taken care of, Your Majesty. Come on, I’ll show you what I ordered. But first, you’d better put this on. Because if you walk around here naked like you always used to do, we’ll never get around to having that talk.”


  “Fine.” Lauren resisted giving him a knowing look as she slid out of bed and wrapped the white terrycloth hotel robe about her body, folding the overlong cuffs back twice.


  Ben had ordered a pot of hot coffee, some sandwiches, and a plate of assorted cookies and brownies, all of which Lauren pounced on like a bear who had just emerged from a months long hibernation.


  Ben eyed her dubiously as she poured herself a third cup of coffee and reached for yet another brownie. “Aren’t you afraid you’ll be too full for dinner?”


  She shot him a look of disbelief. “You’re kidding, right? I mean, this here is like a little afternoon snack to me. And considering how many meals I’ve skipped – vending machine peanuts do not count as a meal, I don’t care what Chris says – I’ve got a lot of lost time to make up for.”


  “So do we.” His voice was somber as he slid a hand over hers, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “And if you can eat and listen at the same time I’d say that this is as good a time as any for me to start talking.”


  Lauren nodded, her mouth too full of an oatmeal raisin cookie to speak.


  Ben took a deep breath before he began. “I never told you a whole lot about my family, or what it was like for me growing up. I mean, you know I’m from Ohio and that my parents split up when I was just a kid, but that’s about it. What you don’t know is just how different my childhood must have been from what you and Julia experienced.”


  He took a sip of his own coffee before continuing. “My parents got married real young. Barely twenty years old. They had dated since high school, figured they’d get married eventually, but when my mom became pregnant with me they had to hurry things along. And their marriage was probably doomed from the start, even though they toughed it out for seven years.”


  Ben propped his chin in his hand. “The town I grew up in was largely blue collar. Very working class. My dad worked as a mechanic while my mom was a clerk at the grocery store. Neither of them had ever once considered going to college, making a better life for themselves, moving away. All of their family and friends were there, and they were all in the same sort of situation so it never occurred to them to want something different. But once my parents split up, those same goals – the ones they didn’t want – were just about the only thing that kept me going – the need to have a different life, a better life, than what they settled for.”


  Lauren poured both of them more coffee. “I got the impression from the little you did tell me that things were pretty rough for you after they divorced.”


  “Not rough, more like lonely,” corrected Ben. “Within a few months after they split up, both of them had someone new in their lives and they each got remarried within a year of the divorce. My mom was pregnant when she married husband number two – history repeating itself, so it seems. And once she and my father started new families – well, I was never really sure where I belonged or where I fit in after that.”


  He paused a moment to stare out the window of the room. “By the time I started high school, they were each on their third marriage and third set of kids. I was more or less forgotten most of the time, shuttled back and forth between them, staying a week with one, a month with the other, always having to bunk in with one of my half-siblings wherever I went. All of my stuff – clothes, books, mementoes – were kept in a couple of suitcases and backpacks that I’d haul back and forth with me. It was little wonder that by the time my senior year of high school rolled around I had started keeping a calendar where I’d check off the days until I was out of school and on my own. And where I could finally have a bed of my own and a permanent place to keep my things.”


  Lauren’s heart ached for the lonely, unwanted boy he had been, and she cupped his unshaven cheek in her hand tenderly. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “Sorry that it had to be that way for you.”


  Ben gave a little shrug. “It wasn’t that bad. Not really. I mean, I was never abused or neglected, nothing like that. I just never seemed to belong anywhere, never felt like I was part of the family. And I never felt wanted. Not until I met you. But I’m getting ahead of myself just a little.”


  She laced her fingers up with his. “Go on.”


  “Reading – and then writing – became my escape from the time I was eleven or so. And I was a good writer, all of my teachers told me so, and I even won some awards for it. I knew fairly early on that’s what I wanted to do with my life – write. And to travel. And for damned sure to get away from the town I grew up in.”


  Lauren nodded. “I don’t blame you in the least. Doesn’t sound like the sort of place – or home life – that you’d want to go back and visit.”


  “You’ve got that right. Now, you know some of this next part already. I did a couple of years at the local community college so that I could save up enough money to transfer to Northwestern. After graduation I drifted around a lot, trying to break in with a travel publication since that’s what I’d decided I really wanted to write about. I’d sell an article now and again, pick up odd jobs along the way in order to pay the bills. And then I got the inspiration to write an article about traveling Highway One in California. I was making my way down the coast, staying a night here, a night there. And then I reached Big Sur and my whole life was changed forever in the matter of a minute.”


  Ben’s smile made her heart ache with its poignancy, and she shivered a bit in reaction as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.


  “Meeting you for the first time,” he recalled with a chuckle, “was like getting hit square in the chest with a thunderbolt. And when I touched you for the first time it felt as though I had a lightning rod beneath my fingertips. You were so full of life, Lauren, so happy and carefree. I’d never met anyone like you before, had never imagined a girl like you really existed. And those days I had with you in Big Sur were far and away the absolute best ones of my life. The happiest I’ve ever been. And,” he added as he ran a finger over her lips, “the only time in my life I ever came close to being in love.”


  Tears began to pool in her eyes, and she felt her chin wobble just a bit. “Then why?” she whispered sadly. “Why? You don’t know how many times I’ve asked myself that question, Ben, or all the different reasons I dreamed up as to why you’d want to leave me. I knew you were happy there, knew that no one could fake those sort of feelings.”


  He used his thumb to gently wipe away the lone tear that had begun to trickle down her cheek. “I wouldn’t have begun to know how to fake it,” he assured her. “And I sure as hell never faked anything with you. Being with you in Big Sur was the most real and true thing that I’ve ever felt. And the decision to leave that morning was without a doubt the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my life. I never, ever want to have to make a choice like that again.”


  Lauren took his hand in hers, squeezing it tight. “So why did you? Why did you break my heart, you rotten bastard?”


  Ben laughed in spite of himself. “I didn’t want to leave. Believe me, even while I was riding away all I could think of was turning that motorcycle around and heading back to you. Back to that cabin that felt more like home to me than anywhere else I’d ever lived. And back to you, who made me feel happier and more alive than anything else I’d ever known. But I kept on going and didn’t let myself look back because I knew I could never be enough for you. And I couldn’t bear to think of what would happen to you – to us – when you eventually realized that.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t get it. You were everything I could ever want. I know I never told you back then – maybe I should have, considering what happened – but I was crazy in love with you, Ben. Still am. Never stopped. Not even when I was cursing you in three different languages.”


  His laugh this time was genuine. “Now that I have no trouble envisioning. God, how I loved that about you! How honest you were, how much you felt, how you never held anything back. You were the brightest, most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and the fear that I’d be the one responsible for dimming all that light was what made me run from you. I didn’t want to ruin your life, Lauren. The life that you were always meant to live. A life that I just couldn’t give you back then.”


  “What life?” whispered Lauren brokenly. She felt tears fill her eyes again, but she was too dazed by what she was hearing now to brush them away. “A life without you? Why would I have ever wanted that?”


  “Because I had nothing to offer you back then, sweetheart,” he told her earnestly. “God, how can you forget so easily? Everything I owned in the word – including a piece of crap camera, as some smart-ass girl once called it – I was carrying with me on my equally crappy motorcycle. I had no place to live, didn’t own a single piece of furniture, had no real job, barely enough money in my checking account to pay my bills. Whereas you - ” his voice trailed off as he shook his head.


  Lauren frowned. “Whereas I – what?”


  Ben heaved a sigh. “You were just about the most down to earth, unpretentious person I’d ever met. But that didn’t mean you weren’t used to having nice things, hadn’t grown up with a certain standard of living. I knew your parents had money – a lot of it – knew that just the land both of their houses was built on was worth a fortune. And I figured they wouldn’t be too happy if their precious daughter brought someone like me home for dinner. I could just imagine what they would have thought – especially your father.”


  Her gaze narrowed dangerously as she gave him a ferocious scowl. “My parents would have welcomed you with open arms,” she told him sternly. “Because that’s the sort of people they are. Yes, they have money, money that they’ve both worked very hard for. But they’re also kind and generous and just about the most open-minded people I know. They also trust my judgment implicitly. And if I had brought you home to meet them, told them you were the man I loved – the only man for me – then they wouldn’t have questioned me for one second. And they sure as hell wouldn’t have cared how much money you did or didn’t have.”


  He shook his head. “I didn’t know that at the time, did I? All I could see was this world you’d grown up in – a world so different from mine it might as well have been on another planet. You’d been loved and cherished and protected, while I’d never once known any of those things. And – God – you were twenty years old, Lauren. Twenty. You’d seen nothing of the world yet, had never had to fend for yourself or make tough decisions. I knew you had all these grand plans to become a professional photographer, to see the world, have all these amazing adventures.” He paused, closing his eyes for a moment before finishing his thoughts. “And I couldn’t bear the thought of holding you back, of keeping you from realizing those dreams. Because I knew how talented you were, how capable of achieving everything you’d ever wanted to do. And I wouldn’t let myself be the one who prevented you from doing all that. Or worse, to one day blame me for ruining your life because I held you back.”


  With each word, each confession, her heart had begun to ache a little bit more as it finally dawned on her what the real reason had been for Ben to leave. It hadn’t been because he didn’t love her or want her enough, or that he’d been afraid of commitment. He had left for her, because he’d been afraid of keeping her from living her dreams.


  “You silly, stupid man,” she scolded, pushing her chair back in order to climb aboard his lap, her arms twining about his neck. “Don’t you realize, Blue Eyes, that you were my dream? Or that by leaving me the way you did, my life was already ruined? Nothing has ever been the same for me since that summer, you know. I’ve never come close to being as happy as I was during those ten days. They were the best days of my life, too.”


  He cuddled her close, pressing a kiss to her forehead as she rested her head on his shoulder. “Leaving you was the biggest regret of my life,” he told her solemnly. “There wasn’t a single day that went by when I didn’t wish I had made a different decision. Though I still don’t know what I could have done differently.”


  Lauren gave him a playful punch on the arm, grinning when he winced. “For starters, you ass, you could have tried talking to me. Could have been honest. We would have figured something out.”


  “Can you really say that, though?” he questioned. “If I had stayed with you, maybe followed you back to L.A. for a year while you finished college, taken some job just to get by for a year – what would have happened then? If you had won the photo contest and the job at National Geographic Travel – would you have still taken it if I was around? I’m guessing you would have turned it down so that you wouldn’t have had to leave me behind. And that was exactly why I left you – so that you’d be able to have those sort of opportunities.”


  She shook her head emphatically. “As much as I love my job, Ben, I loved you more. We would have found a way to deal with things. Even if it meant being away from each other for a couple of weeks at a time. I would have always come back to you, you know.”


  “I know you, Lauren,” he told her lovingly. “You wouldn’t have taken this job in the first place, in spite of what you say now. You would have sacrificed your dreams in order to stay with me. And I would have wound up hating myself because of it.”


  “No.” She stubbornly denied his declaration. “It wouldn’t have happened that way. I wouldn’t have let it. We would have come up with some solution. And at least we would have been together. Instead, you broke my heart, you stubborn, pigheaded idiot, and made me hate you at times – even while I still loved you more than my own life. You should have trusted me, Ben. Should have talked to me.”


  He sighed, then gave a reluctant nod. “I realize that now. But you have to understand that I wasn’t used to having someone to confide in. For so many years I’d been forced to look out for myself, make my own decisions. And in spite of how tough you were, how capable you seemed, you were still so damned young. I was terrified that I was just a summer fling for you, and that when push came to shove you’d choose your career over me. And that would have broken my heart into a million pieces.”


  “We’ve wasted so much time,” she fretted. “Years we could have been together – should have been together. And then, when we finally met up again, somehow found each other, you were – with her. With Elle. And you broke my heart all over again.”


  “Hush.” He caressed her cheek. “That’s all over now. Should never have happened in the first place. Elle was a good friend, a nice person, but that’s really as far as it went for me. She knew there had been someone else, someone I was still in love with, and I think it drove her a little crazy to think about it. Especially since I always made it clear that I didn’t love her that way. She’d fly into these jealous rages simply if another woman said hello to me. And she was always suspicious of you, accused me more than once of having an affair with you.”


  “Me, too. It was at the holiday party last year, the night you and I danced together. Guess maybe we got a little carried away with the whole staring into each other’s eyes bit for her liking. Enough that she actually threatened to go to Daddy’s friend the big boss and have me fired if I didn’t leave you alone.”


  “What?” Ben stared at her in slack-jawed disbelief. “You’ve got to be joking. I never imagined her paranoia would go to that sort of extreme. Is that why you seemed more distant than usual towards me after the party?”


  Lauren gave a little shrug. “Maybe. Mostly, though, it just seemed sort of hopeless at that point. And you know what? I really don’t want to talk about Elle anymore right now. I’ve just had two of the worst days of my life, only to have all of that forgotten the second I saw you waiting for me at the airport. So I’d really rather just focus on that instead. Okay?”


  “Totally okay,” Ben whispered, pulling her head down to his for a long, searching kiss. His hands drifted to the belt of her robe, spreading the sides apart and pushing it off her body. Almost reverently, he traced a finger around one taut pink nipple. “And these are still the most sensational tits I’ve ever seen.”


  “They’d better be,” she gasped as he lifted one breast to his lips and tugged the nipple between his teeth.


  Ben rose up from the chair in one fluid motion, picking her up as he did so. He practically tossed her on the bed before quickly pulling off his clothes and joining her.


  “And nothing, nothing,” he whispered in her ear as his hands roved greedily over her body, “has ever felt as good, as right, as this. And every time I’d remember how good it was between us, what I’d walked away from, I died a little bit more on the inside.”


  Lauren clutched his head to her breasts, stroking his hair soothingly. “It was the same for me,” she murmured. “It’s like I was half alive for six years. So, come on, Blue Eyes. It’s way past time for us to be whole again.”


  He kissed a path down between her breasts to her belly, his hands stroking over her hips, thighs, ass, as he did so. “Let me, sweetheart,” he urged, spreading her legs apart. “I’m dying to taste you after all this time.”


  At the first lick of his tongue against her clit, her hips bucked up off the mattress as she clutched handfuls of the sheets. “Mmm, ohh, that’s sooo good,” she panted, as his fingers began a slow steady rhythm, pumping in and out of her slick, tight pussy. At the same time his tongue fluttered delicately against the inner folds of her labia before his lips closed over her clit, sucking hard. That was really all it took for her to climax, her lower body thrashing wildly to and fro as he kept at her, refusing to give her a respite from his unselfish attentions.


  But as she was finally coming back down to earth, his finger began to trace over a spot on the tender flesh of her inner thigh.


  “I, ah, think I’ve found one of those mysterious additional tattoos of yours,” he chuckled. “And now I know why that gigolo Franco thought my own ink looked so familiar. You had him make a duplicate.”


  “Yes,” she confessed. “It was my own personal little reminder of you. One that only I would recognize. A way to keep a tiny part of you with me forever.”


  As his tongue traced around the tiny mark, she flinched a bit. “That tickles,” she giggled.


  Ben lifted his head and gave her a wry smile. “I’m just guessing it didn’t exactly tickle when that bastard inked you, though.”


  She nodded. “You’d be right. Even with the numbing it still hurt like fuck.”


  He scowled. “And you had to have it put right here? The thought of his hands on you here, so close to - ”


  Lauren laughed and tweaked his nose as though he was a pouting child. “Relax, honey. The whole time Franco was working on this his wife was sitting there chatting with me. And if that doesn’t sound like enough of a cockblocker, both of his kids were playing in the room at the same time.”


  “I guess,” replied Ben sullenly. “But do I even want to ask what – and where – tattoo number six might be?”


  In reply she promptly flopped over onto her stomach and gave a little wiggle of her ass. She knew the second he found the tiny, almost indiscernible mark by his hoot of laughter.


  “Lips?” he chuckled. “What’s the reason behind this one?”


  She tilted her head up at him inquiringly. “You don’t remember? Well, allow me to refresh your memory. We were in bed, just like this, and I’d had my wicked way with you about four times in a row. You were kissing my back and then my butt, and you said - ”


  “That I wish I could leave an imprint of my lips right here because you had such a perfect little ass,” he recalled. And then his mouth covered the exact same spot as the tattoo before traveling a slow path up her spine to the nape of her neck. “And do you remember what happened after that?” he whispered wickedly in her ear.


  “Hmm. Let me think,” she said teasingly. “Did we take a nap? Watch the baseball game? Or did we – ow!”


  She flinched as he gave her a quick smack on the ass, his voice clearly amused. “No, you little witch. That is not what we did. What happened next was - ”


  Lauren gasped as he pulled and pushed her thighs apart, bending her legs out to the side as he slid the full, hard length of his cock inside of her body with one hard thrust.


  “Ohh,” she moaned. “Oh, yeah. It – it all comes back to me now.”


  ***


  The sun had set, and they had barely ten minutes before they had to meet the others for dinner. Lauren was calmly digging through her bag for clean clothes, stark naked and completely unselfconscious, while Ben could only stand there and try his best not to drool.


  “Okay. Found them. My very last set of clean undies. I have no idea what I’m going to wear home tomorrow,” she fretted.


  He stepped in behind her, the fabric of his jeans rough against the bare skin of her thighs. “If you can hustle this cute little butt up, we can make a quick stop at the gift shop in the lobby.”


  “Deal.” She pulled on her clothes in record time, ran a brush through her hair, and took him by the hand. “Let’s go.”


  Ben shook his head in amazement as they began to walk towards the elevator. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone get dressed that quickly. I guess the thought of buying new lingerie is a great motivator.”


  Lauren grinned, patting his cheek. “It isn’t that, honey. I’m starving again, so the faster we run our little errand, the faster I can start shoving breadsticks into my mouth. And tequila.”


  He slid an arm around her waist, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “As long as its not that extra expensive brand you like so much, especially since this meal is going to be on the magazine. And I was actually thinking that champagne might be more appropriate tonight.”


  “You’re right,” she agreed. “I guess we do have a lot to celebrate, don’t we? Like not dying in a plane crash for one.”


  “Well, there is that for sure,” he drawled. “And then, of course, there’s the fact that you and I are back together since you finally agreed to listen to my explanation.”


  Lauren gave him a meek smile. “I know I was an obstinate brat to keep refusing you. But I was angry and hurt and you know I’ve got a problem with holding grudges.”


  Ben rolled his eyes. “Who, you? Never. But you’re forgetting to mention all the other things we have to celebrate.”


  She cocked her head at him. “Oh, yeah? Like what?”


  “Let’s see.” He began to tick them off on his fingers. “Karl and Tamsyn’s wedding. Her pregnancy. Oh, yeah. My new job. The new apartment we’re going to find together in New York since I’m essentially homeless right now. And there was one more thing. Ah, I remember now. We need to drink a toast to our engagement.”


  Lauren blinked rapidly. “Huh? Come again?”


  He grinned lasciviously. “Maybe after dinner, sweetheart. You’ve sort of sucked me dry for the time being – literally, after that really incredible BJ. And of course we’re getting engaged. Just like we’re getting married – as soon as possible. Like next month maybe.”


  She stared at him in disbelief, her eyes wide. “Do you really mean it?” she whispered.


  Ben slid his arms around her waist and swung her around in a circle several times before setting her on her feet. He cupped her face between his palms and gazed down at her with so much pure love in his eyes that her heart felt like it might burst with joy.


  “Yes, I really mean it,” he told her passionately. “Now, listen carefully, sweetheart, and pay attention. I want to marry you on the beach at Big Sur. Nothing elaborate like your sister had, something simple and quick, but just as beautiful. Then I’m going to take you away someplace on a honeymoon where we can lie on a beach or climb a mountain or ride horses, maybe all three. After that I’m going to finish out the last couple of months on my contract before I join your crew as the new travel writer. And then you and I are finally going to see the world together.”


  She nodded enthusiastically, tears of happiness glistening on her lashes. “And then?”


  He gave her a sweet, soft kiss. “And then we live happily ever after.”


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Six Weeks Later – Big Sur


  Julia stared down at the beach just below the cabin in wonder. “I still don’t know how you managed to pull all of this off in just over six weeks. Nathan and I had six months and it was still barely enough time.”


  Lauren snickered. “That’s because your version and mine of the perfect wedding are very different, Jules. And the secret to getting it all done in only six weeks is knowing the right people. More importantly, the right people who happen to owe you favors.”


  Julia laughed and slid an arm around her sister’s waist. “Well, it definitely looks like everyone returned their favors big time. It all looks gorgeous, Lauren. Especially you.”


  Lauren smiled, turning around in a circle for her twin’s inspection. “You think so? That wasn’t the reaction you had when I first picked this dress out.”


  Julia had, in fact, been horrified when Lauren had insisted on buying her wedding gown at a vintage clothing store in San Francisco’s Haight Ashbury district. And the minute Lauren had spied the tiered white cotton and eyelet dress she had known it was the one.


  “But it’s a hippie dress!” Julia had protested. “Why couldn’t you have let Aunt Maddy find you something? It wouldn’t have been custom made like mine was, but it would have been a lot more elegant than this. And it’s – it’s used, Lauren. You have no idea who else has worn this thing.”


  Lauren had laughed heartily at the look of disgust on her sister’s face. “You are such a priss,” she’d scolded, pressing a kiss to Julia’s cheek. “Look, I’ll have it dry cleaned first if that makes you feel better. And it’s not a hippie dress. The correct term for this style is boho.”


  Julia’s dismay had only deepened when she’d learned the rest of Lauren’s plans – namely, to wear a wreath of flowers in her hair instead of a veil, and that she planned to walk up the aisle in bare feet.


  “You, too, baby sister,” she’d announced cheerfully. “In fact, it’s going to be a barefoot wedding, since we’re getting married on the beach. But you can slip into some shoes when we head back up to the cabin for the reception.”


  But the one thing Lauren hadn’t been able to talk her stylish sister into had been wearing a vintage dress of her own, unlike Angela, who’d calmly gone along with whatever Lauren suggested. Fortunately, Julia had found a new dress in a style that had satisfied both her and Lauren, though it still bothered Julia that her dress wasn’t even the same color as Angela’s, complaining that bridesmaids should at least try to look the same.


  Julia grinned at her sister now, carefully rearranging one of Lauren’s thick, tawny curls. “I know what I said. At the time I only wanted you to have the same sort of fairy tale wedding that I did. What I didn’t realize at the time was that not every fairy tale is written exactly the same. And your version of the story is every bit as beautiful as mine was, even if I do have to go barefoot. At least it turned out to be a beautiful day.”


  When Ben had first suggested getting married on the beach – the same stretch where he and Lauren had packed so many memories into just ten days – Lauren had been more than a little wary about the weather. Late October could be unpredictable here – foggy, drizzly, cold, windy. Fortunately, it was going to be a gorgeous autumn day – clear and sunny with just a light breeze – and the outdoor ceremony would go off without any weather related hitches.


  Everything else also seemed to be under control, a major feat considering the haste in which it had all been thrown together. But neither Ben nor Lauren had been willing to wait even one week longer to get married, quelling the few protests that had arisen from family and friends by insisting they’d already wasted six long years.


  Her parents had been the first to receive the news, of course. Ben had insisted she call them with the news within hours after they’d arrived back in New York, and Lauren had been downright shocked by their reactions.


  Natalie had been more than a little choked up, not to mention startled, but had been quick to reassure her daughter how delighted she was at the news.


  “It’s wonderful, darling,” Natalie had enthused. “Just think – both of my girls married within a few months of each other. And,” she’d added wickedly, “now it’s your sister’s turn to pitch a fit about her bridesmaid’s dress.”


  But it was when her mother had added softly, “I knew he was special when I met him that day at Norma’s – special to you, in particular,” that Lauren had nearly choked up herself.


  Robert’s reaction had been far more pragmatic – as usual. “Well, it’s about damned time that you came to your senses, my girl. And, yes, missy, I guessed how you felt about that man of yours close to a year ago. It was when I met him for the first time face to face and remembered where I’d seen him before. Or at least a black and white profile shot of him.”


  Lauren had gasped in surprise. “You remembered those photos I took after all that time? And how did you know it was Ben in the shots?”


  Robert had chuckled. “Wild guess. Father’s instinct. When you would get all up in arms about your Ben the Bastard, especially when he stopped you from going on that trip to Brazil, I knew that something was going on. Because you’d never had that sort of reaction to a man before, regardless of how angry he might have made you.”


  “And neither of you ever mentioned that you’d met,” she had retorted crossly. “Why am I the last to know these things?”


  “You’ve always been a nosy little miss,” Robert had replied calmly. “Always butting in to everyone else’s business, always insisting on knowing the latest gossip. And yet you kept so much of your own life to yourself – especially the fact that you’d met someone that summer and fallen in love. Or that the two of you met again years later and he happened to be your new boss. I decided that it was good for you to get a little taste of your own medicine once in awhile, so I very intentionally never told you that I’d met your Ben last year.”


  The scathing retort that Lauren had been about to give her father had died on her lips, however, when Robert had added gently, “He’s a fine man, missy. One I’m very proud to welcome to our family. And even though he’s a quiet one, I think you may have finally met your match. Ben’s not afraid of you, you know, and you won’t be able to bully or charm him into doing everything your way. With your Ben, still waters definitely run deep.”


  After sharing the news of their very sudden engagement with those closest to them, things had happened very, very quickly after that. Ben had stayed with Lauren at Maddy’s place for a few days until he’d been able to sign the lease on a modest, partially furnished place of his own. He’d had to make a very awkward phone call to Elle to arrange the pick-up of his things, a task that Chris and George had been enlisted to help him with. Lauren had considered it to be in rather bad taste to enter Elle’s house under the circumstances, and had contented herself instead with helping Ben to unpack at the other end.


  And it was when she began to unload a box filled with books, files, and other items that had previously been kept in his home office that her hand had closed over a framed sketch – a sketch that she recognized as the one she’d rather carelessly drawn of him six years ago.


  “My God,” she’d breathed. “You kept it. All this time. And had it framed, too.”


  “This is one of my most cherished possessions,” he’d told her with a kiss. “It’s always been the first thing I packed when I had to move, and the first thing I hung on the wall when I unpacked. It was the only thing I had to remind me of you, after all. Well, this and a couple of hundred photos, that is.”


  In recounting the story of what had really happened the night he’d left Elle, Ben had rather sheepishly revealed the secret stash of photos he’d kept of Lauren all these years. She had prodded him to show her the whole album, gasping with surprise when she’d noticed that at least a couple of dozen shots were much more recent, and she had half-jokingly accused him of being a stalker. But when she’d come across the dozen or so nude and semi-nude shots of herself, instead of being angry as he had assumed she would be, Lauren had grinned wickedly instead.


  “So it was this particular photo Elle was looking at when you caught her snooping?” she asked, pointing to the photo in question.


  Ben had nodded. “That’s the one. And as you can see it, uh, doesn’t leave much to the imagination.”


  “I can see that,” she’d agreed lazily. “And I’m glad you kept it. Glad that the snoopy, nosy bitch came face to face with my, uh, nakedness. She deserves it after threatening to get me fired. Not to mention lying to my face about the two of you getting engaged.”


  “Why didn’t you just ask me at the time if it was true?” he’d inquired.


  Lauren had shrugged. “Maybe because I didn’t really want to know the truth. Or let you know how much it would have devastated me if the answer had been yes.”


  Ben had taken her in his arms then. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted to marry,” he’d murmured against her hair. “The only one I’ve ever loved. So let’s forget about Elle, hmm? She was a mistake I made when I was lonely and vulnerable. And I’m just guessing you made one or two – or more – of the same mistakes yourself.”


  “Not as many as you might think,” she’d insisted. “I could count those mistakes on one hand and still have fingers left over. And God help me, but I’m not even sure I can remember their names or faces now. Because the only face I could ever see was yours.”


  They had agreed then to never again discuss Elle, or how desperately unhappy both of them had been during the years apart. Especially since they had a wedding to plan in a very, very short amount of time.


  Ben had flown out to California with her, more than a little nervous at the thought of meeting her parents again – and this time not as Lauren’s boss but as her fiancé. But his worries had been for naught, because the McKinnons had welcomed him into their home as though he’d been part of their family for years. Julia and Nathan had been down for the weekend, too, and the pair of them had confessed they’d done a bit of matchmaking during their visit to New York a few weeks earlier.


  Nathan had chuckled in recollection. “After all, it was payback time, Lauren. If it hadn’t been for your devious little manipulations that first day I met you, Julia and I might never have gotten back together. So I might have dropped a few hints to Ben that night at dinner, just enough to get him thinking. Looks like my machinations had the desired outcome, though. So we’re even now – sis.”


  Nathan’s good-natured jibe hadn’t stopped Lauren from smacking him on the side of his head, with Julia shaking her head in exasperation.


  “I think it’s a good thing that Mom and Dad never had a son,” Julia had declared. “Because Lauren would have been merciless towards him, if the way she treats Nathan is any indication.”


  “Nah.” Lauren had waved a hand in dismissal, just before giving Nathan an affectionate smooch on the cheek. “It’s just that he’s such an easy target, you know? But I think he’s a keeper, Jules.”


  Julia had smiled at her twin knowingly. “Just like Ben is, hmm? I finally figured it out, you know. Like you told me I would the night before my wedding. I put all the clues together, and right before we flew out to New York, all the pieces finally clicked into place. And I knew he was the one.”


  Lauren had rolled her eyes. “Jesus, it took you that long to figure it out? I think Mom and Dad should write to Cornell so they can get a refund for your tuition, because you’re nowhere near as smart as I thought you were, Jules.”


  But the twins’ good-natured ribbing of the other came to an abrupt halt when Natalie reminded everyone they had just over a month to plan a wedding – a wedding that would fortunately be a simple affair with fewer than fifty people in attendance.


  Ben’s head had been spinning by the time the weekend had ended, for between Lauren, Julia, and their parents, the entire wedding had been organized in the space of seventy two hours or so. Natalie had arranged for the catering, wedding cake, and decorations; Robert the music, drinks, and extra tables and chairs; Julia the invitations, flowers, and what Lauren had caustically referred to as “half a dozen little girly touches”. Robert’s brother Malcolm had offered to do the photography, while Chris would be video taping the ceremony for them.


  Lauren, meanwhile, had taken Ben with her to a very unique little shop in Big Sur where they’d chosen their rings, and she had also made a call to the minister who would be marrying them.


  “Actually, he’s really more of a shaman,” she’d informed Ben blithely, and had then disappeared into another room before explaining further. It had been left up to Natalie to reassure him that this particular shaman was well known locally, and would not be showing up to the wedding in full Native American ceremonial garb or something similar.


  They’d had to return to New York far too soon, but not before they had spent three magical nights alone at the cabin. Ben had fought hard to keep his emotions under control the first time he’d crossed the threshold of the place where he had spent the happiest weeks of his life. His hand had gripped the door jamb while looking around the great room, nodding in satisfaction to note that nothing had changed in six years.


  “Home,” he had stated simply.


  Lauren had nodded in agreement. “Always.”


  She had moved in with him upon their return to New York, and had been the one to suggest that they consider renting the place out to vacationers via a service like Airbnb once Ben took Karl’s job over in January.


  “After all,” she’d pointed out, “we’ll really only need this place for a week or two at a time. Our real home will be back in California.”


  “Actually,” he’d corrected her with a sweet, tender kiss, “home will be wherever you happen to be at the moment.”


  “Aw,” she’d gushed. “Aren’t you sweet? Maybe you should consider writing poetry sometime. But,” she had added more soberly, “you’re absolutely right, Blue Eyes. Home is definitely where the heart is, and since you’ve owned my heart from the moment I met you – well, you get the picture.”


  Lauren smiled to herself now as she recalled how that rather gooey conversation had ended – the same way in which most of their conversations seemed to end these days – in bed. They had both been rather intent on making up for lost time over these past few weeks and had – in her exact words – done a bang-up job of breaking in their brand new mattress by, well, banging – a lot.


  “Lauren, your uncle’s calling for us. He wants to take a few shots out on the deck before we head down to the beach.”


  Lauren smiled up at her best friend who had just walked back inside the cabin. “Thanks, Angie. Guess we’d better go find Uncle Mal.”


  She linked arms with her two attendants as they walked out of the cabin, shaking her head in disbelief. “Who would have thought that less than four months after Julia got married that I’d be walking down the aisle next?” she asked incredulously. “Or that Angie would be back with her mystery man.”


  Angela laughed. “Well, you did catch Julia’s bridal bouquet, after all. And before you even consider doing so, do not plan on me catching your bouquet. You do realize that this is the first wedding Nick has consented to attend since he was a kid, don’t you? He certainly doesn’t intend for the next one to be his. Ever.”


  Julia patted Angela on the shoulder. “He’ll change his mind one of these days, honey.”


  Angela shook her head. “I doubt it. You don’t know him very well as yet. To call Nick set in his ways is putting it mildly. And it doesn’t matter to me. Honestly. I don’t need a wedding ring or piece of paper to know that we belong together. Or to prove how much he loves me.”


  “If you’re trying to make me cry on my wedding day, it’s not working,” retorted Lauren. “At least not on me. But I think Julia’s about to ruin her eye makeup, so quit the sentimental stuff, Angie. Now, come on. You may not care about getting married, but oddly enough, I do. And it’s going to be perfect.”


  Julia smiled at her twin fondly. “Well, of course it is. You’d never allow it to be anything but.”


  Angela bent and gave her much shorter friend a kiss on the cheek. “I told you when you came to visit me in August that you deserved to be happy more than anyone else I know. And now it’s finally your turn, Lauren.”


  ***


  It was with a sense of semi-detached disbelief that Ben looked out at the group of forty or so people milling around the section of beach that had been set up just a short time ago for his wedding. The wedding that still seemed unreal to him, as did the fact that it was really Lauren he would be marrying in just a few more minutes.


  Lauren in particular had insisted on keeping the wedding small, just immediate family and their very closest friends and co-workers. She had also been the one who’d prodded him to invite his parents, even though he hadn’t been in touch with either of them for almost a year. Not surprisingly, his mother had mumbled some excuse about not being able to get away, the same way she had for both his high school and college graduations.


  But he’d been pleasantly surprised when his father – Patrick – had actually accepted the invitation and even brought one of Ben’s half-brothers along. Unbeknownst to Ben, twenty year old Callan had been attending San Jose State University for the past couple of years, and had made the drive down to Big Sur with their father. The two of them had been welcomed with open arms by Lauren and her family to last night’s rehearsal dinner held at the McKinnons’ beach house in Carmel.


  It had been both awkward and strange for Ben to see his father after so much time, as well as the half-brother he hadn’t seen since Callan was in middle school. But Lauren, with her outgoing, irrepressible personality, had somehow made it all okay, chatting with Patrick and Callan as though she’d known them for years, and making them feel like part of the family. It had touched Ben deeply to see how much she cared, and the effort she made to bring him and his family closer together.


  Levi had made it out, too, and upon meeting Lauren in the flesh had whispered to Ben that he must have gone a little crazy six years ago to even think of leaving a babe like her behind. He’d been initially intrigued to learn that Lauren had an identical twin, and then just as quickly dismayed when he’d been told that Julia was a newlywed of barely four months. Knowing what a ladies man his old friend had always been, however, Ben was willing to take bets on the fact that Levi’s visit here would not be spent alone.


  And of course the entire crew was here – Karl and Tamsyn, George and Nadine, Chris and Mindy. Even now Chris was busy video taping the guests as they arrived, and trying not to bug Lauren’s Uncle Malcolm – one of Chris’s professional idols – too much.


  Speaking of idols, it was difficult not to notice all the stares being directed towards the very tall, very buff, dark haired man who’d arrived with the twins’ best friend Angela – a man who looked decidedly ill at ease in these surroundings.


  “I can’t believe that Lauren’s best friend is actually living with Nick Manning,” murmured Karl, awestruck. “I was at a Tennessee Titans game once when the 49ers were in town. Manning put a hit on our quarterback that echoed through the whole stadium. The guy was a beast.”


  “Still is,” acknowledged Nathan. He and Karl had been chosen as Ben’s groomsmen. “I made the huge mistake of working out with the guy a few weeks ago. I was ready to crawl to the car – or puke – while he was still going strong. Nick could probably suit up and play ball today if he wanted.”


  Ben smirked. “I wish Lauren was here right now to see how this is going to unfold. Because I’ve got a feeling Nick is about to make the acquaintance of our boy George, and I can see the stars in his beady little eyes from here.”


  The three men watched in amusement as George eagerly took a seat next to the brooding, hulking Nick and proffered his hand. Astonishingly, though, Nick not only returned the handshake but continued to converse with a starstruck George until the ceremony began.


  Robert had arranged for a local string quartet to play the music for the ceremony, all four of the musicians longtime friends of the McKinnons. Ben had never been much of a classical music aficionado, and didn’t recognize most of the pre-ceremony pieces that were played. But once Nathan had escorted Natalie to her seat, the quartet struck up a tune that Ben not only knew but one that brought a huge grin to his face.


  It was a Beach Boys song, entirely appropriate considering the setting they were marrying in. The song was one of the band’s lovelier, more poignant ballads – God Only Knows. The forty or so guests stood as first Angela and then Julia walked down the “aisle” – in this case a length of burlap fabric that had been stretched out along the sand. Both bridesmaids carried simple bouquets of wildflowers, and wore more of the same blooms in their hair. Angela was wearing a dark red cotton print maxi dress that made her look like a 1960’s flower child, especially given the long, straight fall of her raven hair. Julia’s dress was a froth of pale blue and lavender tiers, and the caramel curls that were identical to Lauren’s tumbled in lush abandon over her shoulders.


  But it was Lauren to whom everyone’s eyes – especially his own – were drawn as she stepped onto the beach just as the music reached a crescendo. She was clutching Robert’s arm affectionately, her gorgeous face alight with happiness as she waved, winked, and beamed at each of their guests, blowing kisses to her Aunt Madelyn and her beau James, and then to Natalie. She looked so beautiful that she took his breath away, her simple cotton dress a hundred times more appealing to him than any designer gown of tulle and lace would have ever been. She, too, wore a wreath of flowers in her hair – white roses and yellow daisies to match the beribboned nosegay she carried – and she reminded Ben of some Greek goddess of the spring or the forest.


  Halfway up the aisle her gaze met his, and her eyes lit up with pleasure as she gave him a quick onceover. He’d been relieved as hell when she had scoffed at the idea of him wearing a tuxedo or even a tie, and she had been the one to select the plain white dress shirt and tan slacks he wore instead. His two groomsmen were similarly attired, and, of course, all of them were barefoot.


  Robert cupped his daughter’s left cheek in his hand as he pressed a lingering kiss to the right one. He whispered something in her ear that made her smile but that also brought a shimmer of tears to her luminous eyes. And then Robert was placing Lauren’s hand in Ben’s as the pair of them turned to face the shaman.


  Ben had been greatly relieved upon meeting the man – whose name was actually Jeff and not something mystical like Golden Eagle or Oberon – to realize he was just a normal guy. Lauren, in fact, had met Jeff years ago while surfing, and he was part of the regular group who went out on their boards each morning. And instead of some weird ceremonial robes, Jeff was wearing cargo shorts and a Hawaiian shirt.


  The ceremony itself was also quite normal, save for a couple of the blessings that Jeff invoked, and the burning of some incense that smelled like rosemary and sage. As for their own vows, Ben and Lauren had opted to keep them simple, pledging only to love each other with all their hearts, to make every single day of their lives an adventure, and to cherish every moment they would get to spend together.


  They exchanged their rings – identical bands of gold that had been delicately etched with the sun, moon, and stars – and shared a lingering kiss – to the delight of their guests who clapped and cheered.


  And then, as Jeff pronounced them husband and wife, the string quartet began to play the recessional – another Beach Boys tune – and Ben laughed with delight as he recognized the strains of “California Girls.”


  ***


  The reception went on for hours, long after the sun had set, the meal had been eaten, and the cake cut. The night was surprisingly balmy, and most everyone had gravitated out to the deck where a fire blazed in the outdoor pit. Karl was strumming his guitar, humming a tune or two, and rather unexpectedly Robert’s voice rang out in song.


  Ben recognized the song as Ray Lamontagne’s Trouble, and smiled a little as he thought how the lyrics could have been written with Lauren in mind. Not just the part about her being trouble – which he’d known from the first moment he’d laid eyes on her – but the line that talked about being saved by a woman. And there was no question that Lauren had saved him – from a life of loneliness, from never knowing the love of a family or a woman like herself, from merely existing as opposed to actually living.


  Karl and Robert were singing together now, their voices in perfect harmony, and Ben looped an arm around his brand new wife’s shoulder.


  “It’s been a day for very appropriate music, hasn’t it?” he murmured against her hair, inhaling deeply of the fragrant roses she still wore in a wreath around her head. “Though I still don’t understand how you knew about the California Girl connection.”


  She rolled her eyes at him. “Well, duh. When your buddy Levi there called the apartment looking for you one day and I answered, he said “Oh, so you’re California Girl. The one Ben was all gaga over for so many years.” I figured it would make a nice little change from some traditional classical piece that most people have played at their weddings.”


  Ben chuckled, hugging her a little bit tighter. “There is nothing the least bit traditional about this wedding. Or about the bride. But I wouldn’t have had either of them any other way, you know. Because in addition to being unique, you are utterly unforgettable, Mrs. Rafferty. Just ask Levi if you don’t believe me. I’m pretty sure he got real sick of seeing me moping over you.”


  Lauren arched a brow at him. “Mrs. Rafferty, is it? You’re just assuming I’m going to take your name, are you?”


  He shrugged. “Actually, it really doesn’t matter that much to me. You can keep McKinnon, hyphenate your name – hell, I’d change my name if it came to that. Because the only thing that matters is that you’re finally my wife. That after all that time apart we’re back together. And back in this house that is the only place I’ve ever really felt at home.”


  “Speaking of which,” she murmured softly, “how has it been going with your dad?”


  He smiled down at her, for she was still barefoot as she’d been all day, and the top of her head barely reached his shoulder. “Surprisingly well. My dad has always been the quiet type, a lot like me, actually, and talking about his feelings and such just isn’t his sort of thing. But he did manage to mumble something about not having been the greatest father over the years, and that he hoped we could try to mend some fences. He’s divorced again, you know. Third time. He swears he’s never getting married again, that he makes a lousy husband, but that he wants to try and be a better father. We’ll see.”


  “It takes two, you know,” she reminded him gently. “You’ve accused me of holding a grudge before, but I think perhaps you do as well when it comes to your family. I don’t blame you for being resentful, but maybe if we reach out a little to them it would make things easier.”


  “Maybe,” agreed Ben. “At least with my Dad. My mother – well, that’s going to be a much tougher one to crack. But not tonight, hmm? The last thing I want to think about tonight is my screwed-up childhood.”


  Lauren smiled at him very suggestively. “Okay, I’ll bite. What do you want to think about tonight, Mr. Rafferty?”


  “How fast we can get all of these people out of our house,” he growled in a low voice. “And after that how fast I can get you out of this dress and what’s underneath it.”


  She gave him a flirty pat on the cheek. “Honey, who said I’ve got anything on underneath? But let’s see if we can’t hurry things along here so you can find out for yourself.”


  Ben wasn’t sure what Lauren said to her mother and sister, but within the next half hour everyone had left – after Lauren had tossed her bridal bouquet to the half dozen single women who’d gathered around to catch it. At first Angela had hung back, shaking her head emphatically when Julia had urged her to join the little group. But then Nick had taken her by the arm and marched her firmly out to take her spot, refusing to let her argue with him on the matter.


  But it wasn’t the five foot eleven inch Angela who caught the pretty nosegay of roses and daisies. Instead, it was Madelyn Benoit who snagged the bouquet, to the utter delight of her sister and nieces. Lauren, bold as ever, had then turned to a beaming James Butterfield and told him quite plainly, “Well, now you have to marry her, Uncle James. After all, it’s tradition.”


  James had winked at her. “Already in the works, my dear. Isn’t that right, Madelyn?”


  Maddy had nodded happily. “We didn’t want to say anything, darling, didn’t want to take anything away from your big day. But James and I plan to marry on Valentine’s Day next year.”


  Lauren had given her beloved aunt a hug. “Looks like you and I are more alike than we thought, Aunt Maddy,” she’d whispered. “Because we’ve finally snagged the men of our dreams, the ones we never stopped mooning over, even when we thought we’d lost them forever. I guess sometimes it just takes a little bit longer for dreams to come true.”


  ***


  They honeymooned in Hawaii – a place that astonishingly enough neither of them had ever visited. They spent a week on the island of Maui, where they rented a spacious surf cottage only steps from the beach, and packed a month’s worth of adventures into just seven days – wind surfing, paddle boarding, ziplining, snorkeling, hiking, and driving to the 10,000 foot peak of Haleakala before dawn in order to watch the sunrise before embarking on a death-defying bike ride back down the mountain.


  It was a wondrous, magical week, and the newlyweds quickly discovered they had each met their adventure soulmate, both of them up for just about anything daring and fun. They played hard during the day, basking in the hot sun and refreshing tradewinds, and then relaxed in the evenings with sumptuous meals of the local cuisine and Lauren’s new favorite drink – a Mai Tai with an extra floater of rum on top.


  And of course they spent a great deal of time engaging in the sort of activities that honeymooners were notorious for – morning, noon, and night; in every room of the cottage; on the porch swing, the double hammock, and the hot tub; in their rented Jeep perched high atop a cliff; and on a deserted stretch of beach just before sunrise.


  Ben had grimaced after that particular encounter, however, grumbling that it had taken three separate showers to get all the sand out of certain body parts. Lauren had merely laughed and offered to help him with any sand removal in the future.


  It was their last night in Maui, their flight back to San Francisco due to leave late the next morning. They would spend a single night with Julia and Nathan before returning to New York. Ben had less than two months remaining in his editorial job, and would begin to train his replacement in about a week’s time. Lauren was scheduled to fly out on an assignment soon after their return – the second to last one she would embark on without Ben. And then, come January, they would be together all the time, every day and every night.


  “You’re probably going to get sick of me,” she told him as they snuggled up next to each other in the hot tub.


  “Impossible,” he assured her, pressing a kiss to her temple. “Because this next year is going to be the best time of our life, sweetheart. At least until the next year begins. All of those things you told me you wanted to do six years ago – we’re finally going to have the chance to do them together. And it’s going to be epic. Sensational.”


  Lauren heaved a blissful sigh and tilted her head back to gaze up at the night sky. “Every time I would stand out on the deck of the cabin, or on a hotel balcony – no matter where I happened to be in the world – I would always think of you whenever I looked up at the stars,” she confessed. “And I’d remember that night like it had just happened. You know the one I mean?”


  “Of course I do,” he replied. “Out of all the memories I have of Big Sur, that one definitely makes the top five.”


  She laughed softly, looping her arms around his neck. “And I think I’ve finally got all those damned constellations right. That one right there – it’s Gemini, isn’t it?”


  Ben shook his head. “’Fraid not, sweetheart. It’s still Cassiopeia.”


  “Dammit!” she swore, slapping her palm on top of the water and inadvertently splashing Ben in the face.


  He gave her a mock glare before pulling her astride him. “That’s two things I have to punish you for now,” he teased. “Splashing water in my eyes, and still not knowing your constellations. Let’s see – what would a fitting punishment be? A spanking?” He swatted her butt.


  Lauren rolled her eyes. “Really? I barely felt that.”


  Ben grinned. “How about I find some rope and tie you up again?”


  She gave him a scornful look. “You’d have to catch me first, Blue Eyes.”


  “Hmm. Let me think then,” he drawled, tapping a finger against his chin. “I know. Just thought up the perfect punishment. No sex for a week.”


  She gasped in outrage, just before laughing riotously. “Oh, that’s a good one! Like you’d really hold out that long. Honey, all I’d have to do would be to parade around in my underwear for five minutes and you’d forget all about your so-called punishment.”


  Ben’s mouth moved to the side of her throat as his hands cupped her ass. “Especially since I’d be punishing myself at the same time,” he murmured in her ear, his tongue tracing a wet, erotic circle around the lobe. “So I think instead that your punishment should be you on top for the next seventy two hours. That way you can do most of the work.”


  Lauren laughed softly just before grasping his fully erect cock and then impaling herself on him in one fluid movement. At the guttural sound that escaped from his throat, she bent and whispered, “Honey, if that’s your idea of punishment, then I’ll take that sort of discipline all day long.”


  He couldn’t even try to dream up a witty comeback, for her lips claimed his in a long, dirty kiss as she began to ride him with slow, almost lazy movements, rotating her hips in one direction then the other. Her breasts were crushed up against his chest, her thighs splayed wide apart as she began to pick up the pace of her movements. Ben groaned beneath her mouth, his hands gripping her ass firmly as he urged her to ride him faster.


  Their cries echoed through the night as they both came hard, Lauren’s teeth biting down almost savagely on the flesh between his neck and shoulder blade, but he was too far gone to even wince at the pain.


  “It’s a good thing,” he told her raggedly a few minutes later, “that our closest neighbor is at least a quarter of a mile from here. Though as loud as you just were, it’s possible they still heard you.”


  “Hey!” she protested, giving him a little shove. Tenderly, her fingers traced over the purple mark she’d left on his skin. “Oops, sorry about that. But at least now you’ve got a matching set of hickeys.” Her hand slid to his other shoulder, where she had left a similar mark two days ago.


  “Bloodthirsty little witch,” he growled, giving her a much harder smack on the ass this time. “Now, look. You’ve got one more chance to redeem yourself. Tell me what constellation is right up above us.”


  “Okay. I’ve got this one,” she assured him, squinting up at the night sky. “It’s – um – don’t give me any hints now. I know!” she exclaimed proudly. “It’s Sirius, isn’t it?”


  Ben shook his head, the look on his face one of pure deviltry. “Nope. Still Cassiopeia. Looks like you’re stuck doing cowgirl for a few more days.”


  Her green eyes were full of mirth as she whispered, “Yee haw” just before bending her head down to his for another kiss.


  Epilogue


  Four Years Later – Christmas Eve, Carmel


  James Butterfield smiled as he and his wife observed their great-nieces and nephews as they excitedly opened the gifts that he and Madelyn had brought for them. All four children – a pair each of male and female twins – were around two and a half years old, having been born within just a few months of each other. Every adult here this evening was thoroughly enjoying watching the youngsters as they got caught up in the Christmas spirit, and James was no exception.


  It still pained him each time he thought of the child that Madelyn had lost all those years ago – his child – and that she’d had to deal with the trauma and sorrow of her miscarriage all alone. And he deeply regretted that she had never had a child of her own, for he knew after seeing her with her nieces and their children what a wonderful mother she would have made. But she had assured him repeatedly that it didn’t matter any longer, that she not only had her sister’s children and grandchildren but James’s son and daughter and their offspring as well. More importantly, she had told him, they had each other after all those years apart.


  “I do find it a bit odd, though, that both of the girls are such well behaved little angels, while the boys – well, I believe the word hellion fits them to a tee,” chuckled James. “Especially after all the stories you told me about their mothers – how different Julia and Lauren have always been from each other.”


  Madelyn nodded, taking a sip of the very fine champagne that Julia and Nathan had brought. “It’s definitely not a case of history repeating itself with this generation,” she agreed, before adding with a chuckle, “in more ways than one.”


  James looked around the great room of his in-laws’ Carmel beach house, a warm, open space that was very different from his former, rather stuffy residence in England. He and Madelyn had spent a considerable amount of time out here in California over the past few years to visit her sister and nieces, and would be spending even more time in the area after she retired next spring.


  “One more spring Fashion Week,” she’d promised him. Then they planned to sell her apartment in New York, buy a home here in Carmel, and split their time between California and the flat they owned in London. When they weren’t traveling, of course, something they looked forward to doing a great deal more of come spring.


  Their wedding anniversary would occur in less than two months time – on Valentine’s Day. They had been married in Paris nearly four years ago, in a simple but very romantic ceremony witnessed only by Madelyn’s sister, brother-in-law, nieces, and their husbands, as well as James’s son and daughter and their spouses and children. His family had welcomed Madelyn into their lives with warmth and affection, and had been all too happy that he had finally been reunited with his long lost love.


  Madelyn shook her head as the two extremely rambunctious boys began to chase one of Robert’s prized Australian Shepherds around the room. But the young dog followed its inbred herding instincts, and instead began to lightly nip at the children’s heels, bringing them back in line. She laughed as this action repeated itself several times.


  “I think perhaps their parents ought to buy themselves a herding dog – or two – to keep those little devils in line. Though it’s already too late to save their clothes, I’m afraid.”


  One of the boys – Noah – had spilled juice on his neatly pressed tan slacks less than five minutes after the evening’s festivities had begun, while his twin – Justin – had lost his navy pullover sweater somewhere and his white oxford shirt was untucked and wrinkled.


  By contrast, their female cousins – Daisy and Summer – were sitting contentedly on the window seat on either side of their father as he patiently helped them take their brand new Barbie dolls out of their packaging. The little girls were each wearing the gorgeous Christmas dresses that Maddy had sent them a few weeks ago – a red and black plaid taffeta for Daisy, and a white satin and green velvet for Summer. Like their mother and their aunt before them, the twins were never dressed exactly alike, their parents insisting that the girls establish their own identities. Except that Daisy and Summer were very much alike in both looks and personalities, just as their far rowdier male cousins were.


  “Dinner will be ready in just a few minutes,” announced Natalie. “Nathan, do you mind pouring another round of champagne for everyone, please? Well, except for Julia, of course.”


  Julia was four months into her second pregnancy, and it had already been confirmed that this time she would only be having one baby and not another set of twins. The news had actually come as a huge relief to her and Nathan, since their two sons were more than a handful.


  Lauren patted her sister’s gently rounded bump, hidden behind a Tiffany Rose maternity dress of mulberry jersey. Julia insisted on being stylish even during her pregnancies, though her usual stilettos had been replaced by lower heeled pumps. “So you’re finally going to have a little one you can dress up in lace and frills. Not to mention being able to decorate the nursery in ten different shades of pink.”


  The ultrasound Julia had undergone just a few days ago had revealed that this new baby would be the girl she’d always wanted. She had been shocked with her first pregnancy to learn that she would be having not one but two boys, but that realization had only been the beginning of her surprise. Because instead of being placid and docile like she had been as a child, Noah and Justin had been little devils from the time they could crawl. They constantly got into mischief, could rarely sit still, and were always getting dirty. Julia was usually exhausted after a day with them, and happily let Nathan take over when he got home from work. Working full time was out of the question for her, and she now handled design projects working from her home office as time permitted – which was not nearly as often as she would have liked given the amount of time and energy her sons demanded.


  Julia heaved a tired sigh. “And I sure as hell hope this one decides to take after me, and not you. I still say our babies were switched at birth. There’s no other logical explanation why your girls are little angels, and my kids are – let’s just call them a handful.”


  Lauren snickered. “Jules, those two are way more than a handful. I’ve seen them wear out eight adults in less than an hour. Look, even Scotty has given up.”


  She pointed to the year old Australian Shepherd – their father’s youngest dog – who had just curled up on his bed in one corner and gone to sleep.


  “They’ll grow out of it,” she assured Julia. “It’s just the terrible twos is all. And never forget your secret weapon when they get really, really naughty – tell them that they have to spend a week with Auntie Lauren. That usually puts the fear of God in them for awhile.”


  Julia shook her head. “I’ve played that ace card one too many times recently, and they’re on to me now. Besides, they love coming to stay with you and Ben and the girls. Hey, I know - ”


  “No.” Lauren glared at her sister. “We’ve been though this too many times before. You and I are not swapping kids. By some quirk of fate you wound up with your two little demons, while Ben and I have our little sweethearts. Did you ever think that maybe instead of taking after you and I, that our kids are more like their fathers? After all, Ben’s quiet and calm and easygoing, while Nathan was probably a little imp when he was a kid.”


  “Not according to his mother,” replied Julia. “Alexis swears that he was an angel compared to Noah and Justin.”


  Lauren gave her sister a sympathetic look. “Sorry to tell you, Jules, but a barrel of monkeys would be more angelic than your boys. And – uh, oh. Better go rescue Mom’s collectable Christmas ornaments. Noah Atwood, you’d better leave that alone if you know what’s good for you! Otherwise, Auntie Lauren is going to be very, very angry.”


  Ben smiled as he watched his wife make a beeline for their naughty nephew, and hugged both of his daughters a little bit closer. “And we don’t want to make Mommy angry, do we?” he asked Daisy and Summer laughingly.


  The twins shook their curly blonde heads slowly, both of them turning big blue eyes up to their father. He gave each of them a kiss in turn on their foreheads, breathing in the sweet baby scent that still clung to their skin even though they were now a little over two years old.


  He and Lauren had been shocked to discover her pregnancy a few months after their first wedding anniversary, especially since they hadn’t planned to start a family for at least another year or two. And it had been the very height of irony that Lauren had become pregnant four months after Julia and Nathan had announced their happy news – since it was also the exact number of months between their wedding dates. But after Ben and Lauren had recovered a bit from the surprise, they had both been thrilled with the news, doubly so when it was discovered fairly early on that Lauren, too, was expecting twins.


  Lauren, of course, had sailed through her pregnancy, rarely even suffering from morning sickness, while Julia had been miserable for months with nausea, swollen ankles, and fatigue. She still liked to joke that even in the womb her boys had done their best to wear her out. She had also gained a good fifteen pounds more than Lauren, and it had taken her several additional months to lose all of her baby weight. Lauren, on the other hand, had been able to wear her tightest jeans a mere two months after giving birth, which had earned her a very dark glare from her sister.


  But when it had been confirmed that Lauren was having twins and their doctor had advised her to stop flying, Ben had set his foot down in earnest, one of the very, very few times he had ever attempted to do so. And, quite predictably, Lauren had argued until she was blue in the face, but in the end had grudgingly conceded to her husband’s edict.


  “You are not going to keep flying all over the world in your condition,” he’d told her firmly. “Not only is the flying itself dangerous for pregnant women – especially when you’re carrying twins – but I’ll tell you right now, Lauren, that there is no possible way you’re going to attempt any crazy adventures when you’re carrying my babies. And since I have zero desire to travel anywhere without you, or leave you at home alone, both of us are going to turn in our resignations to the magazine.”


  Lauren had sighed in resignation. “Fine. I can tell when you get in one of your pigheaded moods so might as well save my breath. But tell me, boss, how do you expect we’re going to pay the bills after we quit our jobs?”


  Ben had smiled at her indulgently, the way he did when she was in a bad mood. Fortunately, since they’d been married, her bad moods were much fewer and further between, and she’d become far less terrorizing and confrontational. Love, it seemed, had been the key to taming the shrew.


  “I’ve got some ideas,” he’d told her.


  Ideas that had proven extremely successful, and ones that had allowed them to not just make a comfortable living but to incorporate their shared love of travel and adventure as well. Ben and Lauren now wrote a travel blog, one geared largely to family travel and adventure, as well as having published several guidebooks along the same topics. In addition, Ben had written two very successful novels thus far, and was halfway through penning the third. Lauren’s photos continued to be popular commodities at her mother’s gallery in Carmel, selling almost as quickly as they were hung on the walls. Lauren was also working at the gallery two to three days a week now, gradually starting to take over the business from Natalie, who was devoting more time to painting. And when Madelyn retired next spring, Natalie and Robert planned to accompany her and James on an extended vacation to Australia, New Zealand, and the South Pacific.


  With Robert’s help and guidance, Ben had added on considerably to the cabin to accommodate their growing family. The cabin now boasted two additional bedrooms, another bathroom, and the loft had been expanded so that both he and Lauren could use it as an office space. A small, separate guest cottage had also been built on the property, as well as a playhouse for the girls.


  They still traveled frequently, though now their trips were more budget-friendly and geared towards family activities and adventures. Daisy and Summer – who’d been named respectively for Lauren’s favorite flower and the season of the year she and Ben had first met – were already seasoned little travelers, and had accompanied their parents on trips to nearly a dozen different states. They were both strong little swimmers and loved to hike and explore, and as soon as they were old enough Lauren and Ben planned to teach them to surf and ski, as well as enroll them in martial arts classes.


  They made it out to New York a couple of times a year to see Maddy and James, and always made time while in town to have dinner or drinks with Chris and George, as well as the entire Di Nardo family. Karl and Tamsyn remained in close touch as well, and had spent a week staying in their guest cottage this past summer with their two children.


  Lauren and Ben had agreed to hold off on having another baby until the twins were ready to start kindergarten, when their traveling would have to be limited to summers and school breaks. Lauren very much wanted to give Ben a son, though he insisted that his girls were all he could ever want or need – all three of them.


  At Lauren’s prodding, Ben now kept in regular contact with his father as well as some of his half-siblings. Callan, in fact, was coming down to spend New Year’s Day with them, and since he lived full time now in California they saw him at least every other month. Ben and Lauren had brought the girls back to Ohio a couple of times to visit their grandparents, though Ben’s mother still continued to be distant and largely uncommunicative. But Lauren knew that Ben wasn’t bothered by his mother’s coldness, especially since Natalie had treated him like her own son since the time he’d announced his intention to marry her daughter. Ben had, in fact, finally found the close knit family he had never really known as a boy, and vowed that his own children would always know every single day of their lives how much they were loved.


  Lauren walked over to where Julia sat, a decidedly rumpled looking nephew in each hand. She looked at Noah and Justin expectantly, and for the first time that evening both of the boys looked subdued.


  “Now, what did you want to tell your mother?” she asked both of them in a voice that no one would ever dare disobey.


  One by one the twins climbed up next to their mother on the sofa, snuggling up against her. With their dark hair and adorable features, they both looked exactly like their father, except that they had Julia’s green eyes instead of Nathan’s blue ones.


  “We’re sorry we were bad, Mommy,” Noah told her with a disarming smile.


  Justin rested his head against Julia’s stomach as he gave her a ferocious little hug. “We love you, Mommy,” he murmured in his most precious little boy voice.


  Predictably, Julia’s eyes grew misty as each of her twin terrors gave her a sweet kiss on the cheek and she cuddled both of them to her fiercely. “I love you, too, my babies,” she whispered. “Even when you drive me to the brink of insanity.”


  Lauren gave her sister a knowing wink. “Well, they’ve sure learned how to butter Mommy up, haven’t they? And I’m betting that Daddy has been teaching them the fine art of bullshitting ever since they learned how to talk.”


  “Not at all,” retorted Nathan as he refilled Lauren’s and then Ben’s champagne flute. “Because it was pretty much second nature to them already. I haven’t had to teach them a thing.”


  Julia eyed the bottle of champagne longingly. “I think that’s why they’ve been more difficult than usual to deal with – I’ve had to give up alcohol. Nathan, can’t I have one tiny sip? Please?”


  But it was Lauren who shook her head firmly. “Nope. No way, baby sis. If I had to give up booze for my entire pregnancy, then you can, too. And believe me, it was way harder for me than it ever was for you.”


  Ben nodded in agreement. “And as hormonal as someone got during that time, believe me, I was constantly tempted to let her have a shot of tequila or a beer to calm her down. Especially since she refused to give up caffeine.”


  Lauren’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Hey, I got the bit about how alcohol is bad for fetuses and resisted the temptation. But as much as I adore my girls, nothing gets between me and my morning coffee.”


  Natalie gave the call to dinner just a few minutes later, and the entire family – including Malcolm and his partner Talia - gathered around the festively set table where they had already enjoyed so many wonderful meals together over the past few years. Robert and Natalie were thrilled to see not only both of their daughters happily married and with children of their own, but that Maddy and James had been reunited after so many sad and lonely years apart.


  Robert’s toast reflected those very same emotions. “A very merry Christmas to everyone here,” he began. “Natalie and I have always felt that family is the most precious gift any of us can ever hope to receive, and she and I have been very blessed to have such wonderful children, grandchildren, siblings, and in-laws. God bless all of you, and may Santa Claus bring everyone exactly what they asked for. Even if two of us at this table have been more than a little naughty this year.”


  Noah and Justin exchanged a worried look, until their father chuckled and ruffled their dark hair. “Relax, boys,” Nathan assured them. “Santa just heard you tell Mommy that you were sorry, so he’ll be sure to bring what you asked him for.”


  “He will,” added Lauren in a stern voice, “so long as both of you eat all the nice things Grandma worked so hard to make for all of us tonight. And you have to be on your best behavior for the rest of the night. Promise?”


  The boys nodded enthusiastically, and began to tuck into the soup that Natalie was serving as a first course. Nathan exchanged a knowing look with Ben and chuckled.


  “I think we ought to ship the boys to you for a month or so,” he joked. “Lauren will whip them into shape in no time. In fact, you can start a new business – call it Baby Boot Camp.”


  Ben grinned at his wife and brought her hand to his lips. “Well, her methods certainly worked with me. I knew the minute we met that she didn’t mess around, and that if I didn’t go along with whatever she said there would be consequences.”


  “Nah, that’s not the reason why,” said Lauren in dismissal. She leaned over and whispered in Ben’s ear wickedly, “You were just afraid you wouldn’t get laid if you disagreed with me. What you didn’t know was that I would have done you no matter what.”


  He sighed dramatically. “Now she tells me!”


  ***


  It was several hours later when Ben pulled into the driveway of the cabin, which Lauren had jokingly told him was now way too large to merit that term. It was an official house now, she’d insisted, while he had gently replied that no matter the size, shape, or classification, it would always simply be home.


  He and Lauren each carried a sleeping twin inside, and while she tucked them both up into their beds he went back outside to cart in all of the new toys and other gifts the girls had received earlier that night. As usual, the cabin – correction, house – was in a bit of chaos, though Lauren had made more of an effort since the twins’ arrival to keep things neat. And since they were hosting Christmas dinner tomorrow, the place was about as tidy as he’d ever seen it.


  He plugged in the tree lights, gazing fondly at the variety of ornaments he and Lauren had collected during their travels over the years. But his favorites would always be the photo ornaments that Lauren had made, including ones that commemorated their wedding, the twins’ baby pictures, and one of the four of them taken during a trip to the Grand Canyon in late October that they had included with this year’s holiday card.


  His gaze moved away from the gaily bedecked Christmas tree to the wall where they had made a huge photo collage – pictures from their trips, wedding, outings with the girls, and some just because. One of the very first photos they had hung here had been the black and white profile shot Lauren had taken of him all those years ago, and that Robert had returned to her as part of their wedding gift. Lauren had rather sheepishly confessed that she’d sold a dozen others in the series, and had half-seriously offered to split the royalties with him.


  But Ben had just laughed at the thought, and told her instead, “I can think of other ways besides money that you can make it up to me.” And she had proceeded to do just that – for the next several months, in fact.


  “Whatcha looking at, Blue Eyes?” she drawled lazily, her arms sliding about him from behind as she rested her cheek against his back.


  He smiled as he placed his hands over hers, giving them a squeeze. “At the Loner photo. Some of your best work, sweetheart.”


  She snuggled up against his side then, her arms wrapped around his waist. “I always thought so. At least until Daisy and Summer came along, that is. Our girls are absolutely the finest thing either of us have ever produced.”


  Ben kissed the top of her head affectionately. “I agree wholeheartedly. And my three girls are easily my most cherished treasures.”


  “Even more than the Ducati?” she teased. She had gladly handed him the keys to the powerful motorcycle when he’d moved in here with her four years ago. Technically they shared the bike but Ben used it a great deal more than she did these days.


  “Not even close,” he assured her. “I love you, Lauren, and I will love and protect and adore you and our girls for the rest of my life. I never thought I’d have all of this, you know – a wife, kids, the greatest house in the entire world. A family. Your dad was right when he made that toast tonight – family is unquestionably the most precious gift any of us can ever hope to receive. And I’ve been blessed to receive the greatest gifts of all. No man could ever possibly want more than what I already have.”


  “Really” she asked mischievously. “Because, you know, I was sort of thinking about building a fire, pouring us each a glass of wine, and giving you part of your Christmas gift a little early.”


  Ben arched a very interested brow. “Go on. I’m listening.”


  “Hang on a sec.” Lauren ducked into the kitchen and emerged a couple of minutes later with two glasses and a bottle of zinfandel she’d just opened. She poured them each some wine, and raised her glass in a toast. “Merry Christmas, Blue Eyes. They just keep getting better and better, don’t they?”


  “And they always will,” he assured her, clinking his glass against hers before taking a sip. “Guess I’d better fulfill my end of the deal and start a fire.”


  “Wait.” She placed a hand on his arm and shook her head. “Never mind. No time. Plus, I’ve got a feeling once you see your, ah, gift, it will get plenty hot in here.”


  He laughed. “Well, now I’m really intrigued. What did you get me exactly? A heated blanket? A tin of cocoa? A – holy crap.”


  Ben stared in slack jawed fascination as Lauren swiftly stripped off her sweater, leggings, and boots until she was standing in front of him wearing the scantiest of red lace bras and thongs. Her figure was as firm and toned as ever, though he privately thought it was even sexier than it had been before her pregnancy. Her curves had a bit more softness to them now, and the thought that they had become that way as a result of having his children only made him desire her more.


  She twined her arms around his neck, standing up on tiptoe to nip his earlobe. “Now, I know you told me you couldn’t possibly want more than what you already have but I – ”


  “I changed my mind,” he interrupted, swiftly yanking one lacy bra cup down to bare a round, lush breast. “In fact, I think I’d like an even dozen of this particular gift.” He bent his head to draw her nipple into his mouth.


  Lauren gasped as he impatiently unhooked the bra, letting it fall carelessly to the floor as he cupped both breasts in his big hands. “I, ah, thought you might like it,” she panted, her hands tunneling beneath his sweater to caress the hot, bare skin of his chest before helping him to finish undressing.


  Ben tumbled her onto the woven rug in front of the fireplace, his body looming over hers as he gazed down into her glittering green eyes. “I love it,” he whispered, his hand running down between her breasts to her belly and then lower. “In fact, best Christmas gift ever.”


  “Mmm. I agree,” she breathed, as he slid his cock deep inside of her welcoming body. “You can give me a gift like this every day of my life.” She wrapped her legs around his hips as he picked up the tempo and depth of his movements.


  “It’s a deal,” he rasped, sliding his hands beneath her buttocks as he lifted her up to meet his thrusts, capturing her lips with his to stifle her moans of pleasure when they became a little too loud. They had woken the girls from a sound sleep more than once with the noise of their amorous activities.


  They laid together on the rug for several minutes afterwards, until he felt Lauren shiver in his arms. He stood and picked her up without a word, carrying her to their bed – the bed Lauren rarely bothered to actually make up – and snuggled beneath the covers. She gave a deep yawn, burrowing her head against his shoulder as she so often did, and pressed a kiss to his chest.


  “Merry Christmas, baby,” she whispered. “I love you, Ben. I love our girls, love the life we have here together. Having all of you has been the most fantastic adventure of my life.”


  “I love you, too, Lauren,” he murmured in return. “Though I’d use another word to describe the life we’ve made together – sensational.”


  The End
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Prologue

	 

	June – Napa Valley

	 

	Matthew Bennett motioned to the bartender, who was enjoying something of a lull in the action for the first time that night.  

	“Can I get a refill on this?” he asked, sliding his glass across the bar.

	“Sure thing, sir.  Masterson’s, right?”

	Matthew nodded at the mention of the ten year old bourbon he’d been drinking for most of the evening.  “Good memory.”

	The twenty-something bartender grinned good-naturedly as he poured Matthew’s drink.  “Not much call for bourbon this evening, what with all these British folks floating around.  I don’t think I’ve mixed so many martinis, or gone through this much single malt Scotch in two months combined.  So when someone asks for a bourbon I tend to remember.  Or the line of Patron shots that this very attractive lady keeps coming back for.  Except I think her husband just cut her off.”

	Matthew offered the bartender up a smile, plus a ten dollar bill in the tip jar, as he picked up the cut crystal glass that held his drink.  “I think I know who that lady is.  If it’s the same person I’m thinking of, her twin sister is the matron of honor.  And from what I recall from the bachelor party I attended last week, that lady can drink most grown men under the table.”

	The red-headed bartender sighed.  “Not anymore, apparently.  Her husband grabbed the last shot right out of her hand and drank it down himself.  She was just about to give him hell for it when he kissed her instead.  That seemed to shut her up.”

	Matthew laughed, but any reply he might have made was cut off when a couple walked up to the bar and ordered a martini and a glass of Glenlivet.  The bartender gave Matthew an “I told you so” eye roll before efficiently mixing up the drinks.

	Ian and Tessa’s wedding had been every bit as lavish and wonderful as Matthew would have expected, knowing quite well what a stickler for detail his friend could be.  He also knew how devoted Ian was to Tessa, and that no expense had been spared to give her the sort of wedding most women could only dream of.  It was a stark contrast to the simple, budget-conscious event that was all he and Lindsey had been able to afford sixteen years ago.  But given the way Lindsey spent money like a drunken sailor these days, it seemed at times that she was hell-bent on making up for all those lean years when they’d lived paycheck to paycheck, and would have never been able to stay at a posh, exclusive resort hotel like this one.

	Matthew grimaced as he noticed his wife dancing with yet another partner this evening, this one fortunately nowhere near as young as some of the others she had gravitated to earlier.  As usual, Lindsey was doing her damndest to circulate the room, flirting rather outrageously with every good looking man at the wedding, and more or less ignoring the fact that she had a husband of her own present.  And she’d dressed once again with the sole purpose in mind of attracting as much attention as possible, especially since she had known all eyes would be focused on the bride tonight.  Lindsey was wearing a short, tight cocktail dress of shimmery gold brocade, along with gold metallic stilettos that were so high she’d almost tripped over her own feet several times already.  Never one for subtlety, she was practically dripping in jewels - necklace, bracelets, long chandelier earrings, and of course the enormous diamond solitaire ring that she’d insisted he buy her a few years ago to replace the tiny little stone that had been all he’d been able to afford way back when.  

	She did look good, he admitted, and nearly ten years younger than her actual age of forty-one.  But, as Lindsey was so fond of saying these days, having plenty of money certainly helped a person age well, and she spent a considerable sum on a regular basis taking care of herself - hair cuts and color, facials, massages, spray-on tans, pedicures, and a whole lot of fancy spa treatments that he’d never heard of before.  She also worked out like a fiend, spending hours each day at the gym or doing Pilates, and watched what she ate like a hawk.  The result was a sleek, toned, and tanned figure that would make a girl of twenty jealous, and Matthew conceded that all of her hard work had definitely achieved results. With the exception, of course, of the overly large breast implants she’d had done over a year ago without his consent or approval, and most certainly not with his own pleasure in mind.  Like most everything else she did nowadays, having the implants done had been strictly for Lindsey’s own personal satisfaction.

	He shrugged and turned his back to the dance floor, not particularly eager to watch his wife make a fool of herself over some stranger who was probably wondering why this woman wasn’t dancing with her own husband.  Matthew wondered that himself, until he realized rather starkly that he didn’t especially give a damn about Lindsey’s reasons any longer.  What he couldn’t remember, though, was exactly how long it had been since he had stopped caring.

	He drained his whiskey in one neat swallow, and was about to order another - mindful of the fact that they were staying overnight in Napa, which meant he didn’t have to worry about driving - when a melodious, innately feminine voice sounded to his right.

	“I don’t suppose you have a pot of hot water back there, do you?” 

	The woman’s question sounded hopeful, and Matthew glanced in her direction, curious as to who would be asking for hot water rather than alcohol at this hour.  It was one of Tessa’s bridesmaids - the slightly taller one with the really remarkable head of naturally curly hair that was half a dozen different shades of blonde.  He didn’t know her name, but it occurred to him all of a sudden where he’d seen her before - just a week ago at Ian and Tessa’s joint bachelor/bachelorette party.  Curlylocks hadn’t been wearing an elegant, blue strapless gown like she had on this evening, though.  Instead, she’d worn some sort of vividly printed cotton dress in yellows and oranges that had twirled and whirled as she and her date had treated the guests to an impromptu salsa dance.  Lindsey had made some disparaging comment about the colorful dress, wondering snidely what vintage store or flea market it had been found at.  But Matthew knew the real reason for his wife’s cattiness was because Curlylocks’s very attractive date hadn’t paid Lindsey the slightest bit of attention, despite her rather pathetic attempts to flirt with him.

	The bartender nodded.  “Sure do.  Can I get you anything else to go with that, like a tea bag or something?” he offered as he lifted a glass carafe filled with water from a hot plate.

	Curlylocks shook her head, causing those amazing curls to bounce riotously, and laughingly held out her palm to display a little packet.  “I brought my own, thanks.”

	Matthew regarded the woman curiously as she dunked the tea bag into the hot water to let it seep.  It wasn’t like him to strike up a conversation with a woman he didn’t really know, but there was something about this particular female that suddenly seemed oddly fascinating.  

	“I’m pretty sure they have tea here,” he joked.  “And given how much this shindig must be costing Ian, you didn’t need to bring your own drink.”

	She glanced up at him, as though startled that someone was actually speaking to her.  Matthew sucked in a breath as the full impact of her green-gold eyes hit him.  Coupled with the warm olive tones of her flawless skin, and that wild mane of multi-hued curls, she reminded him of a lioness. And when her mouth quirked up in a smile, he felt something he hadn’t experienced in a very long time - desire.

	“Of course they have tea here,” she replied in that calm, melodious voice.  “At least a dozen different blends if I recall correctly from the breakfast we had this morning.  But, you see, this is a very special blend that I’m drinking now.  It’s made with turmeric, lemongrass, ginger, and licorice, and it’s very beneficial in countering the effects of alcohol.  Not that I’ve had very much to drink,” she added as she removed the tea bag, “but since I typically don’t drink alcohol at all I thought it best to take preventive measures.”

	Matthew stared at her.  “I don’t even know what some of that stuff is you just mentioned,” he admitted.  

	She smiled at him serenely as she took a sip of her tea.  “You should try it sometime, then.  Especially if you’ve been drinking that nasty stuff all night.”  She gestured toward his empty glass of whiskey.

	“Hey,” he protested half-seriously.  “That nasty stuff, as you just called it, costs seventy five dollars a bottle.”

	Curlylocks picked up his empty glass and gave it a dainty sniff before wrinkling her small, straight nose in distaste.  “At least vodka or tequila barely has an odor.  What is this exactly - bourbon or scotch?  Either way, it smells horrid.  And I’ll spare you the lecture, but what this poison is doing to your insides - well, you don’t want to think about that right now.  I won’t spoil your evening for you.”

	Matthew sighed.  “Too late for that, I’m afraid.  By the way, we haven’t been formally introduced, but I’m Matthew Bennett - Matt, to my friends.  I, uh, saw you doing that dance thing at the party last weekend.”

	She laughed, a tinkling, musical laugh that reminded him of bells or wind chimes.  “I’m guessing you know as little about dancing as you do about herbal tea,” she teased.  “And, yes, that was me dancing.  My partner and I were doing the salsa, and then later a rhumba.  And I’m Sasha.  Sasha Fonseca.  A pleasure to meet you, Matthew.”

	Sasha extended a hand towards him, and he gripped it in his automatically, pleased to discover how smooth and soft her skin was.  He wondered what it was she did for a living to have hands like that.  And it also pleased him that she’d addressed him by his full name.  Most people, including Lindsey, called him Matt, but he really preferred Matthew.  Especially the way Sasha pronounced it in that soft, almost hypnotic voice.

	He released her hand after belatedly realizing he’d been gripping it for long seconds.  “I didn’t see the two of you out on the dance floor tonight,” he commented.  “Though I’m not sure this band would be able to play anything that, uh, festive.”

	“Doubtful,” she agreed placidly.  “But a fancy wedding isn’t exactly the right setting for something as earthy as salsa music.  And you haven’t seen me out there dancing with my partner because Miguel isn’t here this evening.  He flew back to Los Angeles a few days ago, and is probably out dancing at some club right now.  With his new boyfriend.”

	“Oh.”  Matthew wasn’t exactly sure why Sasha had thrown that last bit in, but for some bizarre reason he was glad she had clarified that the hot Spaniard she’d danced so sultrily with last week was actually gay.  Not that it was any of his business, of course.  “So you’re here alone tonight?”

	She nodded, taking another careful drink of her tea, as though she was savoring each sip.  “I figured that any date I could round up wouldn’t know a soul here.  And since I’d be occupied doing, well, bridesmaid-like things, it wouldn’t be fair to just abandon him to sit with a tableful of strangers.  Plus,” she added with a twinkle in those huge, curly lashed cat eyes, “most of the guys I tend to date would stick out like a sore thumb in a place this fancy.”

	Now Matthew was really intrigued, finding this woman with her wild curls and tiger eyes the most unusual, fascinating person he’d met in a very long time.  “And what sort of guys would those be?” he asked, chuckling.

	Sasha smiled, and that small movement lit up her radiant features, enough for Matthew to realize that Tessa’s bridesmaid was seriously gorgeous.  

	“Oh, you probably couldn’t begin to imagine,” she began.  “I mean, if you’re one of Ian’s friends, I’m guessing you’re on the straight-laced side like he is.  And he’s such a kind man, a real gentleman, but I’m well aware that certain aspects of my, ah, lifestyle are pretty far removed from black tie dinners and mansions and five star resorts.  Most people would call me a hippie just for starters, but it goes well beyond something that simple.”

	He glanced at her beautiful blue gown, silver high-heeled sandals, and the dainty diamond and sapphire pendant that hung around her slender neck - a bridesmaid’s gift, he guessed, from Tessa.  “You don’t look anything like any hippie I’ve ever seen,” he stated firmly.  “You just look - lovely.”

	The look of pleasure on her animated face made him instantly and uncomfortably hard, and Matthew wondered what in hell had brought on that sort of reaction.  He didn’t know anything about this woman, had barely exchanged a few sentences with her, but apparently his dick didn’t care.  And evidently that particular part of his anatomy also didn’t mind that he was a married man, one who definitely should not be reacting this way to a woman who wasn’t his wife - no matter how pretty or interesting she was.  His unwilling attraction to Sasha made him realize just how long it had been since he’d enjoyed sex with Lindsey - really enjoyed it, and not just gone through the motions.

	“Well, thank you,” replied Sasha charmingly.  “But this isn’t the way I usually dress.  Not by a long shot.  I did this to please Tessa, to make her happy.  Because she’s been a very good friend to me, and she and Ian are two of the best people I know.”

	The bartender caught Matthew’s eye then, motioning to his empty glass and silently asking if he wanted a refill.  It was on the tip of his tongue to say yes, but then he glanced at Sasha as she continue to sip her tea.  He sighed, and asked the bartender for a bottle of mineral water instead.

	She nodded in approval as he uncapped the bottle.  “A much better choice than bourbon.  Stick to water for the rest of the night, and it will help flush out the alcohol.”

	He regarded her curiously.  “Are you a doctor in addition to a dancer?”

	Sasha laughed again, and this time it definitely sounded like bells tinkling.  “Neither one, actually.  I’m a yoga teacher and masseuse mostly, but I’ve done some training as an herbalist as well.  Not enough to get licensed, but I know quite a bit about the practice.”

	“Wow.”  Matthew shook his head.  “I mean, we have masseuses at the health club I belong to, but they’re these big, beefy guys.  You’re, well, less than half their size.”

	She shrugged.  “It isn’t always about raw strength, you know.  And there are many different types of massage.  Some have more benefits than others, and it all depends on the client and their particular needs.  Ian was skeptical at first, too, convinced that someone he outweighed by more than eighty pounds wouldn’t be able to dig deep enough to make him flinch.”  Her eyes twinkled with a mischievous gleam.  “The first time I had him on the massage table I found a sore spot between his shoulder blades he didn’t know was there.  And all I did was press on it with my thumb and he yelled so loud the table shook.”

	Matthew guffawed, unable to imagine his buff, fitness fanatic friend  at the mercy of this slender, graceful young woman.  “So you’re the masseuse he always raves about,” he mused.  “Hmm, maybe I should set up an appointment with you myself.  I, uh, have a pretty stressful job, and massage seems to help with that from time to time.”

	“Of course,” agreed Sasha placidly.  “I’m afraid I don’t have a business card with me, but you can just ask Tessa or Ian for my contact info.  After they get back from their honeymoon, that is.”

	“I’ll do that.”

	Sasha set her tea mug down on the bar.  “I should be getting back now.  You’re not here alone, are you, Matthew?”

	He quickly decided that he loved the way she said his name - almost like a musical note.  “No.  My wife and I are here together.  Though it seems like she’s ditched me for a different dance partner,” he joked, trying to sound carefree.  “Several different ones actually.”

	Sasha frowned.  “Why in the world would she do that?  I mean, don’t married couples typically hang out together at events like this one?  And dance together?”

	Matthew tried again to laugh the matter off.  “I’m a terrible dancer,” he admitted.  “Two left feet, and all that.  And Lindsey loves to dance, so it’s better for both of us if she finds another partner.  That way neither of us is miserable.”

	Sasha shook her head, causing those curls to bounce endearingly.  “I don’t believe you’re a terrible dancer,” she declared firmly.  “Not for a minute.  You hold yourself very well, have excellent posture, and seem extremely fit.  If you can’t dance well it’s probably because you haven’t had the right teachers.  Come with me. I’ll show you.”

	“But - honestly, I don’t think..” stammered Matthew, as she took him firmly by the hand and led him out to the crowded dance floor.  

	“Relax,” she assured him, patting him on the shoulder as though he was a small child she was comforting.  “The band has just switched to a slow number, so all you have to do is move your feet a little.”

	Before he could protest further, Sasha had placed one of her hands on his shoulder and picked up his hand with the other.  Automatically, Matthew’s arm banded about her slender waist, holding her a respectable distance from his body.  It was, he thought absently, a far cry from the way he’d seen Lindsey almost dry humping one of her dance partners a little while ago.

	And surprisingly, with Sasha’s softly murmured instructions, he found himself moving her around to the music, not stepping on her dainty toes even once.  He gazed down at her, the top of her curly head barely reaching his chin, and realized he hadn’t felt this sense of calm in a very, very long time.  

	“You’re doing great,” she assured him.  “See, I told you.  Anyone can dance provided they receive the proper instruction.  However,” she added more severely, “you weren’t kidding before when you said you needed a massage.  You’ve got knots in your shoulder that a Shibari master wouldn’t be able to untie.”

	“What exactly is a Shibari master?” he inquired, unfamiliar with the term.

	“Oh, just someone who’s skilled with tying patterns and shapes with rope,” she replied hastily.  “It’s, ah, usually for bondage purposes.  You know, like in BDSM.”

	Matthew coughed. “Are you into that stuff?” he wheezed.  “Is that what you meant earlier about having weird boyfriends?”

	Sasha laughed delightedly.  “I never said they were weird.  Just that they wouldn’t necessarily fit into a fancy society event like this.  And, no.  I’m not into ‘that stuff”.  But I do appreciate all different art forms, and I saw a photography exhibit of Shibari last year.  It’s actually quite beautiful, very intricate.  You should look it up sometime.”

	“Yeah, maybe.”  

	A sudden, unbidden image of the graceful, lovely Sasha bound up in intricately knotted silk ropes made him hard again, and he was thankful that several inches still separated their bodies.  By the time the song ended a minute or so later, he’d brought his unexpected erection back under control, and led her off the dance floor with a hand lightly resting on her elbow.

	“Well, thank you for the dance,” Sasha told him.  “And I do hope you’ll get in touch. For that massage I mentioned, of course. I could feel all the tension in your body just now.  And if your neck and upper back are anywhere near as tight as your shoulder feels, you need a massage urgently.  So even if you forget to ask Tessa for my contact info, or just prefer to go to someone else, please make sure you get that massage soon, Matthew.”  She took a step back and frowned a little as she studied his face.  “You have a very unsettling aura about you.  Oh, I’m sure you think all of that stuff is for quacks and weirdos.  Don’t worry, most people feel the same way.  But believe it or not, I do have something of a gift for reading peoples’ emotional states.  And yours - well, you don’t seem like a very happy man, Matthew.  And that’s a shame, because you’re also one of the kindest people I’ve ever met.  So please take care of yourself, hmm?”

	She touched his cheek briefly, softly, but for long minutes after she disappeared back into the throngs of guests, Matthew felt the imprint of her hand on his skin as though he’d been branded.  And the way she’d so swiftly and neatly summed up his emotions was almost frighteningly accurate - because it had been a long, long time since he’d been truly happy.




Chapter One

 

	July – San Francisco

	 

	Matthew had spent a good part of his life being called a nerd.  Or a dweeb.  Or a braniac.  As a boy he’d been far more interested in reading a book or performing experiments with his chemistry set than playing sports.  And as a teen and young man, he’d spent way more time writing computer code and designing software programs than pursuing members of the opposite sex.  

	But his continued fascination with academics, science, and computers didn’t mean that he wasn’t also very much a man - a man with the same sort of physical needs and desires as others of his gender.  A man who got turned on by the sight of a beautiful, sexy woman, or who wouldn’t necessarily look the other way if he accidentally stumbled across a couple locked in a passionate embrace or an even more intimate situation.

	However, when the female of the said couple happened to be his own wife - a wife who was even now moaning in pleasure as her young, buff lover was fucking her with great enthusiasm - and in Matthew’s own bed, to boot - he didn’t find the sight the least bit arousing.  By rights he should be furious right now, should be yelling at the top of his lungs, shoving his fist into the face of the arrogant prick who was - well, ramming his prick into Matthew’s eager, willing wife.  But, as he continued to watch their frantic coupling with an odd sense of detachment, the only rational thought that crossed his mind was that now he was going to have to get rid of that bed.  And what a inconvenience that was going to be.

	“Do you think you two could finish this up soon?” he drawled in a weary voice.  “I’ve got the flu and can barely stay on my feet.  And as loud as you’re being right now, I’ll be able to hear you clear across the other side of the condo.”

	Lindsey Bennett froze in place, not an easy feat considering how hard her eager young lover was screwing her from behind.  She was on all fours facing the foot of the bed, her long, dark brown hair half covering her face as her oblivious companion continued to shove his cock in and out of her all-too-willing body.  Those ridiculously overlarge breasts of hers - as fake as a three dollar bill - barely jiggled an inch no matter how hard her paramour thrust his hips against her buttocks .  Her dark green eyes were wide with shock, her mouth falling open in stunned silence as she met her husband’s narrowed gaze.

	“Matt.  Oh, God,” she croaked, trying desperately to ease herself away from the man who was still embedded inside her body.  “Will you stop already?” she screeched, slapping the leanly muscled flank of her lover.  “Jesse, for Christ’s sake, stop!  We’re not alone, you idiot.”

	“Huh?  Whatsa matter - oh, shit.”

	As Jesse - the flirtatious, egotistical personal trainer who worked at the exclusive private health club that the Bennetts belonged to - recognized Matthew, he visibly paled, then gulped, before gingerly withdrawing his still-engorged penis from Lindsey’s body.  Lindsey wasted no time in springing from the bed, not bothering with clothes, and frantically grabbed hold of Matthew’s arm.

	Her green eyes were still wild with shock, her normally perfectly groomed hair a careless tumble about her shoulders.  “Matt. Matt.  For God’s sakes, you’ve got to listen to me,” she babbled, not bothering to disguise the panic in her voice.  “This - this isn’t what it looks like, I swear it.”

	Matthew glanced down at his wife’s hand clasped almost desperately around his bicep.  As usual, Lindsey’s nails were long and perfectly manicured, covered in a shiny scarlet polish.  Her wedding rings were almost garishly large, the ostentatious stones far too big for her small fingers.  

	She didn’t seem in the least bit concerned that she was buck naked at the moment, but then Lindsey took great pride in that slim, tight body of hers and enjoyed showing it off.  Privately, Matthew considered his wife too skinny with her boyishly slim hips, and practically no curve to her buttocks, and he could practically count each of her ribs right now.  And of course those godawful breast implants threw her entire frame way off balance.  She was too petite and small boned to be able to carry off such large boobs, and half the time Matthew was afraid she was going to topple over as a result of being so top-heavy.

	He wrinkled his nose in distaste, the odor of sweat and semen and sex that clung to her naked body unmistakable.  Evidently she and Jesse had been at this for some time before his untimely arrival.

	“Really, Linz?”  he asked sarcastically.  “What exactly is it supposed to look like?  Because from where I was just standing it sure looked to me like you and Jesse were having a real good time.  And in my bed, to boot.  Now, I know that just because I’ve got a genius I.Q. that doesn’t always translate to street smarts, but even someone as naïve as you seem to think I am can see for myself exactly what’s been going on here.  And I also know that Jesse is just the latest in a very long line of your, er, playmates.”

	Lindsey’s pretty mouth gaped open in shock, evidently too flabbergasted by this unexpected revelation to offer up a protest.  Taking advantage of her momentary silence, Matthew grabbed up a handful of her discarded clothing and shoved it into her arms.

	“Get dressed,” he told her harshly.  “And make it quick, because I wasn’t kidding about having the flu.  I want you and Lover Boy out of here within the next five minutes or I’ll call security to have you both tossed out.”

	“You can’t do that!” protested Lindsey wildly, even as she clumsily pulled on her lingerie.  “You can’t have me thrown out of my own house!”

	Matthew made a noise that resembled a snort.  “But it’s not your house, sweetheart,” he reminded her snidely.  “The condo technically belongs to the business.  The fact that you’ve chosen to use it for your little love nest whenever you feel the urge - which is pretty fucking often, according to all the reports I’ve received - doesn’t make it half yours.  Neither does the fact that you’ve seen fit to leave more and more of your things here. So get yourself dressed - fast - and get the hell out so I can get some sleep.  And that goes double for you, jackass,” he told Jesse, pointing a threatening finger at the trainer.

	Jesse, to his credit, had begun to dress the moment he’d recognized Matthew, and was even now shoving his feet into his Nikes.  “Mr. - Mr. Bennett,” he stammered.  “I - I’m sorry as hell about this, really I am.  And - and I wouldn’t blame you in the least if you punched my lights out right about now.  In fact, I probably deserve it.  So go ahead - do your worst.”

	Matthew regarded Jesse with undisguised distaste.  “Yeah, you’d probably like that, wouldn’t you?” he taunted.  “You’d like it if I roughed you up a little, left a few bruises, maybe even a broken rib or two.  That way you could sue me for assault, maybe come out of this fiasco with a nice settlement.”  He shook his head.  “Forget it.  As I just mentioned, I’m a pretty smart guy, way too smart to fall for a set up like that.  And at this point, as sick as I feel, I’m way more likely to barf all over you than I am to land a punch or two.  But mostly, I just don’t care enough, Jesse.  It really doesn’t bother me all that much that I just caught you in the act with my wife.  It does bother me, however, that now I’m going to have to replace that bed.  I liked that bed, damn it.”

	Jesse stared at Matthew in disbelief.  “You - you’re just going to let me off the hook that easy?  Just let me walk out of here like nothing ever happened?”

	Matthew gave the much younger man an evil grin.  “Oh, I didn’t say that, Lover Boy,” he drawled.  “But there are far more effective methods of getting revenge than physical violence.  I figure all it will take is a quick phone call to the owner of the club, and you’ll be out on your tight cheeked ass.  Especially if Ian Gregson also calls, as he’s been threatening to do ever since you stupidly propositioned his new wife.  You might be interested to know that I was the one who convinced him to keep it under wraps.  But no longer, Jesse.  Did I mention how much I like this bed?  Or used to like it, I should say.”

	Jesse looked sick to his stomach, as though he’d suddenly contracted the same nasty flu bug that Matthew had been fighting off all morning.  Wisely, though, he chose not to make matters worse by arguing his case, and merely strode out of the bedroom as though the place was on fire.  Moments later the sound of the front door slamming shut echoed through the spacious condo, and Matthew turned to face his wife, wondering with a rather devious sense of satisfaction how the hell she thought she was going to charm her way out of this mess.

	He held up a hand to forestall whatever lame-ass excuse had been about to pass through her lying mouth.  The very same mouth that had more than likely been wrapped around Jesse’s cock less than an hour ago, the same one that had without question given dozens of different men a very eager blow job over the past few years.  

	“I don’t want to hear it, Linz,” he told her, fighting off the waves of dizziness that were threatening to make his legs give out from under him.  “I might be sick but I’m sure as hell not delirious, so there’s no way I just imagined what I saw.  And you can protest and whine and deny your life away, but it’s been obvious to me for a long time now that you’ve been humping every hot young stud who crosses your path.  Unfortunately for you, your nerdy, naïve husband wasn’t born yesterday after all.  I’ve had a private detective trailing you for almost two years now, and even he was shocked by how much action you’ve been getting.  So don’t bother lying, because you’ll just make a fool of yourself, hmm?”

	Lindsey’s green eyes were practically spitting fire at the revelation that her amorous activities hadn’t been nearly as secret as she’d assured herself.  “I wouldn’t have to look for action as you so crudely put it,” she spat, stepping into a towering pair of red Louboutin stilettos, “if you were at home more than a few hours a week.  You might as well be married to your fucking job, Matt, considering how little the kids and I see of you these days.”

	Matthew felt the room spin sickeningly around him, the sensation almost as bad as the churning in his stomach.  He slapped a hand against the door jamb to hold himself upright, and just hoped he wouldn’t pass out - or throw up - before he could toss Lindsey out of here on those ridiculously high heels.  “I’m too sick - and way too disgusted with you - right now to have this conversation,” he replied wearily.  “Except to say that I warned you about all of this - many, many times - when you pushed and coerced and begged me to take the company public.  You knew what you were getting into, Lindsey, so don’t use my job as an excuse for why you can’t keep your legs closed.  Now, would you please leave?  I really am sick and I need to take a nap.  Which is going to have to be in one of the guest rooms now, since there’s no way I’m ever sleeping in this bed again.”

	“Fine,” she acquiesced huffily.  “Take your stupid nap.  We’ll talk when you get home tonight.”

	He shook his head.  “I won’t be coming home.  Not tonight or any other night.  This is it, Linz.  I’ve held on as long as I could because of the kids, but I just realized I can’t take any more of your antics.  Our marriage has been over for a good long time, and I’m finally ready to deal with that.  I’ll be calling my lawyer just as soon as I get a few hours sleep.  In the meanwhile, I suggest you get your own lawyer so we can hash all this out as quickly as possible.  I’ll call the kids tonight or tomorrow at the latest to break the news.  Or if I’m feeling better I’ll arrange to pick them both up from school tomorrow and tell them face to face.”

	Lindsey stared at him in horror. “You can’t be serious,” she whispered huskily.  “Come on, Matt, it was just a harmless little fling.  Nothing to get all upset over.  And definitely nothing important enough to start talking about a divorce over.”

	He sighed tiredly, running a hand through his sweat dampened hair.  In addition to the fatigue, dizziness, and nausea that had been plaguing him all morning, he was pretty sure he was also running a fever.  His PA - a stern but frighteningly organized woman named Elena Ordenes - had nagged him all morning about going home or seeing the doctor - not necessarily in that order.  In the end, he’d acquiesced to her orders, and agreed to nap for a few hours in the company-owned condo located just two short blocks from the office.  What he certainly hadn’t anticipated was that Lindsey would be using the place for one of her sordid little assignations.  

	But her ill-advised little “afternoon delight” was proving to be the catalyst Matthew had needed for a long time now to make some much-needed changes in his life - a life that he hadn’t been happy in for long months, if not years.  And for once he wasn’t going to let her pleas and tears and empty promises sway a decision he should have made a long time ago.

	“Actually, I’ve been thinking about filing for divorce for awhile now,” he admitted.  “Even before I knew for sure that you were fucking every hot young stud you could coerce into your bed.  And you do like them young, don’t you, Linz?  At least Jesse’s closer to thirty, not like that college football player you banged last month.  Jesus, you’re old enough to be his mother.”

	Lindsey opened her mouth to protest, before giving a resigned little shrug.  “I’ve got a problem,” she acknowledged in a small voice.  “I probably need counseling.  We need counseling, Matt.  So before you even start mentioning the word divorce we should definitely see a marriage counselor.  I’m sure after just a few sessions it will all work out.  In fact, I can ask Holly for the name of the person she and Phil saw when they were having problems last year.  She swore the sessions did wonders for them, that their marriage is better than ever, and I know it can be the same for us.  In fact, let me call her right now and - ”

	“No.”  Matthew shook his head emphatically.  “Do not call Holly.  Do not call a marriage counselor.  I fully agree that you’ve got problems - not the least of which is a condition known as nymphomania.  But I have no intention of seeing a counselor, and no interest in saving this farce of a marriage.  It’s over, Lindsey, and probably should have been four or five years ago.  Now, please leave so I can get some rest before I collapse right here.  And if I have to sleep in this room - where I’m guessing you’ve brought more than a few of your fuck buddies - I’m really, really going to be sick.  I’ll have all your things packed up and sent to you at the house, though considering how much crap you’ve managed to accumulate here that might take a couple of days.  Now, get out before I have you escorted out.”

	She glared at him as she picked up her Hermes satchel.  “If you think for one minute that this is even close to being over,” she hissed, “then you’re stupider and more naïve than I’ve ever imagined.  There’s not going to be a divorce, Matt.  Not now and not ever.  And as soon as you get over this little hissy fit you’re having, you’ll apologize for all the horrible things you’ve just said and beg me to forgive you.  Just like old times.”

	Lindsey stormed out of the condo, slamming the front door behind her for emphasis.  Matthew wearily made his way to one of the guest rooms, toeing off his shoes and pulling back the covers.  But just before he collapsed onto the mattress and let sleep take him over, he had just enough presence of mind left to pick up the telephone and press the number for the building’s concierge.  

	“Xavier?  Hey, sorry to bother you, man, but I really need a couple of urgent favors.  Yeah, I’ve got the flu, feel like three day old crap right now.  No, no.  I don’t need a doctor or anything from the pharmacy, just some sleep.  Listen, this is what I need you to do, okay?  First is to change my access codes to the building, including the one for the garage.  And don’t let anyone else know what the new codes are, got it?  Especially Mrs. Bennett. Next, I need a locksmith up here ASAP to change the front door lock.  Yep, that’s it for now.  Thanks, buddy, you’re the best.”

	As his head hit the pillow and he found some much needed solace in slumber, Matthew sleepily figured he could deal with replacing the bed in the master bedroom tomorrow.




Chapter Two

	 

	Two weeks later

	 

	Ian Gregson arched a brow observantly from where he sat across the table.  “Perhaps you should have ordered a second entrée, Matthew.  It looks like you haven’t had a square meal in awhile.”

	Matthew gave his friend a sheepish grin as he popped another French fry in his mouth.  “You may be right.  Ever since Lindsey and I separated I’ve been subsisting on takeout food most nights.  Fortunately, Elena has always been a bossy little thing, and she makes sure I have something for breakfast and lunch so I don’t waste away to nothing, as she’s so fond of saying.  I keep insisting that she’s got a Jewish mother somewhere in her background, even though she swears she’s a hundred percent Latina, going back several generations.”

	Ian chuckled, taking a modest bite of his grilled halibut.  “You’re lucky to have an assistant like her to look after you.  As exemplary as Andrew has always been at his job, I can’t recall a single incident where he ever actually fussed over me.”

	Matthew gave a small shudder, not able to imagine Ian’s stuffy, by-the-book PA ever fussing over anything.  In fact, he couldn’t recall ever seeing the serious, bespectacled young man even cracking a smile during the few times they had met.  “No, that’s for sure,” he agreed readily.  “Elena is more than happy to look out for me, though, especially since both of her boys are doing out-of-state internships this summer and she can only boss them so much from long distance.”

	Matthew’s PA was a single mother who’d raised her two sons practically single-handedly, and bullied, pushed, and guided them into getting accepted to highly rated universities.  Her eldest – Jaime - would be a senior at Duke this fall, while her younger son – Diego - would be starting his second year at Purdue.  Seeing her boys excelling in school, and being presented with the sort of opportunities that Elena herself had never known growing up as one of six children born to poor Mexican immigrants, was by far her proudest achievement.  Keeping Matthew organized at the office was a close second.  And in the weeks since he’d separated from Lindsey, Elena had been fussing over him and keeping him in line more than ever.

	This time it was Ian’s turn to shudder at the mention of Matthew’s ferociously protective PA.  “Your Elena is more like a mama shark than a mama bear, I’m afraid,” he pointed out.  “But you need someone like her in your life, Matthew.  Especially since - well, you know.”

	Matthew nodded, taking a generous bite of his triple-decker club sandwich.  “Since I’ve been living on my own,” he acknowledged.  “She’s been great, no doubt about it - not just with making sure I don’t starve to death but taking care of all sorts of little details that sure as hell aren’t part of her job description - the dry cleaning, banking, grocery shopping.  She even took care of having my old bed hauled away - including all the bedding - and ordering a new one to replace it.”

	Ian frowned.  “Why in the world did you need a new - ah, never mind.”

	A few days after the scene in the condo where he’d caught Lindsey and Jesse in the act, Matthew had told Ian most of the gory details.  Predictably, Ian had been extremely supportive of Matthew’s decision to seek out a divorce under the circumstances, and had also encouraged him to call the owner of their health club to file a complaint against Jesse.

	“If you don’t I sure as hell will,” Ian had declared.  “I caught that horny little bastard with his hand on Tessa’s backside the other day.  I was just about to break his jaw when my beautiful bride took care of the problem for me.”

	Matthew had chuckled in spite of how lousy he’d been feeling.  “Tessa punched that jackass in the face?”

	“Not quite.  But judging by how loudly he yelped when she bent his little finger backwards I’d say he got the message loud and clear to fuck off.”

	Ian’s encouragement had been all Matthew needed to make that phone call, and just like that Jesse was gone.  There was no possible way that the owner of their club was going to piss off either the CEO of a hugely successful software firm, or one of the heirs to the top luxury hotel chain in the world.  

	Word around the club, however, was that Jesse had left voluntarily to “pursue other opportunities”, and Matthew hadn’t been anxious to correct this misrepresentation of the facts.  Despite his resolve to pursue a divorce, he wasn’t willing to let it be known that his wife had banged one of the personal trainers - among a long list of others.  A man was entitled to some semblance of pride, after all, even if his had been badly torn to shreds these last few years.

	Matthew cleaned his plate, after having already polished off a bowl of clam chowder, and asked the waiter to bring over the dessert menu.  At Ian’s look of surprise, he gave him a wry grin in response.

	“This is the first meal I’ve eaten in two weeks that hasn’t come out of a takeout container,” he explained.  “So I plan on enjoying every bite.”

	Ian grinned, but only asked for a pot of tea when Matthew ordered a piece of peach pie.  “Tessa and I will have to have you over for dinner one evening soon, then,” he assured him.  “She’s already mentioned it to me a couple of times.  And my wife loves nothing better than to fuss over me, so you can be sure she’ll do the same to you.  Probably even send you home with plates of leftovers.”

	Matthew gave a sigh of utter bliss.  “I can’t tell you how great that sounds, Ian.  I’m pretty sure the last time I sat down to a home-cooked meal was the last time I was at your house for dinner.  Lindsey was never much of a cook, and especially not in the last few years since we were able to hire domestic help.  Not to mention the fact that her diet mostly consists of salads and protein shakes these days.  You’re a lucky, lucky man to have a wife like Tessa, that’s for sure.”

	Ian smiled.  “I won’t argue with you about that.  Every man should be so fortunate to have someone like her in their life.  But she also happens to be one in a million, so I realize just how lucky I am.  I’m just sorry your own marriage isn’t as blissful as mine is already proving to be, Matthew.  Do you think there’s a chance that you and Lindsey can work things out?  Especially considering the children.”

	Matthew shook his head.  “The kids are the only reason I’ve stuck it out this long.  And even if Lindsey hadn’t slept with a few dozen men - and those are just the ones I know about - I would have initiated a divorce sooner than later.  We’ve drifted apart, no longer want the same things from life, and, well, she’s like a completely different person than the woman I married all those years ago.  It’s said that money changes a person, and in Lindsey’s case that hasn’t been a positive change.”

	“Hmm.”  Ian took a sip of his tea.  “You’ve been married how long?”

	“Sixteen years.  We got married just a few months before our daughter was born.  And, yes, before you ask,” added Matthew, “Lindsey’s pregnancy was why we got married in the first place.  I doubt if she would have agreed to marry me otherwise.  And considering I was immersed in my doctorate program at the time, getting married wasn’t exactly at the top of my list back then, either.”  He shoved a piece of pie into his mouth, then washed it down with coffee.  “But, hey, that was a long time ago, and it sure as hell feels like we were two completely different people back then.  At least Lindsey was.  Deep down, I’m still the nerdy computer geek I was when she met me.”

	Ian looked dubiously at Matthew’s expensive Italian suit, silk tie, and expertly cut hair.  “You look nothing like any geek I’ve ever known.”

	Matthew grinned.  “You should have seen me in college - skinny, awkward, wire-rimmed glasses that had probably gone out of style a dozen years earlier.  And I’m pretty sure my jeans were always a few inches too short.  I’ve undergone something of a makeover during the last decade or so, I guess.  Though I still prefer wearing jeans and a T-shirt to a Brioni suit any day of the week.”

	“So there’s no chance then of a reconciliation?” inquired Ian.

	“Not as far as I’m concerned,” declared Matthew.  “I filed for a legal separation within a week after moving out, and my attorney sent the divorce papers to Lindsey’s a few days ago.  But even though the terms call for giving her half of everything, plus continuing to contribute to the trust funds we have set up for the kids, I know she’ll balk and try to hold out for even more.”

	“Half?” asked Ian incredulously.  “Good Lord, that’s a bloody fortune, Matthew!  I take it you didn’t have a pre-nup in place?”

	Matthew gave a hoot of laughter.  “Considering that when we got married I had less than four thousand dollars in the bank, drove a ten-year old Toyota, and about the only thing of value I owned were my three computers, a pre-nup would have been a moot point, don’t you think?  And while I certainly had plans to become successful, I would have never imagined getting to this level.  Not to mention the fact that I naively thought our marriage would last forever.  I assume Tessa signed a pre-nup?”

	“No.”  Ian gave a firm shake of his dark head.  “She offered to, practically insisted, but I was the one who refused to even consider the idea.  I know that she’ll always be the only one for me, Matthew, and that our marriage will last a lifetime.  Some things you just know, and I’ve always had very good instincts about people. Besides, Tessa is the least greedy person I’ve ever known, has never asked me for a thing, and rarely spends any money.”

	Matthew grimaced.  “The polar opposite of Lindsey, in other words.  In a lot of ways.  For one thing, as crazy as the two of you are about each other, there’s just no way I could ever see Tessa flirting with another man.”

	“You’re damned right she wouldn’t,” retorted Ian fiercely.  “And not just because I’d break a few of the bastard’s bones.  Tessa is too fine of a woman to even think of doing something like that, too good a person.  She’s kind and considerate and hates the very thought of hurting someone’s feelings.  The fact that she’s also madly in love with me helps, too, of course.”

	“Yeah, that’s for sure.”  Matthew finished off his pie.  “I know Lindsey tried like hell to flirt with you over the years, Ian.  She’d come right out and tell me to my face that she thought you were hot stuff.  And I’m also well aware that you went out of your way to discourage her, all while continuing to act like the gentleman you are.”

	“Married women have always been off-limits to me,” declared Ian.  “That’s why I had to keep my feelings for Tessa such a carefully guarded secret for over two years, until she told me she and her husband had split up.  And I definitely wouldn’t have flirted with the wife of one of my closest friends, no matter how persistent she might have been.  Plus, overly-aggressive women are a huge turn-off for me.”

	“Well, Lindsey certainly fits that description to a tee,” acknowledged Matthew.  “But now that we’re divorcing she can flirt with - and fuck - anyone she wants to.  Just as long as it doesn’t involve the kids, of course.  At least she’s always had the decency - if one can think of serial cheating as something decent - to have her little flings outside of the house.  According to her credit card bills, which she evidently thought I never bothered to check, she certainly made the rounds of most of the hotels here in the city.  Including yours, I’m afraid.”

	Ian winced.  “Sorry about that.  I’m happy to call the manager there, ask him to flag Lindsey’s name so they won’t let her stay there in the future.”

	“Nah.”  Matthew waved a hand in dismissal.  “As long as she leaves my children out of it, I don’t especially give a damn who she screws - or where - any longer.”

	“Speaking of the children, how are they dealing with this whole situation?”

	Matthew gave a small shrug.  “Better than I expected, actually.  Casey is a pretty cool kid, not much rattles him, you know?  He’s not even fourteen yet but he’s so mature for his age that it freaks me out sometimes.  He told me that he understands, that he just wants Lindsey and me to be happy.  And frankly he and I probably talk and text and Facetime more often now then when I was living at home.  As for my daughter - well, she’s a typical sixteen year old girl.  Too caught up in herself and her own little world to show much emotion about anything else.  Overall, the kids are far more accepting of the idea than their mother has been so far.  Getting Lindsey to sign those divorce papers is not going to be an easy feat.”

	Ian arched a brow in surprise.  “I happen to know you cracked the top forty names on the latest Fortune 400 list, and even half of that sort of net worth seems like more money than one person could spend in ten lifetimes.  What else could Lindsey possibly want?”

	“You haven’t seen the way she can spend money,” declared Matthew.  “I’m guessing she’d probably prefer to receive monthly payments over the course of her life.  Getting a lump sum like that would be too much temptation, and God knows she has no concept of how to manage money.  There’s a real possibility that she could blow through that much in a decade or two.  And if she took a lump sum she wouldn’t be able to squeeze any more from me if she spent it all.  But the money is only part of it.  Lindsey also loves all the attention she gets as my wife - attending the social events, meeting important people, getting her picture in the newspaper and magazines.  All of the stuff I despise the most about this job.  She must hate the idea of giving all that up.”

	“She has no idea that you’ve thought about selling the company, then?”

	Matthew shook his head.  “You’re the only person I’ve ever discussed that with, Ian.  And as tempting as the idea is most days, it’s complicated, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

	Ian nodded.  “Of course.  You have a great many people depending on you, Matthew - employees, a board of directors, investors, shareholders, the public.  Not to mention your family.  But also a tremendous amount of responsibility and stress.  I can certainly understand the temptation to just say to hell with it all.”

	Matthew blew out a breath, as though he had a huge weight resting on his chest.  “You have no idea how close I come to doing just that almost every day of the week,” he admitted.  “But then I think about all the people counting on me, like you said, and I realize I can’t just walk away.  I am definitely a victim of my own success, aren’t I?”

	“There’s a solution to everything, you know,” reminded Ian gently.  “It may not be quick or simple, but if you’re that miserable I’m sure you’ll find a way out of it somehow.”

	Matthew gave a short, ironic laugh.  “Hell of a time to get serious about it, though, considering the fact that I’m in the process of getting a divorce and living apart from my kids.  At least working so many hours helps keeps me busy.  Going home alone to the condo every night isn’t exactly something I look forward to.”

	“I know that feeling all too well.  Before I had Tessa in my life I used to joke to my family that I was married to my job,” admitted Ian.  “But ever since she and I have been together I’ve been gradually spending less time at the office, learning to delegate more, and not worry so much about constantly being in control.”

	Matthew grinned.  “Well, if I had a wife like Tessa waiting at home for me I’d find every excuse in the book to leave work early.  Or take a very long vacation.”

	Ian’s hazel eyes twinkled.  “My thoughts exactly.  In fact, after our lunch I’m going to surprise my new bride by arriving home very early today.”

	“You smug bastard,” chided Matthew with a chuckle.  “It’s not very considerate of you to rub salt into the wound, you know.  I mean, it’s bad enough that I’m divorcing my wife after getting fed up with her constant cheating.  But to know that you’re going home to your really hot bride after this and have afternoon sex is bordering on cruelty, Ian.  Do you have any idea when the last time I had spontaneous sex with Lindsey was?  Jesus, come to think of it, I’m not sure I can remember the last time I had any sort of sex with her.”

	“I apologize,” Ian told him, though he couldn’t hide the admittedly smug expression on his face, and his tone of voice didn’t sound in the least contrite.  “Perhaps you should, ah, remedy that situation sooner than later.  Though not, of course, with Lindsey, considering the circumstances.”

	Matthew shuddered.  “You got that right.  Even though she had her tubes tied after Casey was born, I started using condoms once I suspected she was sleeping around.  No way was I taking a chance at catching some STD from one of her bed partners.  As far as scratching that particular inch with someone else - well, I confess to being way, way out of practice in that regard.  Lindsey was really the only serious girlfriend I ever had.  I’m not sure I’d even know how to begin to go about - uh, remedying  the situation.”

	Ian withdrew his wallet from his jacket pocket and extracted a credit card.  The two friends took turns treating the other to lunch when they met once a month.  “I’m happy to ask Tessa if she could introduce you to someone,” he offered.  “She’s made several friends at her yoga studio and at college.”

	“Thanks for the offer, but I don’t think I’m anywhere near ready for that,” admitted Matthew.  “Despite the way we’ve drifted apart, and all of Lindsey’s infidelities, it’s going to take a little time for me to get used to the fact that I’m not a married man any longer.  And that status has nothing to do with legalities or a piece of paper.  I haven’t felt truly married to Lindsey for a long time, and my moving out just validated what I’ve been feeling all along.  And, well, at this point I think sleeping with some random woman I was set up with would just smack of a revenge fuck.  I’ve gone without sex for weeks and months at a time before, and I can definitely do it now.”

	The two friends walked out of the restaurant together, pausing when they reached the sidewalk outside.  Ian clapped Matthew on the back reassuringly.

	“You’ll get through this,” assured Ian.  “And you can always count on me for support, hmm?  I’ll chat with Tessa this evening about having you over for dinner, and text you with a few different dates.  Now, not to rub salt in the wound as you so wrongfully accused me of, but I - er, am rather anxious to head home.”

	Matthew laughed as they exchanged a hearty handshake.  “You are a smug bastard, Ian!  And one with an evil streak as well.  Get along with you then.  And thanks for being such a good sounding board.”

	He was still chuckling as he walked the three blocks back to his office building, his mood far better than it had been over the past few weeks.  Actually, if he was being completely honest with himself, while he wouldn’t describe his mood as being actually happy right now, he did feel oddly content.  He missed his kids something fierce, but was continually trying to assuage his guilt on that matter by keeping in frequent contact with them.  At least he did with Casey, since Hayley didn’t seem particularly distressed at his absence. Nor could she bother to spend more than a couple of minutes chatting on the phone with him before ringing off to talk to one of her friends instead.  Matthew wondered vaguely when his little girl - the one he’d taken to soccer matches and the playground and Disneyland - had morphed into the slightly sullen, completely disinterested teenager she was now.  It had probably, he thought with a sigh of resignation, been around the same time that his marriage had started to crumble into tiny pieces.

	The executive floor was its usual beehive of activity as he walked briskly towards his private, expansive office suite, being stopped half a dozen times en route by one of the many employees who worked on this floor.  MBI Solutions - an acronym for Matthew Bennett Incorporated - occupied an even dozen floors of this high-rise building in San Francisco’s trendy Mission Bay area.  He liked the fact that the office wasn’t located in the claustrophobic Financial District, that he had an unobstructed view of the bay from his office, and that the company-owned condo that he was currently making his home was less than a ten minute walk from here.  

	It took him a good twenty minutes to finally arrive at his office after all the interruptions, and he heaved a sigh of relief as he approached his PA’s desk.  Elena had her own office situated just outside of his own space, perfectly situated so that no one dared to get past her unless they had both an appointment and her permission.  One of his management staff had once groused that Elena was like a really scary combination of a dragon, a hellhound, and the school secretary.  And while that description was definitely an exaggeration, there was no denying that she guarded him like a hawk, and kept everyone in this place - Matthew included - on the very tips of their toes on a consistent basis.

	The fiery, forty-something Latina was petite and full-figured, but rather than minimize her ample curves by wearing dark, conservative clothing, Elena could usually be found wearing bright, vivid colors, often in bold prints and patterns, and always wore four-inch heels, even on “casual Fridays”.  Today’s outfit was one of her most eye-popping - a tomato red pencil skirt, yellow silk top, and a multi-hued, floral print jacket.  The heels were of a shiny yellow patent leather, her chunky jewelry as flamboyant as the rest of her outfit.

	A couple of the more conservative board members had mentioned to Matthew on more than one occasion that perhaps his assistant should think about “toning down” her office wardrobe, and wearing more subdued outfits.  But Matthew had very firmly set his foot down on that particular subject, declaring that he found his PA’s choice in clothing to be both cheerful and soothing, oftentimes the only bright spot in his otherwise hectic, stressful days.  He hadn’t bothered to admit to the board members that the very thought of approaching his ferocious PA on the matter of her wardrobe was more than a little terrifying.

	Elena eyed him dubiously as he drew closer.  “I see that you had lunch,” she commented.  “I’d guess Manhattan clam chowder, something with a lot of grease, probably bacon, and apple - no, make that peach pie.”

	Matthew stared at her gap-jawed.  “How the hell did you guess all of that?  Are you calling restaurants now to make sure I ate all my food like a good little boy?”

	Elena snickered.  “Even I’m not that anal.  No, I can tell from the food stains on your shirt, tie, and lapel.  And before you ask, the stain remover wipes are in your middle drawer, left hand side.”

	He grinned.  “What the hell would I do without you, Elena?”

	She smirked knowingly.  “Starve to death, forget to attend meetings, have no idea where to find anything, and work eighteen hours a day.  So you’d better never fire my ass, boss, because you’d be up a creek without a paddle for damned sure.”

	“You know that’s never going to happen,” he assured her gently.  “You’re of more value to this company than I am.”

	She gave a very unladylike snort.  “You don’t need to lay on the BS this thick, boss.  It doesn’t work with me, as you should have learned by now.  Hey, it’s my job to look after you, a job I like and that you pay me really, really well for.  And you’ve sort of grown on me after all this time.  Not to mention the fact that I can’t abandon you now, can I?  Not under the circumstances.”

	Matthew’s expression sobered.  “No, that’s for sure.  In fact, I don’t know how I would have coped these past few weeks without your help. Not just here at the office but with all the domestic stuff, too. I’m still not sure I know the difference between the washing machine and the dryer.”

	Elena gave him a severe look.  “You sound just like my boys did when I shipped them off to college for the first time.  I’ll tell you the same thing I told them - you’re smart boys, smart enough to get into a good college.  And if you can figure out stuff like calculus and physics you can damned sure learn how to operate a washing machine or an oven.  And since you’re supposed to be some sort of genius with - how high is your I.Q.?”

	He shrugged.  “Depends what sort of scale or test you’re referring to.  On the Stanford-Binet scale, I’m a 150.  But if you use a different method, then the numbers could range anywhere from - ”  

	Elena waved a hand impatiently in dismissal.  “Yeah, yeah.  You’re super smart, I get that.  My point is if you’re that smart you ought to be able to operate something as simple as a microwave or a coffeemaker.”

	He grinned.  “You’d think so, huh?  But some wise-ass Latina once told me that brain smarts doesn’t always mean common sense smarts.”

	“And she was right.  As always,” retorted Elena.  “Now, quit wasting my time, boss, and let me get back to work.  You’ve got a conference call in twenty minutes, so you’d better get ready for it.”

	“I’m on it.”  He paused before heading inside his office, gazing down fondly at the fiercely efficient woman who more than earned her very generous salary keeping him organized.  “I really did mean what I said before, Elena.  I’m not sure how I’d be getting through everything right now without your help.”

	“I’m happy to do it,” she assured him somberly.  “I’ve been through a divorce myself, you know, and it was pure hell.  Which is exactly where I hope that bastardo ex of mine is rotting at this very moment.”

	She didn’t add that in her opinion Lindsey should be residing in the same location as her despised ex-husband.  Elena was probably the most candid, outspoken person Matthew had ever met, but she had just enough diplomacy to know when to keep her mouth shut.  In the years she’d been working for Matthew, Elena had never once badmouthed or complained about Lindsey, even though he was convinced his wife had frequently treated his PA like she was the hired help.  

	But Elena had never needed to come right out and say anything after she’d taken a phone call from Lindsey, or left Matthew a message from her.  It had been very obvious from the scowl on her face or the ferocious expression in her dark eyes that she was good and pissed off.  And when he had confided in Elena about his separation and imminent divorce from Lindsey, the fiery Latina had nodded and mumbled something in Spanish that he was pretty sure meant “well, it’s about fucking time”.  

	As he went over his scribbled, barely decipherable notes for his upcoming conference call, Matthew heaved a disgruntled sigh, wondering for at least the tenth time since he’d tossed Lindsey out of the condo where and when everything had started falling apart so epically.



Chapter Three

 

	His brother Patrick had often liked to joke that the two of them - along with their younger sister Jackie - had been destined even before they were born to become nerds.  After all, both of their parents had chosen career paths that were generally considered to be on the nerdish side - their father Wade was a tenured, highly regarded professor of advanced mathematics at the University of Wisconsin, while their mother Maureen also worked at the university as a research scientist in Biophysics.  With both parents possessing IQ’s in the highest levels, the likelihood of all three Bennett children also having the potential to be geniuses had been exceptionally high.  

	And while attention to their studies had certainly been a requirement in the Bennett household, Wade and Maureen had also recognized the need for their children to have interests outside of the classroom.  Growing up in Wisconsin had provided a variety of outdoor activities - sailing and swimming during the summer months, hiking in the fall and spring, skiing and snow shoeing in the winter.  But for Matthew at least that had pretty much been the extent of any physical activity, and it wasn’t until his freshman year at MIT that he’d ever completed a single chin-up or lifted anything heavier than his laptop.

	It had been his college roommate Jeff, a member of the university wrestling team, who’d more or less strong armed Matthew into the school’s fitness center for the first time.  It had been Jeff’s rather twisted way of repaying Matthew for tutoring him in both math and science, classes he would have flunked out of otherwise and been kicked off the wrestling team as a result.  Jeff had taken one look at Matthew’s tall but admittedly scrawny frame, and had vowed that by the end of the school year he would totally transform him.  

	In the end, it had only taken a few months to see real results, and by that time Matthew had felt like gagging every time Jeff had forced him to down a protein shake, or eat half a dozen eggs for breakfast.  Admittedly, though, eating the extra protein and committing to a regular weight lifting regime had done the trick in filling out his previously skinny body, and developing a bonafide six-pack.  He’d started swimming laps on a regular basis as well, which had helped to add additional muscle to his six foot frame.

	And it had also been Jeff who’d dragged him away from his books and papers and computers once in awhile to go to a party or the movies or a campus event, declaring that all work and no play made Matt an even bigger nerd than he already was.  Jeff was appalled to realize that Matthew was still a virgin, and had made it his mission to remedy that sad truth as quickly as possible.  But after a few very awkward, uncomfortable sexual experiences,  Matthew had shied away from any future hook-ups that Jeff tried to arrange for him, claiming that he was far too busy with his studies to deal with any sort of relationships at the moment.  Jeff had eventually given up on him, and the following school year he’d decided to share a house off-campus with several of his wrestling teammates.  Matthew’s new roommate was an organic chemistry major from India who was an even bigger nerd than he was.

	Matthew had devoted himself to his studies, taking on a heavier than usual course load, and had obtained both his bachelors and Masters degrees in computer science by the ripe old age of twenty-three.  After being accepted into the highly competitive doctorate program at Stanford, he’d moved out to California and had become instantly enamored of the area.  He enjoyed the mild winters, warm summers, and the close proximity to the booming Silicon Valley.  During his spare time - which didn’t amount to a whole lot - he’d continued to design software programs, and dream of the day when he would start his own company.

	The demands of the PhD program left precious little time to socialize or relax, and Matthew’s small circle of friends seemed to consist largely of his fellow doctoral candidates.  Every so often, though, the stress of the program got to be more than even a dedicated scholar like himself could handle, and he allowed himself to be persuaded into going out to dinner or to a bar for a few beers.

	It was on one of those rare occasions when he’d seen Lindsey for the first time, and he had been instantly and surprisingly attracted.  She certainly hadn’t been his usual type - though, technically, he hadn’t really had a type, given his rather pathetic dating record.  But Lindsey had definitely been the prettiest, sexiest, and most vivacious girl he’d ever met, and shockingly enough she seemed to take an instant liking to him.  Several beers and a couple of hours later, they’d wound up in bed at his studio apartment, and what he had lacked in experience and technique he’d more than made up for in enthusiasm.

	Despite the fact that they were polar opposites in so many ways - he was introverted, brainy, destined to remain a hopeless nerd, while Lindsey was flitting her way through community college, outgoing, and an admitted party girl - they nonetheless seemed to click in an odd sort of way.  They dated casually for several months, though most of their time together seemed to be spent in bed.  And while Lindsey was always quick to assure him that she understood his doctoral studies had to take precedence over his personal life, and that she really didn’t mind when he couldn’t see her as often as he would have liked, Matthew always wondered if she was telling the truth.  After all, it was hard to imagine a pretty, fun-loving girl like Lindsey just staying at home on a Saturday night.  And as much as she enjoyed sex, he wasn’t quite certain she was remaining celibate during the days and sometimes weeks in between their dates.

	But she was certainly the most exciting thing that had ever happened to him, and he enjoyed the distraction she provided from the tedious hours of studying and doing research for his dissertation.  He was probably still a few years away from even thinking about getting married, settling down, starting a family, and it was a relief that Lindsey seemed more than content with the casual, no-strings-attached relationship that they enjoyed.

	It was a huge shock, therefore, when she showed up at his apartment one evening in tears, nearly hysterical as she told him about her unplanned pregnancy.  He had been relieved to leave the matter of birth control up to Lindsey, who was admittedly far more experienced with such things than he was.  She’d confessed to having missed several days of birth control pills last month when she’d had a bad cold, and been too strung out on Nyquil to remember to take them.  

	And despite the fact that he had no real financial means to support a wife and baby, no way to afford anything bigger than the studio apartment he was currently living in, Matthew had found himself asking Lindsey to marry him, and vowing to raise their unborn child together.  Lindsey had resisted at first - for a couple of weeks, actually - not at all sure she wanted to settle down just yet, and definitely not sure she wanted to become a mother at this stage of her life.  And when she’d fully realized what a limited budget they would have to live on until Matthew finished his PhD and got a full time job, she balked even more at the idea of getting married and having the baby.  

	But the more Matthew thought about it the more he knew he wouldn’t have been able to live with himself if he’d allowed Lindsey to terminate the pregnancy.  His family had never been especially religious, but they had certainly been very morally upright, and responsible for their actions. And while he had always viewed the idea of abortion from a somewhat scientific, clinical perspective, he found when it came to his own child that his point of view was definitely skewed in the opposite direction.  

	So he’d put the pressure on Lindsey to go through with the pregnancy and marry him, vowing that he would be finished with his dissertation in just over a year’s time.  After that, he’d more or less have his pick of good, high-paying jobs in Silicon Valley, and would be able to provide her and their child with a much better lifestyle than what he could offer now.  

	His parents - God bless them - had insisted on not only throwing them a small wedding, but also loaning them the money to move into a larger apartment and buy the things they would need for the baby.  And for the next year they’d continued to send him some money each month to help pay the bills, since Matthew’s stipend would only stretch so far.  Lindsey hadn’t returned to work, since what she’d be able to earn waiting tables or being a sales clerk - the only sort of jobs she’d really been qualified for at the time - would more than be eaten up paying for childcare.  

	And he’d learned, somewhat after the fact, that Lindsey certainly wouldn’t be able to count on her own family for any sort of support - financial or otherwise - since she was estranged from both her mother and her sister.  Her father had died when she’d been in high school, and from that point on her relationships with other family members had begun to fracture and disintegrate.  

	Matthew had known without having to ask that his parents weren’t particularly happy about the situation he’d landed himself in. It hadn’t been about the money, especially since they could easily afford what they insisted on giving him, and since Matthew had initially resisted their efforts to help as a matter of pride.  Instead, it had been about wanting to see him in a better set of circumstances - his PhD complete, gainfully employed in a solid, well-paying job, dating a woman who had more in common with him, and was of a similar intellect and background.  Wade and Maureen weren’t snobs, not by a long shot, and while they were comfortably off now both had come from distinctly middle class upbringings.  

	It had been more a question of Lindsey not seeming especially bright or ambitious or the least bit eager to improve herself.  Matthew knew without having to ask that if she hadn’t become pregnant so unexpectedly his new wife would have continued on happily with her party girl ways for several more years, and that the two of them would have more than likely ended their relationship sooner than later.  They were most definitely opposites, with only their sexual chemistry and now their unborn child in common.  

	That first year had been one of the most difficult times of Matthew’s life, especially after his daughter had been born.  He’d struggled to balance the demands of his PhD program with his own research, and at the same time help out as much as possible with taking care of the baby and the household chores.  

	But survive he did, and at the end of the year he’d received his doctorate, along with multiple job offers - all of them lucrative and all with the promise of rapid advancement.  With the substantial signing bonus he’d been given they were able to make a down payment on a modest condo, even though Lindsey had pushed him to buy a single family house instead.  Right from the beginning of their marriage, it was readily apparent to Matthew that his wife had no concept about managing money or living on a budget.  He’d had to take over paying the bills himself, and making sure Lindsey understood the need to take things one step at a time.

	By the time she’d become pregnant with Casey, however, Matthew had moved on to an even better paying job and was able to afford the four-bedroom house she picked out in an upscale community.  He often worked long hours, creating increasingly brilliant and more complex computer programs, and making a real name for himself in the industry.  But he had always made time for his family, making sure he attended Hayley’s soccer games and dance recitals, and taught Casey how to swim and play baseball.  They took several family vacations together each year, going to Hawaii or Disney World or visiting his parents back in Wisconsin.  Life had been busy but good, and Matthew had known both happiness and contentment.

	Everything had started to change, however, when a group of investors had approached him with the idea of starting his own business.  It had actually been a long unrealized dream of his to be the CEO of a company, where his computer programs could be developed and marketed according to his very exacting standards.  Lindsey, of course, had been ecstatic at the idea, and had strongly encouraged him to take the investment group up on their offer, including their suggestion that he establish the company headquarters in San Francisco rather than the ultra-competitive Silicon Valley.

	The business had taken off immediately, and their fortunes had literally multiplied overnight.  They’d moved to the exclusive suburb of Hillsborough, where everyone was a millionaire, and the schools the children attended were among the highest ranked in the entire state of California.  Matthew was busier than ever, but at least living closer to San Francisco meant a shorter commute, and he was still able to fit in family time, though nowhere near enough for his liking.

	But it was when his board of directors pushed him into taking the company public that he’d ceased feeling in control of his life.  He’d resisted the idea for almost a year, knowing the demands it would make on his already overtaxed schedule, but also realizing the company needed the additional capital to continue with their research and development.  And when Lindsey caught wind of the idea, she had kept at him on pretty much a daily basis to go along with the board’s idea.  She had recognized that such a move would catapult them from being millionaires to billionaires, and the dollar signs in her eyes had more or less blinded her to anything else at that point.

	Oh, Matthew had tried - multiple times - to remind her how many more hours he’d have to spend at the office and traveling on business, and that it would cut down even more on the limited time he had to spend with her and the kids.  But Lindsey had countered back that the additional money would set the kids up for life, and that Matthew owed it to all of them to improve their lifestyle.  He’d argued that they already had plenty of money, already enjoyed a very extravagant way of life.  But it hadn’t been enough for her, not by a longshot, and so between the twin influences of his ambitious board of directors and his avaricious wife, Matthew had reluctantly acquiesced to their demands and taken the company public.

	It hadn’t taken very long for the changes in their lifestyle to become apparent.  As expected, he was busier than ever, constantly attending staff meetings or overseeing presentations to clients or being a guest speaker at one tech conference or another.  He traveled a week to ten days - and often more - out of every month, and twelve to fourteen hour workdays became the norm rather than the exception.  He’d rather quickly found himself spending a couple of nights a week at the condo the board had advised him to buy soon after taking the company public.  Matthew had hated spending even more time away from his family, but he had often been so tired from his workday that driving back to Hillsborough at midnight had been outright dangerous.  

	And Lindsey hadn’t wasted a moment in taking full advantage of their vastly improved financial status.  She’d found an even larger and more elegant home in Hillsborough, one with a ridiculous amount of square footage that included a pool, tennis courts, servants quarters, a guest house, and a six car garage.  She had spent a virtual fortune redecorating and remodeling the place, even though she spent little time there herself.  Lindsey managed to keep herself very busy between visits to the gym and Pilates studio, the various department stores and designer shops where she made frequent additions to her vast wardrobe, and the salon where she was either having her hair cut, her nails done, or some sort of exotic skincare treatment or massage. 

	Against Matthew’s express wishes, she had also hired a full-time nanny to help out with the kids, even though Hayley and Casey were both a little too old to need one.  The various nannies they’d had over the past few years - none of whom seemed to get along with Lindsey for very long - had largely been responsible for taking the kids to and from school and supervising their after-school activities.  When Matthew had rather tactfully pointed out that Lindsey - who’d been a stay-at-home mom since before Hayley’s birth - could very easily perform these tasks, she’d blown up at him, declaring that she deserved some alone time each day after devoting herself to the kids for so many years.  

	Even with more money than they could possibly spend in ten lifetimes, however, Lindsey still wasn’t happy or satisfied.  As predicted, it hadn’t taken her very long at all to start complaining when Matthew wasn’t around very much, exactly what he’d cautioned her about all the times she’d pushed him to take the company public.  He carved out as much time as he possibly could for his family, even when it meant getting by on three or four hours sleep a night, and rarely having a leisurely hour or so to himself.  He took Lindsey and the kids on luxurious vacations several times a year, though they were more often than not working vacations for him.  His stress level was higher than it had ever been, he was usually always exhausted, and his eating habits were bordering on unhealthy.  He sorely regretted not just taking the company public, but even starting his own business in the first place.  He longed to return to a simpler way of life, to sell the business and invest the money, and then just take an occasional consulting job when the whim suited him to do so.

	But he knew that such a move would have a whole string of repercussions, ones he wasn’t ready to deal with at this point in his life, so he kept his wishes to himself and soldiered on as best he could with all of the responsibilities and demands and stresses in his life.  

	As busy as he was, however, Matthew wasn’t so immersed in the daily grind that he didn’t notice how much his wife flirted openly with other men.  It didn’t seem to matter much where they were - at a restaurant, a party, the gym, on vacation.  Lindsey always seemed to find a good-looking guy - and nearly always one who was considerably younger than she was - to flirt with.  The first few times it happened he’d confronted her, telling her that he was well aware the flirtations were a way of getting his attention.  And Lindsey had initially apologized, assuring him that it was just a bit of harmless fun, and that she hadn’t meant to upset him or hurt his feelings.  But as the flirtations continued and became increasingly more blatant, Matthew had realized that it didn’t really matter all that much to him - largely because his marriage no longer mattered very much to him.  

	Quietly, he’d contacted a very discreet private investigator who specialized in such cases to keep occasional tabs on Lindsey.  And when he’d first been presented with the cold, hard facts that she was in fact having a series of affairs, his natural instinct had been to confront her about it.  But he had resisted, not at all sure how such a confrontation would affect their marriage - and therefore their kids - and he sure as hell didn’t have the emotional energy at the time to deal with that kind of fallout.  

	So he’d kept the knowledge to himself that his wife was fucking one hot, young stud after another, even stopped looking over the reports that the investigator continued to compile after awhile.  He also stopped sleeping with Lindsey, the idea of having sex with her more than a little stomach-turning after realizing how many other men she’d been with.  The fact that she had never once questioned him about their total lack of a sex life had been a clear signal to him that she no longer loved him, if she ever really had.  She liked the money and the extravagant lifestyle it afforded her, liked the prestige and modicum of fame she enjoyed being Mrs. Matthew Bennett, but he didn’t think she actually liked him.  

	And it was when he finally admitted the latter fact to himself that he’d decided it was time to end things between them.  Catching her in the act with that randy bastard Jesse had simply been a handy excuse for filing for the divorce he should have sought out a long time ago.




Chapter Four

	 

	Early August

	 

	“Thank you all for sharing your practice with me on this beautiful summer morning.  I hope you enjoy the rest of your day and that I see you again soon.  Namaste.”

	The fifty or so students gathered in the studio all bowed their heads respectfully, hands folded at their hearts in a prayer-like gesture, and replied as one voice, “Namaste.”

	Sasha Fonseca smiled at the crowd of happy, flushed, and visibly sweaty faces of the students she’d just guided - and occasionally prodded - through a very vigorous ninety minute yoga class.  Her Sunday morning class had gained itself a reputation as being one of the most hardcore, kick-ass classes in the entire city of San Francisco, and the room was always filled to capacity with practitioners who wanted a challenge, and a teacher who would inspire them to attain the next level in their yoga practice.

	She made her way over to the petite, tawny-haired woman in the front row, squatting down easily in front of a three-months pregnant Julia Atwood.  Sasha placed a hand on her longtime student’s - and friend’s - arm.

	“You doing okay there?” she asked in concern.  “You need to make sure you’re staying hydrated more than ever, Julia.  And I see your water bottle is only half-empty.”

	Somewhat guiltily, a rosy-cheeked Julia gulped down the rest of the water in a few swallows.  “Sorry,” she offered with a sunny smile.  “I get so caught up in the poses and the flow that I forget to drink as much as I should.  But I’ll do better in the future.  I promise.”

	Sasha gave her friend a look of mock severity.  “You’d better,” she cautioned with a twinkle in her green-gold eyes.  “Otherwise, no more heated classes for you.  You’ll be restricted to the pre-natal or restorative classes only.”

	Julia scowled as she finished rolling up her mat.  “You wouldn’t do that to me, would you?” she begged.  “I mean, given that I’m carrying twins I’m going to get huge sooner than later, so I won’t have a choice at some point.  But not yet, please?  Yoga is one of the very few things that seems to help with my morning sickness.  Which, by the way, is also noon and night sickness.”

	“Ginger tea,” reminded Sasha.  “Or raspberry leaf.  And I know you’re a coffee person, but that’s not going to help with your nausea.”

	Julia made a rather horrible face but then gave a resigned shrug.  “You’re right.  I’ll give up my cappuccinos and café au laits for the time being and switch to tea.  As long as you don’t ban me from your class.”

	Sasha laughed, and gave her friend a quick hug.  “As long as you work harder at staying hydrated during class,” she replied firmly.  “It’s tough enough on the average person to sweat through ninety minutes of strenuous yoga in ninety-five degree heat.  But for a pregnant woman - especially one who’s pregnant with twins - the risks are that much higher.  So be warned, Julia.  I’ll be keeping a very close eye on you and make sure you’re drinking a ton of water.  And if you look the least bit overheated or winded, I’ll make you take a rest or even leave class.  You need to take very good care of yourself and these two little ones inside of you.”

	She gave Julia’s gently rounded tummy a gentle pat.  “Now, go home, have a warm bath, a nice cup of ginger tea, and something nourishing to eat.  Not one of those disgusting breakfast pastries you’re so fond of.  Boil a couple of eggs or make some oatmeal.”

	Julia sighed in surrender.  “Fine.  First my coffee goes, now my chocolate croissants.  These girls better appreciate the sacrifices their mommy is already making for them.”

	Sasha eyed Julia’s barely visible baby bump quizzically.  “Don’t be so sure you’re having girls,” she cautioned.  “It’s a little too soon for me to tell for sure, but I’m sensing a very masculine aura around these babies right now.”

	Julia’s green eyes widened in horror.  “Oh, God, don’t say that, please!  I really, really want the twins to be girls.  Or at least one of them.  You’ve been wrong before about your hunches, haven’t you?”

	Sasha tapped a finger against her lips as she studied Julia a little more intently.  “Hardly ever,” she replied calmly.  “I actually have an excellent track record when it comes to predicting the gender of a baby.  Though I usually don’t try to sense that sort of thing until the pregnancy is further along.  I’ll re-assess in another couple of months.”

	“Well, until then, I’m going to wear nothing but pink every single day,” declared Julia.  “That way I can trick my aura into thinking I’m going to have girls.”

	Sasha laughed in delight.  “It doesn’t work that way, Julia, and you know it.”

	“What doesn’t work what way?” chimed in Tessa Gregson as she sidled up beside the two women.  

	The tall, beautiful blonde was a newlywed of less than two months - both Sasha and Julia had been bridesmaids at her fairytale wedding - and the glow on her face probably had less to do with the rigorous yoga class she’d just finished than it did the lusty sex she’d undoubtedly engaged in with her hunky husband earlier this morning.   Sasha tried not to feel envious, given that it had been a seriously long time since she’d had sex at all - much less really good sex.  

	Julia stuck out her bottom lip in a pronounced pout.  “Sasha is pretty sure she’s sensing a masculine aura around the twins,” she told her friend.  “And I told her I don’t believe her, not even a little.  At least one of them has to be a girl.  I mean, boys are no fun at all to dress, are they?”

	Sasha and Tessa exchanged a knowing look.  Julia was a veritable fashionista, always dressed to kill, and with a wardrobe that any model or actress would envy.  She was also the epitome of femininity, and about the only time she didn’t wear a dress or skirt was here in yoga class.  And even then she managed to look feminine and fashionable, her exercise clothing perfectly color-coordinated and stylish.

	Tessa jabbed Julia in the ribs good-naturedly, mindful of her baby bump, and gave her a naughty wink.  “But they’re awfully fun to un-dress,” she snickered.  “In fact, I’ve got a male waiting for me outside who happens to look amazing without his clothes on.  So, sorry to rush out like this, but Ian is taking me out to brunch.  And after that -  well, that’s the part where the undressing is going to happen.”

	Julia rolled her eyes.  “Honestly, Tessa?  Didn’t you guys already go at it this morning before class?  You’re going to wear the man out, honey.”

	Tessa’s blue eyes widened, and she blushed furiously.  “How did you know that?” she whispered urgently.  

	Sasha smiled indulgently.  “You, ah, have a certain look in your eyes at times, Tessa.  It’s always been rather obvious to me what - or who - put that particular look there.”

	“Yeah,” chimed in Julia.  “We know the real reason you’re always one of the last ones to arrive here on Sunday mornings.  So stop blaming nonexistent traffic, and just fess up to the fact that you and your hot hubby like starting your day off with a bang.  Literally, in this case.”

	Tessa’s cheeks flushed an even deeper shade of pink as she hastily stuffed her yoga mat into its carrying bag.  “Oh, God,” she muttered, half to herself.  “Guess I’d better start setting my alarm a few minutes earlier on Sundays.”

	Sasha winked at her knowingly.  “Hey, don’t knock it.  I mean, you’re definitely still a newlywed so we’d be shocked if you weren’t having lots and lots of great sex.  And I’m trying my best not to feel jealous about that right now.  I’m, ah, in the middle of what you might call a dry spell right about now.”

	“Anything we can do to help you out with that?” offered Julia mischievously.  “Nathan’s friend Jonathan asks about you all the time, ever since he met you at our pool party over Memorial Day weekend.”

	Sasha didn’t bother to hide her distaste.  “You mean the guy who arrived with a redhead but left with a brunette and tried to hit on every other female there in between?  Thank you for thinking of me, Julia, but I don’t date players.”

	Tessa sighed.  “Well, forget my idea, then.  I was going to suggest setting you up with Jordan Reeves, my OB/GYN.  He’s incredibly sweet and really good looking, but he does tend to, um, get around a lot.”

	Julia rolled her eyes.  “And as usual, Tessa, you forgot to mention that your hot doctor has the hots for you.  Though he does look like he could show a girl a good time, Sasha.  Especially one who’s in the middle of a dry spell.”

	Sasha shook her head, causing a couple of corkscrew curls to escape from the messy knot she’d unsuccessfully tried to contain them in.  Most days it seemed that her wild, untamed curls had a mind of their own, and attempting to style them in any sort of way was usually an exercise in futility.

	“Thank you both - I think - for offering to fix me up with your husbands’ manwhore friends,” she replied drily.  “But I’d prefer to find my own man, actually.  And this certainly isn’t the first time in my life that I’ve been celibate for a long stretch.  Relationships can be complicated, after all, and I’ve made it one of my goals to live as uncomplicated a life as possible.”

	Sasha continued to reflect on that statement as she chatted briefly with a few other students, then made sure the studio was neat and tidy for the next class that would be starting in less than a half hour.  As she exited the practice room - the largest of the three here at SF Flow, the most popular yoga studio in San Francisco - she noted that students were already assembling out in the lobby for the next class.  Weekend mornings were especially busy here at the studio, though nearly all of the classes were well attended and often filled to capacity.

	Callista, who worked the front desk on weekends, was busy checking in students but took a moment to smile at Sasha as she approached.

	“Well, from the way half your students were practically crawling out of here a few minutes ago, I’d guess you gave them all a good ass kicking this morning,” drawled Callista.  

	Sasha laughed softly.  “Nothing they can’t handle,” she assured.  “Hey, I know you’re busy, I just wanted to see if Studio Three was empty for awhile.”

	“It’s all yours,” replied Callista.  “Nobody’s got anything scheduled in there at all today.  So have at it.”

	“Thanks.”  Sasha gave the clerk a grateful little pat on the shoulder.  

	Unlike a few of the other teachers here at the studio, who tended to treat the support staff like - well, support staff - Sasha was always mindful of treating everyone with kindness and appreciation.  It was just one of the reasons that she was not only the most popular teacher among her students but among the staff as well.

	Studio Three was the smallest of the trio of practice spaces here at SF Flow, designed to hold no more than twenty students.  The room was used mostly for private and semi-private sessions that some of the teachers offered, as well as the workshops and lectures that were presented on a regular basis at the studio.  

	And it was where Sasha often retreated for her own personal yoga practice, a place where she could easily spend two to three hours at a time.  During the classes she taught, she actually spent very little time actually practicing yoga herself, except to demonstrate a pose here and then.  Most of the time she was busy making her way around the crowded room, ensuring that her students were doing the poses correctly, and making adjustments to their alignments as necessary.

	 These sessions served a dual purpose - not only allowing her to enjoy her own practice, but also to plan out sequences for future classes.  Her bedroom at the multi-level Victorian home that she shared with four other roommates was much too compact for the space she needed to do her practice.  And there was no other suitable space in the old house, considering that her landlords - married couple Chad and Julio (for whom she’d also been a member of their wedding party) - subscribed to the belief that more must always be better.  As  a result, nearly every room of the historic old Victorian was crammed full of furniture, mirrors, paintings, and a great deal of assorted bric-a-brac.  

	And these private sessions were also a time when she could completely immerse herself in the beauty and flow of the ancient practice she’d devoted her life to, accompanied by an inspiring music track.

	Sasha would be the first to admit that she was both technologically challenged, and rather hopelessly detached from much of mainstream society.  She didn’t own a computer, and barely knew how to send and receive emails on the cell phone she mainly used to store her extensive music files.  She disliked most television shows, and the only time she went to the movie theater was to see a documentary or occasionally a classic film.  She preferred reading or listening to music or attending art exhibits, in addition to taking long walks and hikes.  

	As the daughter of a musician - her father Enzo was a member of one of Brazil’s most popular samba groups - Sasha had both music and dance running through her veins.  For her yoga classes, she was known to play an extremely eclectic variety of music - everything from Indian classical to jazz to reggae and rock - and her students constantly pleaded with her to post the diverse playlists on her Facebook page or website.  Problem was Sasha had neither a Facebook account nor a website, and zero desire to create either one.  But she was always happy to share her music with her students and other teachers, and pleased that they enjoyed the variety of genres as much as she did.

	As her limber, slender body - toned and strong and leanly muscled from so many years of both yoga and dance training - began to move through the physically demanding practice, she lost herself in the music as one track segued into the next.  Anoushka Shankar gave way to Jason Mraz, then to the Gipsy Kings and Stevie Ray Vaughn.  And, of course, the tracks were peppered here and there with selections from her father’s vast catalog of songs that he and his band had recorded over the past three and a half decades.  She was half-Brazilian, after all, and had spent a good part of her life in South America, so the music was in her blood.

	The practice she put herself through was much more difficult and demanding than anything she would actually teach to a class.  The arm balances, handstands, intricate twisting and binding poses, and the complex choreography of the flow were all very advanced postures, ones that only a very skilled practitioner could hope to achieve.  She preferred to practice with others, thriving on the energy that could only be generated by the shared breath and movement of other practitioners. But since she rarely had time nowadays to attend a class taught by one of her old teachers, or even attend a training workshop, these solitary sessions had to suffice.

	A little over two hours later, Sasha was tired, sore, and dripping in sweat, but feeling both exhilarated and blissful.  She’d felt the exact same way after finishing her very first yoga class as a girl of fifteen, and more than a dozen years later her practice still felt like the place she had always been meant to be.  It fulfilled her in different but equally important ways - physically, emotionally, spiritually, artistically.  Considering her background - the gypsy-like existence she’d been compelled to accept until she’d finally rebelled against it as a teenager - yoga had provided a haven, a place where she belonged, something that would always be constant in a life that had never been stable or the same for very long.

	She was walking past Studio One, the largest of the three and where all of her own classes were taught, when Micah Walters waved at her from the open doorway.  Micah taught the eleven a.m. class on Sunday mornings, and while his class was nearly as popular as Sasha’s, the major difference was in the rather noticeable gender imbalance among his students.  All but a handful of Micah’s students were female, most of them young, attractive, and all too eager to flirt and giggle with the handsome, buff yoga teacher.  Even now he was surrounded by half a dozen females, all of them wide-eyed and adoring as they vied for his attention.  He was admittedly a good-looking guy, not especially tall but extremely fit and leanly muscled.  Micah rarely if ever had a shirt on inside the studio, and was more often than not garbed solely in a pair of short, close-fitting athletic briefs.  He was tanned and sported more than a dozen colorful tattoos along his back, arms, and torso, a small gold hoop pierced his left lobe, and his dirty blond hair was clubbed into a short ponytail at his nape. 

	Ever since Micah had joined the teaching staff here at SF Flow a little over a year ago, he’d been trying almost nonstop to get into Sasha’s pants.  The fact that she continued to gently but firmly rebuff him only seemed to make him more determined.  He didn’t accept her excuse that the owners of the studio frowned on co-workers dating.  And while that particular excuse was indeed a real one, the main reason that Sasha hadn’t taken her fellow teacher up on his multiple and very aggressive offers to go on a date was because guys like him immediately turned her off.  Micah was too sure of himself, too vain and egotistical, and way, way too much of a playboy for her liking.  She didn’t expect a commitment from a guy, especially on the first few dates, but she also refused to simply be another notch on his bedpost, one more female for him to fuck and then forget.  

	But there was no polite way to avoid Micah at this moment, not when he was making a big show of calling her over.  He bid good-by to several more of his overeager “groupies” - as one of the other teachers here had teasingly dubbed his smitten students - and then slid an arm around Sasha’s shoulder, pulling her in close for a hug.

	“How’s my favorite goddess on this beautiful summer day?” he murmured in her ear.  

	Sasha forced herself not to cringe at the combined odors of garlic and sweat that emanated from Micah’s body.  She knew that he took garlic supplements as part of his fitness regime, and while she certainly appreciated the various health benefits of garlic, she also knew better than to ingest the capsules before teaching a class of several dozen students all packed into the same heated studio.  One of the negative side effects of taking garlic supplements was the way the odor could emanate through one’s pores and sweat glands, and for that reason it was a bad idea for someone in Micah’s profession to use them on a regular basis.

	“I’m good,” was all she told him in reply, offering up one of her usual serene smiles.  “But I’m pretty wiped out after teaching class and then doing two hours of my own practice, so I’m anxious to head home and relax for awhile.”

	Micah gave her a mock scowl.  “Ah, and just when I was going to try and convince you to let me buy you lunch.  One of these days, sweet Sasha, you’re going to give in and say yes.  I’m not going to keep buying that line about management frowning on co-workers seeing each other outside of business hours.”

	She shrugged, using the opportunity to slip out from under his forced embrace.  “You’re more than welcome to discuss the matter with Serge or Morgana.  Though you might want to hold off on that chat for a bit.  I understand they’re still peeved at you about that incident with one of your students.”

	Serge and Morgana were the married couple who owned SF Flow.  Serge still taught classes occasionally, though he devoted most of his time nowadays to his massage practice.  In addition to handling all of the bookkeeping and personnel matters, Morgana taught pre-natal yoga and offered monthly workshops for expectant mothers.  And while they were two of the most down-to-earth and open-minded people Sasha had ever known, they drew a hard line with any of their teachers dating their own students.  Micah usually got around that particular problem by slyly suggesting to whatever pretty student who caught his eye that she should quietly start attending a different class.  Sasha had lost count months ago of how many of Micah’s former students had wound up in one of her classes - and how many of them he’d pissed off when things had ended rather abruptly between them.  

	Micah had the good graces to look sheepish at the reminder.  “Yeah, guess I’d better lay low for awhile, huh?  No sense rocking the boat.  But I’m not the sort who gives up easily, as you know.  So, one of these days, Goddess Sasha, you’ll give into me.  I had a sixth sense about you from the very first time we met, and those vibes have only gotten stronger over time.  It’s fate, sweet Sasha, that we’ll be together one day.”

	Sasha resisted the urge to roll her green-gold eyes.  It had been very obvious to her from the first time she’d met Micah that he was something of a poser - a spiritual wannabe, in so many words.  He’d only been practicing yoga about six years, and while he more or less had the physical aspect of the practice down, he had a long way to go before he fully understood all of the other facets.  But he liked to put on certain airs, was wont to talk in New-Age terms, and acted like some sort of modern-day guru at times.  To someone like Sasha, who’d not only studied many of those other facets in depth for more than a decade but had lived them as well, Micah’s put-on airs were both comical and mildly insulting.

	“Well,” she told him with a mischievous grin, “my sixth sense is telling me that you might have gone a wee bit overboard on the garlic supplements this morning.  You might want to abstain for twenty four hours before you teach a class from now on.  See you later, Micah.”

	As she passed by the front desk, Sasha caught Callista’s eye, knowing that the receptionist would have just overheard the conversation with Micah, and the two women exchanged a knowing grin.  As she waited for the bus that would bring her home a few minutes later, Sasha was still chuckling under her breath at the shocked expression in Micah’s light blue eyes at her admonition.

	‘That was just a tiny bit evil, you know,’ she scolded herself.  ‘And not very kind.  But, boy, did he ever deserve it!  Maybe now he’ll stop asking you out every time you cross paths.’

	But Sasha doubted this would be the end of Micah’s attempts to ask her out on a date, given his massive ego and not especially bright intellect.  However, he certainly wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle easily, and she dismissed the incident from her thoughts during the bus ride home.

	A couple of blocks from home, the cell phone that she rarely used pinged, signaling a voice mail.  Sasha sighed, knowing before she looked at the screen that the call would have been from her mother.  These Sunday calls were pretty much a regular thing, unless of course Katya was preoccupied with something related to business, or had to head in for a last minute rehearsal or costume fitting.  

	Katya Veselov was one of the professional ballroom dancers on the long running TV show Beyond Ballroom.  The immensely popular reality show paired professional dancers with celebrity partners, most of whom had little to no dance training, and who were quite often something of a train wreck to actually watch.  Sasha’s mother had been with the show nearly from its beginning a decade earlier, and was now quite the celebrity herself.  Katya was close to fifty years old now, though she was as toned and fit and stunning as she’d been as a young ballroom protégé in communist Russia.  Still, the show’s producers had begun assigning her partners who were closer to her own age as of late, something that Katya frequently raged about.  Not, thought Sasha wryly, that her fiery-tempered mother ever lacked something or other to get into a rage about.

	During Sasha’s bohemian, nomadic-like childhood and adolescence, the most frequent subject of Katya’s rages had been Enzo - her on-again, off-again lover, and the father of her child.  Enzo was every bit as fiery and passionate as Katya, and during the times they’d been together it had always been unclear what was more fervent - their epic screaming matches or their wild bouts of lovemaking.  Sasha had often thought that her parents went together like fire and ice, and that the day they had first met must have triggered either an earthquake, a hurricane, or a tsunami somewhere in the world.

	They had met in Paris, the city where Katya had defected from her home country.  She’d been near desperate to escape not just the oppressive communist regime that had governed Russia at the time, but also her abusive, domineering mother who had pushed Katya into the world of competitive ballroom dance at a very young age.  And while she had grown to love dance and competitions and performances, she hated the restrictions placed on her by both the government and her overbearing mother.  

	The dance troupe that she belonged to was rarely allowed to travel outside of Russia, so when Katya learned about the trip to a competition in Paris she knew this could be her one and only chance to escape.  Fortunately, her older sister had herself defected to Paris several years ago and Katya had been able to hide out with Polina until the troupe returned to Russia without her.  Katya had been barely twenty years old at the time, but still possessed of a steely determination to make a better life for herself, a life where she and no one else could make her decisions.

	She’d been working as a waitress at a neighborhood café, struggling with both the unfamiliar work and her limited command of the French language, when she’d met Enzo Fonseca for the first time.  He had been in town with his group for a series of performances, and they stopped in at the café for a late lunch.  The attraction between them had been both instantaneous and explosive, and would be the first of many such encounters between them over the next three decades.

	Sasha couldn’t recall a time when her parents had actually lived together for more than a few weeks at a time, until one of them stormed out of whatever city they happened to be residing in at the moment in a fit of anger.  As her father was fond of saying, he and Katya loved as fiercely as they fought, and at times it was difficult to draw a line between love and hate where they were concerned.

	They had never married, of course, even though Enzo had proposed multiple times once Katya had fallen pregnant and given birth to Sasha.  Katya had remarked scathingly many times over the years that the two best decisions she’d ever made in her life had been to leave Russia and to remain single. And neither parent, it seemed, was capable of remaining faithful to the other during the times they were apart.  Though they had both been discreet when Sasha was around, she’d been well aware from an early age that her parents each had lovers.  And because she’d never really known the stability of a normal, two-parent household, or had a real house to call a home, Sasha had never considered the whole situation to be even the least bit odd.

	She had lived the life of a gypsy from infancy, especially after her mother took a job with a ballroom dance company based out of New York City.  Sasha would spend part of the year in Paris living with her Aunt Polina and her husband Maxim, another few months in Sao Paolo with Enzo’s family, and time in New York with Katya, as well as traveling with each parent during their dance and band tours.  She attended schools in three different cities, often during the same calendar year, and had to make the switch between French, Portuguese, and English each time.  No place ever truly felt like home, and she learned quickly not to get too attached to a particular place or person, or to accumulate too many belongings because she would more than likely have to leave some of them behind.

	Sasha had always been a quiet, placid child, a stark contrast to her explosive, intense parents, and in some ways she had acted as a calming influence on the two of them.  She’d gone along with their wishes, never complaining when she was uprooted yet again, or when she spent weeks on the road with one or the other on a tour.  

	But all of that changed when she turned fifteen, and had quite firmly set her foot down about the nomadic existence that had been forced on her.  Katya and Enzo had been startled when their obedient child had spoken up for herself for the first time, but neither had argued the point for too long when she’d calmly announced that she was going to live with her aunt Linda in northern California full time.  And while her mother had grudgingly accepted her decision, Sasha sensed that Katya had never really forgiven her for it.

	Knowing that a phone call from her mother meant twenty minutes minimum of lots of drama and heavy sighs, Sasha wisely waited until she arrived home before returning the call.  She’d made the mistake once or twice of taking Katya’s calls on the bus, and cringed as she recalled the odd looks directed her way from other passengers as her mother’s very loud voice chattering away in rapid Russian had carried over the phone.

	The house was quiet as Sasha let herself in, and she assumed her other roommates were either out or closeted up in their rooms.  Chad and Julio, who owned the house, were almost certainly out somewhere on this sunny summer day.  They had a wide circle of friends, both gay and straight, and were constantly being invited to picnics, brunches, parties, and other social doings.  They also did their fair share of hosting parties here at the house, and Sasha wasn’t in the least fazed to arrive home to find forty or fifty people milling about with cocktails in hand and music blaring from the sound system.

	Her other two roommates were Elliott, a nerdy computer programmer whose bedroom was a semi-shrine to all things Star Wars, and Sadie, who was working on her PhD in Genetics while moonlighting as an exotic dancer to help pay the bills.   It was, for sure, a rather odd household, but everyone got along extremely well, and Sasha was more than content with her somewhat unorthodox living arrangements.

	She made a comfortable enough living now, between teaching yoga and doing massage, that she could have afforded to live alone, albeit in a tiny studio apartment given how high rents were going for these days in San Francisco.  But Sasha had never lived alone in her entire life, had always been surrounded by people - often strangers - and wasn’t at all sure that she’d like having her own place.  

	She took a leisurely shower, ate a bowl of Greek yogurt, fresh berries, and granola, then brewed a cup of tea before finally – reluctantly - returning her mother’s call.  As she carried her steaming cup of herbal tea out to the small but sunny backyard of the house, Sasha hoped she wouldn’t feel the need to drink something a whole lot stronger than tea after the phone call with Katya.  She seldom indulged in alcohol, but there had certainly been occasions after a conversation with her fiery mother that she’d wished for a glass of wine - followed by several shots of pure Russian vodka.

	Sasha usually had a pretty good idea of what her mother’s current mood was depending on the language she began the conversation with.  If Katya was in good spirits, more or less content with the way her day was going, then she’d speak in English.  But if she was upset about something - which she frequently was - then the conversation would begin in rapid, agitated Russian.  Sasha kept her fingers crossed as her mother answered the call that it would be the former rather than the latter.

	“Aleksandra.  What took you so long to call your mother back?”

	Sasha sighed.  Not only was Katya speaking Russian but she was also calling Sasha by her full name, a sure sign that she was upset about something.  

	“I’m sorry, Mama,” replied Sasha with a long-practiced calm.  “I stayed at the studio after class to work on my own practice.  And you know I hate calling you from the bus.  Is everything all right?”

	“Yes, yes,” assured Katya impatiently.  Then, with a little sniff, she added, “All this time you spend doing the yoga you could be dancing instead.  If you practiced your dance even a little, Aleksandra, you could be on the show with me.  You’re so much better than all of these silly little American girls, or the one from Australia who is nowhere near as good as she thinks she is.  I mentioned the idea to the producer once, and he thought it would be wonderful to have a mother and daughter both on the show.  Though if that happened everyone would know how old I am so perhaps not.”

	“Mama, you know that’s not going to happen anyway,” Sasha pointed out gently, her Russian every bit as fluent as her mother’s.  “My competitive dancing days are long over.  That’s not the sort of life I want for myself.”

	“Hmmpf.”  Katya made a small sound of disgust.  “None of these other girls would ever be able to compete in an actual ballroom competition.  You could dance circles around them even now.  But I know better than to convince you to resume your training.  You choose the yoga and living like a hippie over the kind of life you could have down here.”

	Katya had been living full time in Los Angeles for nearly ten years now, and had taken to the glitzy lifestyle like a duck to water.  Sasha paid her mother a very reluctant visit twice a year, and couldn’t wait to return back to San Francisco each time, the crowds and traffic in L.A. more than a little claustrophobic. 

	“How are things going at the studio, Mama?” asked Sasha, smoothly changing the subject.  

	In addition to appearing on Beyond Ballroom, Katya owned a popular dance studio in Los Angeles.  The studio specialized in ballroom, of course, but also offered classes in ballet, jazz, hip hop, and theater dance.  The place had been bankrolled a few years back by one of Katya’s celebrity partners on the show - an older restaurant magnate who’d been more than a little enamored of his fiery Russian partner.  When Sasha had quizzed her mother about whether she’d actually had a fling with the man, Katya had coyly changed the subject, but the implication had been rather glaring. 

	“Good, good.  A little slow right now since it’s the summer, but once the show starts up again next month the students will come back from their vacations.  I hired a new teacher - a nice Russian boy, one who trained with one of my old teachers.  Next time you come to visit I’ll introduce you to him, Aleksandra.  You’ll be thirty soon, and it’s time you started thinking about settling down.  And Pasha is a very handsome young man, a fantastic dancer.  The two of you would make a beautiful couple.”

	Sasha rolled her eyes.  This was far from the first time her mother had tried to fix her up with someone, or hinted about her “advanced” age.  Sasha resisted the impulse to remind Katya that she had never married, as that particular topic typically sent her off on a rant of some sort about Enzo.  

	“His name is Pasha?” she asked instead.  “Wouldn’t that be adorable - Pasha and Sasha.  But I’ll pass on meeting your newest protégé, Mama, thanks all the same.”

	“Yes, I’m sure you’re dating some hippie who also teaches the yoga.  Or does the massaging.  How does he expect to support a wife and children doing those things?” asked Katya scathingly.

	With Katya, it was always “the” yoga or “the” massage, as though she found both professions equally distasteful.  But Sasha knew better than to argue with her mother on the matter, and simply changed the subject.

	“Do you know yet who your new partner is going to be for the fall season?” she asked, knowing how much her mother adored talking about the TV show.

	“Pah!” Katya spat out in disgust.  “That is why I called you, Aleksandra.  Can you believe they want me to dance with this fat old man?  They tell me he used to be on the television a long time ago, some program where he was some sort of policeman.  Or detective, I don’t remember which one.  But he’s at least seventy years old now, out of shape, losing his hair.  Ugh.  He looks nothing like the photograph they showed me of him when he was on the television.  I can already tell he’s going to be clumsy as an ox, and he’s going to get us voted off the show within the first two weeks.”

	Sasha tucked her bare feet under her as she settled more deeply into the padded outdoor lounge chair, and merely continued to sip her tea calmly as Katya went on and on about her new partner.  It was very obvious to Sasha that the real reason her mother was upset was because she was ultra-sensitive about her own age.  Beyond Ballroom liked to rotate their professional dancers in and out of the lineup, introducing new faces and sitting out some of the older ones for a season in order to keep things fresh.  And each time a pretty twenty-something female dancer was brought on board, Katya’s hackles went up, for she feared it would only be a matter of time before the show’s producers decided she was too old now to compete.

	Fortunately, Katya was extremely popular among the viewers, for they liked her feisty, bossy Russian temperament, and she had a way of bringing out the best from her partners.  Sasha had little doubt that the fat, balding seventy year old would not be voted off the show within the first two weeks, and would actually wind up staying on much longer than anyone would initially predict.  

	Half an hour later, Katya had finally exhausted her supply of insults, and had begun instead to think of ways she could possibly make something of her partner.  She bade Sasha good-bye, but not before chastising her one more time about her lack of a boyfriend, and urged her to come visit soon.

	“If you don’t want to meet Pasha, I can maybe introduce you to one of the new celebrities on the show.  Don’t you dare tell anyone,” cautioned Katya dramatically, “but I just learned that Rafe Constantine is going to be on the show this season.  Why I couldn’t have had him for a partner I have no idea.  But I could set you up with him, Sasha, if you’re interested.  He’s very successful, you know, not like the yoga or the massage people you date.”

	Sasha didn’t bother telling her mother that not only did she have zero idea who this Rafe Constantine was, but that she rarely ever dated fellow yoga teachers or massage therapists.  The former admission would trigger a shocked reaction from Katya that Sasha didn’t know who this supposedly famous person was, while denying the latter would be met with disbelief.

	Still, as she ended the call and sat quietly for a few more minutes enjoying the warm summer sunshine, Sasha was honest enough to admit to herself that there was in fact something missing from her life.  She had good friends and a loving family, even if some of the latter drove her to distraction at times; adored the work that she did and felt fulfilled by it every single day; lived in a warm, friendly household with an interesting assortment of roommates.  She resided in what she considered one of the most beautiful, fascinating cities in the world, and was young, healthy, and vibrant.  

	But there was no denying that there were gaps in her life here and there, ones that had been made more evident over the past year when two of her closest friends -  Julia and Tessa - had both fallen in love and gotten married.  And while Sasha had never been the sort of woman who needed or wanted a man for the sole purpose of defining who she was, there were definitely times when she thought it would be nice to have someone special in her life.

	‘It will happen one of these days,’ she told herself with a calm confidence. ‘And most likely when you’re least expecting it to do so.’




Chapter Five

 

	September

	 

	“That was one of the best meals I’ve ever had in my life, Tessa.  And I’m not just saying that because I haven’t had an actual home-cooked meal in longer than I can remember,” added Matthew teasingly.

	Tessa Gregson smiled warmly at her dinner guest.  “I’m glad you enjoyed it, Matthew,” she told him softly.  “And I’m so sorry that we haven’t managed to have you over before now.  Between business trips and our vacation with Ian’s family in Tuscany last month, it’s been an incredibly hectic summer.”

	“Not to worry,” he assured her.  “Besides, that meal was worth waiting for.  I understand now why Ian works out so often and so intensely if you cook for him like this every night.”

	Ian grinned, giving his dark head a brief shake.  “Not every night, no.  At least not a feast like this.  I’d easily be twenty pounds heavier if my bride cooked this way all the time.  But she does adore taking care of me, and insists on cooking almost every night of the week despite how busy she is.”

	Tessa shrugged, taking a sip of the very expensive Chardonnay that Matthew had brought as his contribution to dinner.  “I’m not that busy,” she demurred.  “Not like you and Matthew are.  And I like to cook.  Besides, Ian’s right.  We usually have a very simple meal most evenings - just some fish or chicken with vegetables or a salad.”

	“Well, I certainly wouldn’t call tonight’s dinner simple,” declared Matthew, indicating the array of serving dishes and bowls that were spread out on the glass-topped patio table.  “You definitely outdid yourself, Tessa.  And my stomach and I are very, very appreciative!”

	The weather had been unseasonably hot in San Francisco today, hovering in the low nineties, and it was still quite warm at seven-thirty in the evening.  Tessa had chosen to serve dinner on the spacious, flagstone courtyard located just outside the French doors leading to the kitchen.  Matthew liked the quiet intimacy of the Gregsons’ outdoor space, vastly preferring it to the sprawling grounds of the Hillsborough estate that had never truly felt like a home to him.  

	And he’d sure as hell never enjoyed a home-cooked meal like the one Ian’s wife had just prepared for them – a perfectly seasoned and grilled surf and turf combination of juicy Chateaubriand and tiger prawns, accompanied by a wedge salad, saffron risotto, fresh vegetables, and soft, buttery rolls.  And when both men had stuffed themselves of the delicious meal until they were groaning a bit, Tessa had laughingly warned them to find a bit of room for dessert – an apricot tart she’d made from scratch, using fruit she had just picked up this morning at the farmers market.  

	Matthew patted his very full belly.  “I might need to wait a bit before I can do that tart justice,” he cautioned.  

	“There’s no rush,” replied Ian, as he topped off their wine glasses.  “Unless, of course, you plan on working when you return home tonight.”

	Matthew shook his head.  “I promised myself not to even think about work tonight.  I’ve been putting in way too much time lately, both at the office and after hours as well.  I fell asleep in my office yesterday, literally face planted right on my desk.  Elena swore I’d been out for over half an hour when she found me that way.”  He winced, rubbing his nape.  “Guess that’s why I can barely move my neck today.”

	“You need a massage,” declared Tessa.  “And not just because you have a sore neck.  I’m guessing with everything you’re going through right now that your stress level is off the charts.”

	Matthew grimaced.  “That’s probably the understatement of the century, Tessa.  And a massage would definitely do me wonders right now.  I’ll ask Elena to call the health club tomorrow and try to set something up with one of their therapists.”

	Tessa shook her blonde head.  “Don’t bother with one of those guys,” she told him.  “From what I’ve heard they’re all brute strength and zero finesse.  If you want a real therapeutic massage, you need to call Sasha.  When she lays her hands on you for the first time, you’ll melt right there on the massage table.”

	Matthew frowned.  “Sasha?  Why does that name sound so familiar?  I – oh, now I remember.  She was one of your bridesmaids, wasn’t she?  The one with all that curly hair who was dancing up a storm at the pre-wedding party.  And - God, I forgot all about this until now.  I ended up talking to her at the wedding for a little while.  I was at the bar belting back another bourbon when she came up and asked the bartender for hot water so she could brew some sort of tea she’d brought along with her.”

	Ian rolled his eyes.  “Yes, that definitely sounds like something Sasha would do.  I always considered my diet to be extremely healthy until she told me I was missing at least a dozen different nutrients and vitamins, and wrote up a list of supplements I should be taking.  But she does knows her stuff, Matthew.  And she’s definitely the best masseuse I’ve ever had.  You wouldn’t imagine that someone as slim as she is could also be so strong, but she’s made me yelp more than a few times.”

	Matthew groaned.  “And I also just remembered that she encouraged me to get a massage.  She, uh, sort of strong-armed me into dancing with her, and could tell how tense I was just from that contact.  I was supposed to ask one of you for her business card after you got back from your honeymoon, but, well, it’s sort of been a hell of a summer, you know?”

	  “We get it,” assured Tessa gently, patting him on the arm.  “You’ve had a lot on your plate with the separation and work and your children.  Let me go find one of her business cards for you now, Matthew.  Be right back.”

	Matthew didn’t miss the possessive way Ian watched his wife as she hurried through the French doors inside the house, and smiled a little wistfully.  Had he ever felt that way about Lindsey, even when they’d been newlyweds?  It was extremely obvious to even a casual observer that Ian and Tessa were both madly in love, and also enjoyed a deeply passionate relationship.  

	“I envy you, Ian,” he admitted with a sigh.  “In the nearly twenty years that Lindsey and I were together, I’m not sure she ever once looked at me the way your wife’s been staring at you all evening.  Then again, I’m not sure I’ve met any couple who seem as crazy about each other as you and Tessa do.  Not to repeat myself, but you’re a very, very lucky man.”

	Ian smiled.  “I am lucky.  And I’m the first to admit it.  And, yes, I realize that what Tessa and I have together is very rare, very special.  I just wish that you had known that sort of love in your own marriage, at least for a time.  Or that at the very least you might be able to have that sort of relationship with someone else one of these days.”

	Matthew gave a little snort of derision.  “That’s probably the farthest thing from my mind these days, what with all the pressures at work and trying to fit in enough time to see my kids.  Not to mention the twice weekly phone calls from my divorce attorney updating me on the progress with the proceedings.  And before you ask, the progress has pretty much come to a grinding halt.  Lindsey refuses to even consider looking at the divorce papers unless I change the terms.  Her latest demand is that she still gets half of everything, plus receive a very sizeable monthly payment for the next twenty years.  I told my attorney I wasn’t quite that desperate yet.”

	“Good.  You’re being far more than generous with your offer, Matthew.  I just can’t imagine someone being offered such a staggering sum of money and still wanting more.”  Ian shook his head in disbelief.  “Is Lindsey doing this out of greed or spite?”

	“Probably both,” replied Matthew.  “My attorney wants me to use all the reports the private investigator compiled about her infidelities as leverage.  But that would be hard to keep quiet, and I don’t want the kids to know.  Though there may come a time when I don’t have a choice any longer.”

	The topic was swiftly dropped as Tessa returned to the table, and handed Matthew a business card printed in sage green and tan.  It bore the name, address, and telephone number of a yoga studio here in San Francisco, along with Sasha Fonseca/LMT.

	“She works out of the yoga studio?” inquired Matthew as he tucked the card inside his wallet.

	Tessa nodded.  “Most of the time.  She sees some clients at their home, like me and Ian, but that’s only because we have a massage table and the other supplies she needs here.  She doesn’t own a car, and it’s a little tough to cart a folding table around on the bus.  But the studio has several massage rooms, and I’ve had sessions with Sasha there before.  Be warned, though.  It might take you a couple of weeks or longer before you can snag an appointment with her.  She’s very in demand.  In fact, maybe I should call her for you and set something up.  Her evening class should be ending soon, so I can try calling her in a few minutes.”

	“If you don’t mind, that would be awesome,” Matthew told her gratefully.  “The more I think about it, the more the idea of a massage sounds miraculous.  With each passing minute, it feels like another muscle or joint is aching.”

	“I don’t mind at all,” assured Tessa.  “I just hope she has her phone turned on.  She, ah, isn’t very big on technology, which is why I never text or email her.  In fact, I’m not even sure she has an email account.”

	Matthew, who was considered one of the modern day kings of technology, was more than a little appalled at that revelation.  But he was greatly relieved a few minutes later when Tessa was able to reach Sasha on her cell phone, and set up an appointment for Matthew the following afternoon.

	“She’s basically fitting you in between other appointments,” explained Tessa.  “As something of a favor to me.  So you’d better give her a really big tip!” she added teasingly.

	Matthew chuckled.  “No worries there.  And if she’s as good as you and Ian insist she is, it will probably be the biggest tip she’s ever received before.  I can barely move my neck at all right now.  Thank you, Tessa, I really appreciate it.”

	“No problem.  I think – well, you’ll figure it out for yourself pretty quickly, but Sasha is a very special person.  She’s not just a great massage therapist, but she has a very calming, grounding presence about her as well.  I think she could be very good for you in more ways than one, Matthew,” commented Tessa.  “She’s helped me through some difficult times, and maybe she can do the same for you.”

	Matthew regarded her quizzically.  “How so exactly?”

	But Tessa merely gave him a mysterious little smile before replying, “You’ll see for yourself soon enough.”

	 

	 

	 

	“Have I told you yet today that you’re really the perfect husband?  I mean, not only are you gorgeous and sexy and really, really amazing in bed, but you help with the dishes, too.  What else could a girl ask for?”

	Ian laughed at his wife’s teasing inquiry, and bent to kiss her cheek.  “The least I could do, darling, considering how much effort you put into cooking such a wonderful dinner this evening.  And I know Matthew appreciated it very much – especially the plates of leftovers you sent him home with.”

	Tessa smiled as she placed the last glass in the dishwasher, popped a detergent pod inside the appliance, and started the wash cycle.  “I’m sure it must be tough on him getting takeout almost every night,” she sympathized.  “And he’s admittedly not much of a cook.  Besides, I doubt he’d have time to cook given all of the demands on his time.  Don’t you think the CEO of a company would be able to delegate a little more of his work?”

	Ian shook his head.  “Matthew is something of a control freak from what I’ve observed.  And since he’s still deeply involved in the design and development process of the software programs his company produces, it’s not always possible for him to delegate certain aspects of the job.  He’s a genius, you know.  Literally.  His IQ is someplace in the stratosphere.  So it’s doubtful that too many people would be able to do some of the things he does.”

	“Well, I’m just glad he was able to join us for dinner tonight,” declared Tessa.  “We’ll have to make it a point to have him over more often.  And I’m so pleased that Sasha was able to fit him in for a massage tomorrow.  I think she’ll do him a world of good.”

	Ian looked at his wife quizzically as they began to make their way upstairs to their bedroom.  “You are just referring to the massage, aren’t you?  Tessa, please tell me that you aren’t trying to do a bit of matchmaking here.”

	She gave a careless little shrug.  “That certainly wasn’t my intent, no.  But the more I think about it the more I like the idea.  Strange as it may sound, I think Sasha might be exactly what Matthew needs in his life right now.”

	“They’re absolutely nothing alike,” pointed out Ian as he began to undress.  “Matthew’s the CEO of a multi-billion dollar corporation, lives in a penthouse, wears eight thousand dollar suits, and drives a top of the line Tesla – which is just one of the cars he owns.  Sasha teaches yoga and does massage for a living, rents a single room in someone else’s house, take the bus or walks everywhere, and the only time I’ve seen her wear anything but yoga clothes was at our wedding.”

	Tessa tapped him on the nose with her index finger.  “Snob,” she taunted teasingly, just before presenting him with her back so he could lower the zipper of her dress.  

	Ian chuckled, even as he sucked in a breath at the sight of her semi-nude body.  He wasn’t certain he’d ever stop feeling like an adolescent schoolboy in the presence of his young, sexy wife, and especially not when she was almost naked, clad in just a lacy bra and thong set of pale pink lace.

	“It has nothing to do with the differences in their financial status,” he clarified, even as he hooked an arm around her waist and pulled her flush against his bare chest.  “In spite of his wealth, Matthew is a very down-to-earth person, and not in the least bit snobbish.  It’s more a case of he and Sasha having different interests, and very different lifestyles.  He’s probably the most tech savvy person I’ve ever known, while I believe you’ve told me that Sasha doesn’t even own a computer.  And try as I might, I simply can’t envision Matthew attempting a yoga class.  Or meditating.”

	Tessa shrugged, running her hands up and down her husband’s heavily muscled arms, her lips hovering around the hollow at the base of his throat.  “Hmm.  But maybe both of those things – yoga and meditation – are exactly what he needs right now to help relieve his stress.  And you’re right – the two of them are very different from each other.  But you know the saying – opposites attract.  It will be interesting to see if anything, ah, develops after his appointment tomorrow.  And before you say anything, Ian, I am not trying to matchmake.  Just trying to help out a friend in need is all.”

	“Speaking of needs,” he whispered wickedly in her ear.  He grabbed hold of her hand and brought it to his crotch, where his cock was already hard and fully erect.  “As you can tell, love, I’m very, very needy for you this evening.”

	“I can tell,” she purred, her slender hand stroking him up and down with slow, deliberate movements, the way she knew all too well drove him crazy with lust.  But when her hand slid further back to gently squeeze his swollen testicles, he clamped his fingers around her wrist, stilling her movements.

	“I’ll come in your hand in about ten seconds if you keep doing that,” panted Ian.  “And I would much rather come inside of you.’

	Tessa squealed in surprise as he swooped her into his arms, tossed her on their enormous king-sized bed, pulled off her barely there thong, and then thrust fully inside of her – all within a matter of seconds.  As controlled and disciplined as Ian was about most aspects of his life – including their lovemaking – he could just as easily turn into a wild man in the bedroom with very little encouragement.  This, evidently, was going to be one of those times.

	 

	 

	 

	“Sasha will be right with you, Matthew.  Are you sure I can’t offer you some water or tea?”

	Matthew smiled at the perky front desk clerk.  “No, thank you.  And here’s the form you asked me to fill out.  I don’t think I missed anything.”

	“Oh, thanks.”  

	He handed the clipboard and pen, along with the client information form and waiver he’d just completed, across the counter to the young girl who’d introduced herself as Willow upon his arrival.  She was nearly as thin as the tree she shared a name with, almost waifishly so, with shoulder length black hair that had been dyed purple at the tips.  Like everyone else he’d seen walk through the yoga studio since his arrival five minutes ago, Willow was casually dressed in cropped yoga pants, a floaty tunic, and flip flops.  Matthew silently cursed himself for not having taken the time to change clothes before leaving the office, since his Dior suit, Brooks Brothers tie, and Prada oxfords were very sadly out of place here.  

	Truth be told, he’d never felt entirely comfortable wearing a suit and tie, or any other sort of expensive designer clothing.  He missed the early days of his career, when he could get away with wearing jeans and a T-shirt to the office and no one would blink an eye.  And even on the casual Fridays he’d insisted on implementing at MBI, he hesitated at presenting too casual of an image and usually wore pressed khakis and an open-necked shirt.  

	Unlike the handful of men he’d seen in the studio since walking through the front door.  They had all been wearing loose fitting shorts or nylon track pants, T-shirts or tanks, and either sandals, sneakers, or no shoes at all.  Self-consciously, he undid the top two buttons of his shirt and loosened his tie, wondering if he should just dispense with the latter altogether and stuff it in his pocket.  He – 

	“Matthew.  It’s a pleasure to see you again.  Even if you’re several months later than expected.”

	He glanced up at the sound of that soft, melodious voice, his gaze colliding with those mysterious green-gold eyes that had reminded him of a lioness’s the first time they had met.  Sasha was smiling at him with that particular air of serenity that seemed to envelop her like a cloud, and he stared at her for long seconds as though awestruck.  And while her attire of slim fitting dark gray yoga pants and a midnight blue tank top was at the very opposite end of the scale from the formal bridesmaid’s gown she’d been wearing at Tessa and Ian’s wedding, Matthew thought vaguely that he preferred her this way.  He didn’t think he’d ever met anyone who seemed as comfortable in their own skin as Sasha did, and he knew without being told that she wasn’t a woman who fussed over her appearance.  

	She also, he noted with an unexpected surge of lust, had a rather amazing figure – slender and graceful, with leanly muscled arms and legs, and narrow hips and shoulders.  Her breasts were on the small side but looked firm and nicely shaped, and their size was in perfect balance with the rest of her body.  She looked like a dancer, and he could still visualize the impromptu little ballroom dance performance she and her date had given at the Gregsons’ joint bachelor/bachelorette party.  Her bare feet were as slim and dainty as the rest of her body, the toenails unpolished.

	As she continued to gaze at him expectantly, Matthew rather clumsily reached out a hand in her direction. “It’s - it’s good to see you, Sasha,” he replied, his voice cracking just a little.  “And I’m, uh, sorry for not making an appointment until now.  Life has been - well, let’s call it complicated as of late.”

	She shook her head, causing that untamable mane of corkscrew curls to bounce endearingly.  At the same time she clasped his hand in her much smaller one, giving his a reassuring little squeeze.  “No need to apologize,” she replied softly.  “And I hope that your being here will help make things a little less complicated for you.  Come, follow me.”

	During the brief walk down a short hallway that had several rooms on each side, Matthew tried like hell not to let his lecherous gaze drift past the graceful curve of Sasha’s spine.  But it was damned near impossible to ignore the way those form fitting yoga pants cupped the firm curves of her ass, and he was able to sneak in a quick, furtive peek before she stopped in front of one of the doors.  

	“Here we are,” she announced as she opened the door and ushered him inside.  If she’d been aware of his hot gaze on her butt, she was evidently too discreet to make mention of it.  Matthew just guessed that he was far from the first male yoga student or massage client to take note of the fact, however.

	The room Sasha had brought him to was small but had obviously been decorated with comfort and calm in mind.  The walls were painted a soothing shade of blue-gray, and a soft area rug covered the wood floor.  The lighting was muted, and there was a minimum of furniture in the room, with the massage table taking up most of the space.  An aromatherapy diffuser was emitting a subtle scent of peppermint oil, and New Age music was being piped discreetly through small, wall-mounted speakers.

	“You can leave your things on the chair in the corner,” Sasha told him as he finished his brief inspection of the room.  “Or hang them on one of the hooks.”

	“My things?” he quizzed, turning to face her.

	She smiled before replying calmly, “Your clothes.  All of them.  And, yes, before you ask, that includes your underwear.”

	Unwittingly, he felt his cheeks grow hot and was grateful for the dim lightning of the room.  “Oh.  Um, yeah, sure.  What – whatever you prefer.”

	Sasha’s smiled deepened but her voice was reassuring.  “Don’t worry, you’ll be covered the entire time with a sheet.  Plus, I can assure you that you don’t have any body parts I haven’t seen many times before.  I’ll give you a few minutes to undress and get under the covers.  Face down to start, please.  I’ll knock before I entering.”

	The door clicked shut quietly as she left, and Matthew quickly began to disrobe.  He hung his suit jacket on a wall hook, but took less care with his shirt, tie, and trousers, draping them casually over the chair.  After removing his shoes and socks, he stood in the middle of the small room wearing just his dark blue briefs, wondering vaguely if he really needed to take everything off.  After all, he reasoned, it was mostly just his neck and shoulders and upper back muscles that needed attention, so why did he have to take off his Calvins?  

	But he didn’t want to displease Sasha by going against her wishes, so he quickly shucked the cotton underwear and shoved it under the other clothes on the chair.  He had just stretched out on the massage table and pulled the top sheet up to cover his bare ass before a soft knock sounded on the door.

	“Uh, yeah.  Come in.”

	Sasha’s bare feet didn’t make a sound as she entered the room, only the slight click of the door behind her signaling her arrival.  Wordlessly, she pulled the butter soft cotton sheet and lightweight blanket all the way up to his neck.  Beneath the bottom sheet was some sort of heated pad that felt so fantastic against his bare skin it made him want to close his eyes and take a really long nap.

	But it was the first touch of Sasha’s long, elegant fingers on the back of his neck that caused him to actually groan out loud, the sound escaping his throat involuntarily.

	“My God, that feels good,” he sighed, his voice muffled by the fabric covering the face rest.

	She chuckled softly as her hands began to knead a little more forcefully along his shoulder blades.  “I barely touched you,” she pointed out.  “But I can already tell that we’ve got a lot of work to do here.  Your muscles are about as tense as I’ve ever felt.  I’m afraid it’s going to take several sessions before you feel any significant improvement.  How long has it been since your last massage?”

	Matthew gave a little shrug, closing his eyes in half-bliss, half-pain as she began to dig a little more deeply into his knotted muscles.  “Months.  Maybe closer to a year.  I’m not good at taking care of myself, unfortunately.  I get pretty wrapped up in my job, work really long hours, travel a lot.  And then, well, I assume Tessa has told you about my family situation.  My wife and I are, uh, in the process of getting a divorce.”

	Sasha’s hands stilled momentarily, and she didn’t offer up a reply for several seconds.  “She didn’t tell me, no.  Knowing Tessa as well as I do, I assume she withheld that information because she respects your privacy.  When she called me last evening to book this appointment, she simply said that you’ve had a great deal of stress to cope with lately and really needed a massage.”

	“Yeah, that sounds like Tessa.  She’s a great girl.  Ian is just about the luckiest man in San Francisco to have a wife like her,” murmured Matthew.

	“They’re both lovely people,” agreed Sasha.  “Tessa in particular is very nurturing, very caring.  I’m grateful to have her as a friend.”

	He grunted as she located a particularly tight spot, but then let out another sigh of relief as she began to work out the knot.  “Jesus, you really do have a knack for finding all the sore spots, don’t you?” he asked half-jokingly.  “Ian has been singing your praises to me, but I admit to being skeptical when I walked in here.  But you do, uh, have magic fingers.”

	Sasha laughed this time, the sound reminding him of tinkling bells.  “I do my best,” she assured him.  “It’s more difficult with bodies like yours and Ian’s, though, considering how much muscle mass you have.  I have to dig a little deeper sometimes.”

	Matthew grit his teeth, determined not to cry out in pain when she definitely dug in deeper as she moved to his shoulders.  “I, um, don’t have anywhere near as much muscle mass as Ian, though,” he pointed out.  “The guy could be a linebacker or a tight end on any professional football team.  Though considering he’s British I guess he’d be the prop or a flanker on a rugby team.”

	“I’m afraid I don’t know much about professional sports, American or otherwise,” admitted Sasha.  “But while you may be a bit leaner than Ian, you’re still very muscular, very strong.  And very, very tense.  I could spend the entire hour on just your neck and shoulder blades.  Did you fall asleep in an awkward position or something?”

	Sheepishly, he told her about slumping face first onto his desk the previous day.  “I guess all of the stress is starting to catch up with me,” he acknowledged.  “It’s been a rough few months all around.”

	Unbidden, Matthew found himself telling her about the nasty, contentious divorce proceedings and how uncooperative Lindsey was being; how difficult it had been on him not to see his children as often as he would have liked; how his responsibilities at work seemed to be mounting at an alarming rate, and how he rarely seemed to have a minute to himself these days. 

	Throughout the one-sided conversation, Sasha didn’t comment or offer up any sort of opinion or feedback.  Occasionally she’d make some small sound of acknowledgment or sympathy, but mostly she just continued with the massage, her slim, capable hands working out knots and tension and soreness that he hadn’t even known existed in certain spots.  

	At some point he ceased talking, far too relaxed by now to do anything but close his eyes and enjoy the pure indulgence of the massage.  Sasha was rubbing some sort of lotion into his skin, and the subtle scent was both pleasant and vaguely stimulating.  And, as her hands gradually moved to his lower back, hip flexors, and hamstrings, Matthew unwittingly became aware that other parts of his body were also feeling, well – stimulated.  Perhaps it was simply because it had been so long since a woman had touched him in any manner – sexually or otherwise – but his body was definitely reacting to Sasha’s soothing, knowing touch.  Combined with the scents of the massage lotion and aromatherapy oil, the strains of the hypnotic violin music playing through the speakers, and the cocoon-like warmth of the heated pad beneath his naked body, Matthew felt surrounded by sensations, all of them pleasant, almost hedonistic.  And with each stroke of Sasha’s expert hands on his muscles, his erection seemed to grow another inch, until it was almost painfully swollen.

	He bit down on the fabric covering the face rest, determined not to emit the slightest sound that might betray his growing arousal.  He shifted around a bit awkwardly, trying to find a position to more comfortably accommodate his rapidly hardening cock.  Sasha merely rested a hand in the middle of his back, stilling him, and he obeyed despite the overwhelming urge to do otherwise.

	But it was when she murmured to him softly, “Time to turn over”, that he had to fight off a sense of panic.  There was no way, no way, to disguise the fact that he had a rather obvious hard-on.  But there was also no easy way to refuse Sasha’s instructions, so Matthew rather gingerly eased himself onto his back, willing his cock – which seemed to have a mind of its own at the moment – back into compliance.

	Sasha spent a couple of minutes pulling and readjusting the sheet and blanket, making sure he was adequately covered, and if she noticed his rather conspicuous erection she was far too discreet and professional to acknowledge the fact.

	It was with equal parts relief and dismay when she only spent a few minutes working on the front side of his body, mostly focused on his shoulders and neck.  He figured that the hour was nearly over, and marveled that sixty minutes could go by that quickly. She gently massaged his temples and forehead, soothing away the tension headache that was almost always with him nowadays.  She lifted his head very slightly off the table, her fingers threading through his scalp for a few seconds, before she carefully set his head back down.  Matthew wanted to moan – or purr – from the sheer pleasure of it all, and couldn’t help feeling dismayed when Sasha stepped away from the table, quietly signaling the end of the session.

	“Take a few minutes, hmm?” she murmured softly.  “I’ll be back in just a bit with some water for you.”

	She exited the room as quietly as she’d entered an hour earlier, and Matthew could no longer hold back the groan of mingled pleasure and mortification that escaped his lips.  

	‘Jesus, please do not have let her noticed the fact that my cock was just tenting this sheet a few minutes ago,’ he begged silently.  ‘It has obviously been way too long since you’ve had any action, Bennett.  Maybe you should make sure you jack off before your next massage.  Otherwise, you’re really going to embarrass yourself.”

	The temptation was strong to just keep his eyes closed and drift off to sleep at this moment.  He hadn’t felt this relaxed and warm and content in a very long time, and the stress that was his constant companion these days seemed to have taken a temporary leave of absence.  He stretched his arms and legs in opposite directions before slowly, reluctantly, easing his body off the table.

	He dressed quickly, oddly reluctant to have Sasha catch him in the act of putting his clothes on, even though he’d just been naked as a jaybird in her presence for the last hour.  True to her word, though, she had kept all the private parts of his body well covered at all times, and he hadn’t felt the least bit awkward or embarrassed as he’d initially feared he might.

	He was just pulling on his socks when she knocked gently on the door, entering at his bidding.  She crossed over to where he sat on the chair, a glass of lemon and orange infused water in her hand.  Matthew marveled yet again at how easily she moved, how light and graceful she was on her feet, and wondered aloud how many years she’d trained as a dancer.

	Sasha smiled at his somewhat absentminded inquiry.  “All my life, actually,” she replied.  “Since the time I was a very young girl right up until today.  Oh, I don’t do any formal dance training or classes these days, but dance certainly factors into my yoga practice.  A lot of the yoga poses I do in my own practice and the classes I teach are influenced by dance.”

	“Do you miss the training?” he inquired casually, taking a long sip of the cool, refreshing water.

	Her smile quickly vanished, replaced by a look of mingled annoyance and irritation, two emotions that he would have never attributed to the calm, even-tempered Sasha.  

	“No,” was all she said in reply.  “Those particular memories are not the most pleasant.  So, how do you feel now?  Are those shoulder and neck muscles a little looser?”

	He allowed her to change the subject abruptly, having quickly picked up on the fact that her past dance training was not something she enjoyed discussing.  He rolled his neck from side to side experimentally, and was pleasantly surprised to find how much looser it felt.

	“I’d say so, yes,” he replied, grinning broadly.  “You’ve definitely got some magic in those fingers of yours.”

	Sasha laughed, her good humor quickly restored.  “I do my best.  Now, I’d like you to finish the whole glass of water, and then promise me you’ll drink at least two or three more glasses this afternoon.  Hydration is very important, and especially after a massage.”

	Dutifully, he downed the rest of the glass and nodded.  “Okay, I promise.”

	She held out a sheet of paper to him.  “Now, you can choose to do this or not, it’s entirely up to you.  But I took the liberty of writing down several types of vitamins and supplements that I think you should consider taking.  Some help with stress, others with muscle recovery, and most are just for overall good health.  I also included the names and addresses of a few different health food stores where you can pick these up if you decide to try them.  Again, it’s completely your decision, Matthew, but I do think taking these would do you a world of good.”

	He grinned, taking the sheet from her, and quickly scanning over what she’d written in a neat, artistic hand.  “Ian warned me that you’d probably do this,” he replied teasingly.  

	Sasha arched a dark blonde brow.  “Did he now?  Well, you see, Ian is a prime example of someone who just assumed he was getting plenty of vitamins and minerals from his daily diet and the generic supplements he was taking.  It was something of an eye opener for him to realize that his regime wasn’t quite as healthy as he’d always assumed.  And I’m going to guess that your own diet isn’t as disciplined as his – given what you just told me about your current lifestyle.”

	Matthew sighed, and folded the paper in half before tucking it inside his jacket pocket.  “My diet can only be described as appalling right now,” he admitted.  “I think the only time I eat vegetables are when there’s lettuce and tomato on my burger or club sandwich.  And since I already know how you feel about drinking alcohol, I won’t freak you out by admitting how many glasses of whisky I put away every night.”

	She shook her head.  “I’m not here to lecture you, Matthew,” she told him gently.  “That’s not my place, after all.  But if you’d ever like advice about changing your diet and other habits I would be more than happy to help you with that.  You know how to get in touch with me now.”

	“Speaking of which, I definitely want to set up another appointment.  As soon as you can fit me in.  Do you have your appointment book nearby?”

	“The front desk handles all of that,” she corrected.  “On your way out you can have Willow check to see when my next open time slot is.  I’m guessing not until sometime next week, unless there’s been a cancellation.  And I’m glad that you’ve decided to book another session.  As I mentioned, it’s probably going to take several appointments before I can really make some progress.  You’ve got some real tough knots there.”

	He gave her a lopsided smile.  “Think we’ll have to call that Shibari master in to get them untied?”

	Sasha laughed in delight, her green-gold eyes sparkling.  “You remembered that from the wedding, did you?  But, no, I think I can handle these particular knots on my own.  Now, please take good care of yourself until our next appointment, hmm?  Try to eat a real vegetable or two, drink some nice cold-pressed juices, and maybe cut back just a little on the whiskey.  I understand that this is a very stressful time for you, but there are many other methods beside alcohol that can help relieve that.”

	Matthew bit his lip, forcing himself not to utter the very suggestive phrase “You mean like sex” in response.  Instead, he merely nodded and held out a hand to her.

	“Thanks again for fitting me in today,” he told her earnestly, then had to fight off the really dirty image of how snugly his cock might fit inside that taut, slim-hipped body of hers.  “I didn’t realize how badly I needed that massage until I arrived.”

	She smiled as she gave his hand a brief, reassuring squeeze.  “Most people don’t.  And even though you’re a few months late, I’m very, very glad that you came in today, Matthew.  You’ve taken the first step in helping yourself get through this difficult time in your life, and I hope that you’ll continue to take better care of yourself.  Starting immediately.  FYI, one of those health food stores I recommended is just across the street.”

	The urge to pull her into his arms and give her a quick hug was strong, and he guessed that she wouldn’t resist such a gesture.  She was by nature a very nurturing person, caring and compassionate, but in the end he fought off the temptation - largely because his motivation in holding her in his arms had absolutely nothing to do with comfort and instead everything to do with sexual attraction.  




Chapter Six

 

	Early October, Marin County

	 

	“Want to talk about it, niná?  And before you try and bullshit your Tia Linda that it’s nothing, forget about it.  I can always tell when something’s going on in that pretty head of yours.”

	Sasha smiled at the woman who sat in the chair to her right.  “Of course you can.  And I wouldn’t dream of denying it.  You were the one who taught me how to pick up on that sort of thing, after all.  As for what’s on my mind this afternoon…would you believe me if I confessed that it was a man?”

	Linda Vargas gave a hoot of laughter.  “I’d believe you, niná, but only because I know you never lie about anything.  But I will admit to being surprised.  Who is this mystery man responsible for that very intense expression on your face?”

	Sasha took a sip of the herbal tea that her aunt had brewed just a few minutes ago, then set the hand painted ceramic mug - one of Linda’s creations - on a low table.  “A friend of a friend.  And also one of my massage clients.”

	Linda made a clucking sound of disapproval. “Sasha, you aren’t sleeping with a client, are you?  Not that I’m a prude by any stretch of the imagination, but that’s a bit on the unethical side.”

	“I’m not sleeping with him, Tia,” she replied.  “You know me better than that.  But that doesn’t mean I haven’t thought about it.  He’s - well, not exactly my type, but that doesn’t seem to matter much where my hormones are concerned.  The first time I met him I felt this sort of connection with him.  Even though he happened to be a married man at the time.  Still is, legally.”

	Linda’s scowl was positively ferocious.  “So not only is he a client, but a married one as well?  Sasha, you are a beautiful, accomplished young woman.  You could have most any man you wanted.  So why are you craving the forbidden all of a sudden?”

	Sasha smiled and patted her aunt on the forearm reassuringly.  “You should know better than anyone, Tia, that you can’t control the way you feel about someone.  And even though nothing has happened between us, Matthew is technically single nowadays.  He filed for divorce a few months ago and moved out on his own.  And to hear him talk about it - which he seems to do every single time he comes in for a massage - he considers his marriage to be over.”

	“Hmm.”  Linda still looked skeptical.  “Does he have kids?”

	“Yes.  A boy and a girl.  Both in their teens, so not all that young.  He’s a good father, too, calls them almost every night and sees them as often as possible.  And I can tell he misses them a lot, given how much he talks about them during our sessions.”

	Linda took a long, thoughtful sip from her tea.  “You need to tread carefully here, niná,” she cautioned.  “Dating a man with children - even a man who’s in the process of getting a divorce - is always tricky.  Because he will almost always choose his children over anything, and especially if he’s as devoted to them as you describe.  And you’re too good a person, Sasha, to have your heart broken.”

	Sasha waved a hand in dismissal.  “I think it’s a little premature to start talking about broken hearts here.  After all, he’s just one of my clients at the moment.  And he hasn’t said or done anything to indicate that he’s interested in a relationship with me.”

	Linda quirked a brow at her much-loved niece.  “Really?  Because it’s hard to imagine you being attracted to a man if he hasn’t given you some sort of signal that he feels the same way.”

	Sasha’s cheeks flushed beneath her pale gold skin, and she grinned at her aunt.  “He hasn’t said anything directly, or asked me out on a date or anything.  And I suppose it’s just normal physical reactions, certainly not the first time that a male client has, er, been stimulated during a massage, but…”

	Linda returned her niece’s grin, though her expression was far naughtier.  “He’s had a boner, has he?” she joked.  “Well, if he’s been separated from his wife for a few months that could explain things, especially if he hasn’t been seeing anyone else.  But my guess is that he’d react that way to you regardless, niná.  You’ve always been a very sensual woman, very attuned to sensation and emotion, and I’m guessing your Matthew can’t help but respond to that.”

	“He isn’t my Matthew,” corrected Sasha as she picked up her mug.  “And even if he is attracted to me, you were right earlier - it would be incredibly unprofessional to have any sort of relationship with him under the circumstances.”

	Linda shrugged.  “Two ways to handle that one.  One is you find him another masseuse.  Or the second is you continue to give him massages, just as long as you don’t do it at the studio and you don’t charge him for it.  I fail to see the conflict of interest under those circumstances.”

	Sasha nodded.  “I thought about that.  Silly of me, I know, given that Matthew hasn’t even asked me out for a cup of coffee yet.  I do think, though, more like sense, that he’s attracted to me as well.  And it’s not just the, ah, obvious physical reaction.  The way he smiles at me, or touches my hand, the sorts of things he confides in me about.  And I know he’s incredibly rich - my friend Tessa told me he’s the CEO of some big computer company - so maybe he just treats everyone this way, but the tips he leaves for me are more than the cost of the massage.”

	Linda’s eyes widened.  “Maybe you shouldn’t ditch him as a client after all.  But that would mean you couldn’t sleep with him, either.”

	“You know the money means nothing to me,” pointed out Sasha.  “In fact, I’ve been meaning to tell him that the tips are too much.  And if Matthew is actually interested in me, then there’s really no choice to make.  He’s - well, I think he would be good for me, Tia.  And I know exactly what you mean about the complications with his children.  But I’m talking about going out once in awhile, enjoying his company, not moving in with him.  I’m not sure long-term relationships are ever going to be my thing.”

	“Well, God knows you’ve never had a good example of one to follow,” commiserated Linda.  “Between the disaster of my marriage to your uncle, and whatever passes for a relationship between your crazy parents, it’s a wonder you’d ever want to date anyone.  The most stable marriage you’ve ever witnessed is probably your gay roommates’.”

	Sasha’s green-gold eyes twinkled.  “Chad and Julio are certainly devoted to each other, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t had their fair share of knock-down, dragged-out fights.  Unlike my parents, however, one of them doesn’t storm out of the house and catch the first flight out of the country after an argument.”

	“How are Katya and Enzo, by the way?  I haven’t spoken to either of them in months.”

	Sasha rolled her eyes.  “Mama is a bigger drama queen than ever, but what else is new.  Though with the new season of the show in full swing, she’s too busy to call very often.  Dad’s on another tour, this time in eastern Europe.  Both of them are threatening to visit me around Christmas, unless I can think of a reason to keep them away.  I’d like to have a peaceful holiday for once in my life.”

	“That may not be possible, niná, given that you’ve got two hotheads for parents.  But they do love you very much, you know that, hmm?  They may have odd ways of showing it, but I happen to know that you’re the single most important thing to your mother and father.”

	“I know,” sighed Sasha.  “And even though they drive me crazy at times, I love them, too.  I’m just not sure I’m emotionally up for dealing with both of them at the same time, and especially at Christmas.  I’ve spent too many years of my life playing peacemaker between those two.”

	Linda gave her niece a sympathetic look.  “I know, niná.  You had to grow up far too quickly with those parents of yours, particularly when they acted like children so often.  But you’ve made a good life for yourself, Sasha, despite spending your first fifteen years living like a gypsy.”

	Sasha nodded.  “I love my life,” she agreed.  “And if it hadn’t been for you, Tia, I might never have had the chance to live a normal life.”

	She had come to stay with her aunt Linda, the divorced wife of her uncle Joaquim - Enzo’s older brother - for what was supposed to have been just a few weeks one summer.  Sasha had been weary of following one or the other of her parents on whatever tour they’d been on, and when the offer had come from Linda to stay with her for a time she’d eagerly accepted.  

	Sasha had been entranced with both Linda’s brightly painted cottage, and the coastal community of Stinson Beach where her aunt had taken up residence after the tempestuous divorce from Joaquim.  It was peaceful there, despite the influx of weekend visitors to the beach, and Sasha knew within days of her arrival that she didn’t want to leave anytime soon.  Linda had filled the whimsically decorated cottage with the various forms of art she produced for a living - paintings, sculptures, pottery - as well as a veritable menagerie of animals, most of them rescues.  Dogs and cats cohabited with birds and fish, and outside in the little garden was a small chicken coop and a rabbit hutch.  Linda also grew vegetables and herbs, and canned her own fruit.  She lived a simple, peaceful existence, far removed from the hectic, unceasing weeks Sasha spent traveling around the globe.  Linda’s cottage had felt like home the first time Sasha had stepped through the doorway, and when the invitation had come to remain there after her visit was supposed to be over, she had jumped at the chance.

	Enzo hadn’t put up much of a fight when Sasha had broached the subject of living permanently with Linda, but then again he had always been something of a pushover when it came to his daughter.  Katya, however, had been quite another matter, and she’d screamed and cursed and threatened when Sasha had quietly insisted on staying put.  In the end, it had been Enzo who’d convinced his fiery sometime-lover to acquiesce to their daughter’s wishes, but Katya had been so hurt and angry that she had refused to speak to Sasha for almost three full months.  And it hadn’t simply been Sasha’s desire to stay put and live in one place for a few years that had created such a rift between her and Katya.  Rather, it had been Sasha’s decision to quit dance that had really sent her mother over the edge.

	But they had eventually made up, even if Katya had never really forgiven her daughter for abandoning the career as a ballroom dancer that she’d always envisioned for Sasha.  And when Sasha had decided to become a yoga teacher, and then a masseuse as well, Katya’s ire had been stoked anew.  Katya strongly believed that Sasha was wasting her time and God given talents on something as frivolous as yoga, and that she could have had a very successful career as one of the professional dancers on Beyond Ballroom.  The fact that Sasha had grown to hate all of the pageantry, costumes, and cattiness involved in competing and performing hadn’t seemed to matter to Katya.  All she saw was a wasted opportunity, and that her only child had elected to live like a hippie instead of a celebrity.

	Sasha idly stroked the fur of one of Linda’s cats - a fat orange marmalade named OJ.  “I should be heading back soon,” she told her aunt regretfully.  “Even though it’s in the opposite commute direction, there’s always plenty of traffic heading into the city.”

	Sasha didn’t own a car, but Chad or Julio were always happy to loan her one of their vehicles when she needed to go somewhere.  She didn’t particularly like to drive, but always made it a point to visit her aunt at least once or twice a month.  Linda was the only family she had in northern California, and frankly the only family member she could turn to when she needed advice.

	“It was good to see you as always, niná,” replied Linda.  “And I appreciate your driving all the way out here on your day off.”

	Friday was the one day of the week when Sasha didn’t teach a yoga class or schedule any massage appointments.  Instead, she spent the day sleeping in a bit, going for long walks, running errands, and seeing Linda, either here in Stinson Beach or in San Francisco for brunch or dinner.

	Sasha reached over to give her aunt a hug.  “You know I always love coming out here.  And that I still consider this place home, even though I moved out a long time ago.”

	“It will always be your home, Sasha,” assured Linda.  “But before you go, tell me.  What are you planning to do about this new man in your life, hmm?”

	Sasha sighed.  “I wish I knew.  Like I told you, I’m not even sure he’s interested in me.  We’re nothing alike, live in two totally different worlds.  I don’t know anything about fashion or designer clothes, but even I can tell that his suits and shoes must be horrendously expensive.  And when I mentioned where Matthew lives to Chad, he told me all of those condos cost big bucks, like five million dollars for the smallest ones.”

	Linda regarded her niece curiously.  “And how do you know where he lives?”

	Sasha bit her bottom lip uncertainly.  “He, ah, might have arranged for me to do an in-home massage on Monday.  He’s a very busy man, you see, and has to travel a lot on business.  So he asked if I could possibly work around his schedule every so often.”

	Linda grinned.  “And you still think he’s not interested in you that way, niná?”

	Sasha gave her aunt a mock glare.  “You know very well that I have several clients that I see at their homes.  Tessa and Ian are two that come to mind, and I have a few others as well.”

	“Ah, but are those clients as stimulated as your Matthew gets during a massage?  And do any of them tip you more than a hundred dollars each time?” asked Linda pointedly.  “He might be as busy as he says, but I guarantee you that he’s got other motives behind asking you to do an in-home appointment.  I have a feeling that come Monday you’re going to discover that your Matthew is very, very interested in you, Sasha.  And not just as his massage therapist.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Lindsey, for what is probably the fiftieth time, no.  I am not interested in seeing a marriage counselor with you.  In order for counseling sessions to do any good, both parties in the marriage have to actually want for things to improve.  And even though you insist that’s what you want, I’m having a real tough time believing that.  Why?  Maybe because despite all your claims that you love me and want me back, I happen to know you’re still intent on sleeping your way through all seven Bay Area counties before the year is up.  And stop trying to deny it, Linz.  I can give you names, dates, times, and hotel room numbers, and probably what color shoes you were wearing each time.  Yes, my P.I. is very, very thorough.  The best in the business from what I’m told.”

	“I can’t believe you’re still having me followed around like that,” hissed Lindsey.  “Especially since you’re the one who moved out on me.  What do you care what I do any longer, so long as the kids aren’t involved?”

	“I don’t give a damn who you fuck,” he replied calmly.  “But I do care about those divorce papers, the ones you keep refusing to sign.  So, yes, I am still having you followed, Linz, in case I have to resort to using that information one of these days to force your hand.”

	She gasped.  “You wouldn’t dare, you bastard!  You wouldn’t dare make that information public, or risk letting the kids find out.  What sort of man are you, Matt?”

	“The sort who wants this marriage over with once and for all,” he retorted.  “And you’re right - I don’t want the kids to know that their mother is a whore.  But if you keep up this bullshit about not signing the papers, things might have to get ugly.  And if a judge learned about all of your little flings, it’s pretty much a given that I’d get full custody of Hayley and Casey, too.  So you should give your lawyer a call, Linz, and tell her you’re finally ready to end this thing.”

	“Screw you!” she spat out.  “You don’t have the guts to use that information against me, wouldn’t risk hurting the kids that way.  And even a man as nerdy and sexless as you wouldn’t want the word to get out that his wife had to find satisfaction somewhere else.  Maybe if you’d been a better lover I wouldn’t have had to scratch my itch with other men.  And I’m not signing those goddamned papers.  Not now and not ever!”

	She disconnected the call abruptly, leaving Matthew to glare darkly at the phone in his hand.  He was sorely tempted to fling the device clear across the room and watch it shatter into a hundred pieces.  

	Instead, he set the phone down on his desk, closed his eyes, and began to take deep, calming breaths - just the way Sasha had been teaching him.  It was only one of the ways she was helping him to combat his sky high stress levels.  

	Quickly realizing that a scant hour was nowhere near enough time for his massage sessions with her, Matthew had bumped them up to ninety minutes.  Sasha would spend a brief part of each session teaching him breathing and meditation techniques, and had encouraged him to take a few minutes out of each day to practice them.  

	She’d seemed inordinately pleased when he had told her that after their very first appointment he had gone out and bought all of the supplements and vitamins she had suggested, and even more so when he’d acknowledged that they already seemed to be having results.  He was sleeping better at night, had more energy during the day, and more endurance during the workouts he was able to squeeze in.  But when he had begun to ask her for advice on changes he should consider making to his diet, Sasha had hesitated.

	“I don’t want to sound like some sort of dictator, Matthew,” she’d told him.  “I’m the first to admit that I keep to a very rigid diet – no meat, chicken, or fish, very little dairy, lots of organic fruits and vegetables, and practically no processed foods.  And I rarely drink any alcohol.  I realize that it’s unrealistic to expect most people to adhere to that sort of diet, so I generally don’t try and impose my standards on others.”

	“But you’re not dictating to me,” he’d pointed out.  “I’m the one asking you for advice, and I think I know you well enough by now to realize that you’d never try to impose your will on someone else.  And while I may not be ready to go to the same extremes you’ve done, I know that I need to make some changes to what I’m currently doing.  I don’t feel healthy right now, so give me a few ideas to help me start changing that.”

	And thus, little by little, he’d begun to make those subtle changes to his diet and lifestyle over the past few weeks.  Ian had nodded his approval at lunch last week when Matthew had ordered grilled salmon instead of his usual cheeseburger.  Though Elena had stared at him in disbelief when he’d asked her to get him some herbal tea instead of coffee.

	“You sick or something, boss?” she’d queried sarcastically.  “Because I can’t think of any other reason why you’d drink chamomile tea instead of your usual triple espresso.”

	Matthew had grinned.  “Maybe I finally figured out all that caffeine is bad for my stress level.  By the way, hold all my calls for the next fifteen minutes, would you?  It’s time for my morning meditation.”

	Elena had felt his forehead then, convinced he was burning up with fever.  But when his skin had been cool to the touch, she’d merely shaken her head and walked away, muttering something under her breath in rapid fire Spanish.  All he had been able to decipher had been “ese hombre está loco”, which he figured meant something like “that guy is crazy”.

	But cutting back on his caffeine intake, eating less red meat and fried foods, and limiting himself to one beer or glass of whiskey a day had already begun to have positive effects.  He’d lost a few pounds, especially around his mid-section, and the dark circles under his eyes had faded.  He was overall in a better, happier, and calmer mood, and had more patience when confronted with problems at the office.

	Dealing with his hopefully soon to be ex-wife, however, was still every bit as vexing as always.  And, unfortunately, getting Lindsey to agree to the divorce was not going to be nearly as easy as cutting back on caffeine or alcohol or giving up triple bacon cheeseburgers.  Feeling his fists begin to clench tightly in irritation, Matthew took another of those deep, soothing breaths, holding it in at the top for several seconds, and then expelled it slowly.  He repeated this action several more times before he felt a sense of calm begin to wash through his senses.  

	‘Forget about Lindsey for now,’ he told himself.  ‘You’ve got more important things to deal with today.  Not to mention something to look forward to this evening.’

	He was booked for a ninety minute massage with Sasha, and while he always anticipated those appointments with an inexplicable sense of excitement, he was looking forward to tonight’s more than usual - most likely because the appointment would be taking place at his condo for the first time.

	After he’d discovered that Sasha always administered Ian and Tessa’s massages at their home, he had asked her if she might also be able to offer the same sort of service to him.  She had hesitated briefly before informing him that yes, she did do in-home massage for a few of her clients, but only those who could provide a massage table and the other equipment she’d need.

	“I don’t own a car, you see,” she’d explained, “and it isn’t always possible for me to borrow one to get to appointments.  And since it would be a little tricky to cart a table and my other equipment on the bus, the only way I can offer in-home services is if the client has all of that available.”

	He’d instantly asked her for a list of what she would need, and then hadn’t wasted any time in ordering a top of the line table, sheets, heating pad, plus the various oils and creams she used.  He had set everything up in the room he utilized as his home office, including a portable sound system, and had even downloaded a relaxation playlist to the iPod.  Shy of painting the walls a more relaxing color, Matthew was pretty sure he had done all he could to replicate the room at the studio where he normally received his massages, and hoped that Sasha would approve.

	It had become important to him over these past few weeks to gain her approval, and even more so to please her.  The desire to make her happy had been the main reason why he’d been so quick to comply with all of her suggestions about his diet and health, and each time she had smiled approvingly at him Matthew had felt as though he was on top of the world.  And he had been so grateful for all of her advice, for her kindness, and nurturing, that he had shown his appreciation in the only way he knew how - with money.  

	He had always been a generous tipper, even in the days when he’d had precious little money of his own.  And since his fortunes had multiplied so significantly over this past decade, he hadn’t hesitated to share his wealth with those less fortunate.  Lindsey had always chided him about how much he would tip a waiter or a bellhop, or complain about the amount of money he insisted on donating to various charities.  But he’d ignored her, going so far at times to remind her that it was his money after all, and he certainly gave her plenty of it to lavish on herself.  Giving a hard working, low paid waitress a hefty tip would hardly make a dent in their finances.

	Sasha had told him very little about herself, and then only because he’d asked her some very specific questions.  He knew that she didn’t own a car or a computer -  the latter fact in particular having appalled him.  She rented a single room in an old Victorian house in the city’s Mission district, and seemed perfectly content with the simple lifestyle she’d adopted.  She didn’t wear any jewelry or makeup, left her nails unpolished, and dressed in either yoga apparel or on occasion a long, floaty skirt and cotton tank top.  It was fairly obvious to Matthew that she didn’t have a lot of money, and his natural reaction had been to rather extravagantly over-tip her each time he’d had a massage.  Since he left the money for her in an envelope with the front desk clerk after paying for the massage, he had never presented her with the tip personally.  He suspected that if he had done so, however, that she would find some way of gently refusing it.  

	He wasn’t sure why he was quite this anxious about her being at his condo this evening, but it had been practically all he’d been able to think about all day.  After all, he scolded himself, it wasn’t like a date or anything.  Sasha was simply his masseuse, and to some extent his friend.  At least, it pleased him to think of her that way, and hoped that she considered him as more than just a client.  

	And, if he was being completely honest with himself, he would have to admit that lately he was thinking about Sasha more and more, and in ways that had nothing to do with her being either his masseuse or his friend.  He was attracted to her, very much so, both physically and emotionally.  Each time she touched him, even when it was to work out a particularly nasty knot in his neck or upper back, he had to fight back the growing arousal he experienced in her presence.  And it was downright impossible to suppress the erections that occurred almost automatically during the massage sessions.  Sasha was still tactful enough not to mention his physical reactions, but Matthew knew damned well that she had noticed them each and every time.  And later that day, in the privacy of his walk-in shower, he’d found himself jerking off each and every time, his eyes closed in ecstasy as he imagined it was Sasha’s smooth, soft hand stroking his cock instead of his own.

	He was drawn to her, he acknowledged now.  Drawn to her kindness and compassion, and the way she expressed concern for his wellbeing.  It had been a long, long time since anyone had gone out of their way to take care of him, to encourage him to think about himself, and to forget about the rest of the world for a little while.  God knew that Lindsey was probably the least nurturing person in the world, and she had always assumed he would take care of everything when it came to the house and their finances and even the children.  Hayley was unfortunately evolving into a mini-me of her mother, and was completely caught up in her own teenaged universe at the moment.  Casey continued to be a great kid, the one person who made life worth living most days, but he wasn’t even a teenager quite yet and couldn’t be expected to shoulder too much responsibility at this point in his life.  Elena looked out for him, of course, but Matthew was never quite sure if most of that was because she considered it the chief responsibility of her very well-paid job - and also because she was just bossy by nature.  The rest of his staff - including managers, board members, and investors - were all quick to make multiple demands on his time, but rarely if ever asked if he needed anything.

	He didn’t think - or, more accurately, didn’t know - if Sasha was attracted to him as well.  He might have been forty years old, and married for nearly half that time, but he was admittedly still naïve when it came to the opposite sex.  Of course, it had been a hell of a long time since he’d dated or even thought about another woman, and he had zero idea at the moment about the best way to pursue his attraction to Sasha.  Nor did he have any friends he could consult, with the exception perhaps of Ian.  But Ian seemed rather protective of Sasha, likely because of her close friendship with Tessa, and Matthew wasn’t at all sure that he would approve of his interest in her.  

	As the day wore on, Matthew decided the best course of action would simply be to let things unfold naturally.  Whether that resulted in things remaining status quo, or with him simply asking Sasha out for coffee or dinner, or wound up with the two of them in bed, he was content to let nature take its course.

	Of course, he mused, it probably wouldn’t hurt if he left the office a little early today just to make sure the condo was tidied up in anticipation of Sasha’s arrival this evening.  He’d make sure there was plenty of herbal tea on hand, maybe chill a bottle of wine, and have some fresh fruit available as well.  As he jotted down a list, he wondered if buying a bouquet of flowers would be considered overkill.




Chapter Seven

 

	Sasha tried her best not to feel intimidated upon entering the lobby of Matthew’s condo building, telling herself that he was far from her only client who was wealthy and lived in luxurious accommodations.  The Gregson’s house, for example, was a veritable mansion, three stories high and surrounded by a security gate.  But as lavish as Ian and Tessa’s home was, it still felt warm and welcoming every time Sasha set foot inside the door, and she had never once felt out of place there.  Unlike, for example, the way she was beginning to feel right now in this high-ceilinged, discreetly lit lobby with its white marble floors and walls, and the dark-haired, bespectacled concierge who was regarding her suspiciously from behind his desk.

	“May I help you, madam?” he inquired in a snooty voice, the accent sounding vaguely British or perhaps Australian.

	“Yes, please,” replied Sasha in the sort of soothing tone she used to calm particularly stressed out clients.  “I’m here to see Mr. Bennett.  Can you please let him know that Ms. Fonseca has arrived?”

	The concierge gave her a look of disbelief, as though he couldn’t comprehend why this woman who resembled a gypsy was asking to see the building’s wealthiest resident.  Sasha sighed, wondering if she should have taken Chad’s fashion advice after all and worn something besides the batik printed peasant skirt and hip length cotton sweater that she’d selected.  Trouble was, she thought, that this was actually one of the nicer outfits in her limited wardrobe.  And Sasha highly doubted that any of her clothing would have met with the approval of the uptight young man who was still regarding her warily.  Now here, she thought rather meanly, was someone who was in dire need of a relaxing massage, and whose jaw muscles probably ached constantly from maintaining that stiff upper-lipped expression of disapproval.

	“I’ll inform Mr. Bennett of your arrival,” he informed her disdainfully.  “Please have a seat.”

	He motioned to a trio of plush white leather sofas that had been arranged around a low, glass-topped table.  Sasha hid a smile as she took a seat, thinking that the concierge was probably afraid she’d dirty something.  With a rare display of devilry, she plunked her oversized brown and gold brocade shoulder bag on top of the table, watching with ill disguised glee as the concierge was unable to hide his horror.  She briefly considered stretching her legs out and resting her espadrille shod feet on the table, but too many years of being forced to abide by her mother’s rules about ladylike behavior stopped her just in time.  

	As she waited to be granted admittance to Matthew’s condo, Sasha fretted yet again about whether this had been a wise decision or not.  There had really only been a couple of occasions in the past when male clients had tried to cross a line with her or outright proposition her, and neither of those times had occurred during an in-home appointment.  But she had always been very attuned to things like emotions and feelings, and had even attended a few workshops and read several books about reading the auras of others.  It was how she’d known that Julia’s unborn twins were going to be boys, and how she’d sensed from the first moment after meeting Matthew at the Gregsons’ wedding last June that he was unhappy.  

	And now, after having had several massage sessions with Matthew, she was quite sure that he was attracted to her, both physically and emotionally.  Small wonder, she supposed, given the fact that he’d been living apart from his wife and children for months and was obviously lonely.  Sasha was used to her clients confiding in her about a wide variety of things during their massages - not unlike what you’d tell your hairdresser or manicurist, Julia had joked once.  And Matthew had been no exception, freely expressing his frustrations about work and family during their sessions.  

	But he had also made it a point to ask her personal questions, to engage her in conversation, and at times it almost felt to Sasha that he was flirting with her just a little.  Not that she was an expert on that sort of thing, however, but enough men had tried to hit on her during her twenty-eight years that she could recognize the signs.  And while Matthew himself seemed more than a little awkward and definitely out of practice, she was pretty sure that he’d begun to lay the groundwork for putting the moves on her.  And it was that particular realization that made her wonder for perhaps the tenth time since agreeing to this in-home appointment if her being here this evening was the right thing to do.  In fact, maybe she should just tell Matthew she wasn’t feeling well and that they needed to re-schedule.  She could ask the concierge to - 

	“Sasha.  It’s so great to see you.  I really, really appreciate your agreeing to come over here this evening.”

	She glanced up to find Matthew smiling down at her, and looking far more casual and relaxed than she was used to seeing him.  Instead of his usual suit and tie he was wearing jeans and a plain gray T-shirt, with a pair of Adidas trainers on his feet.  

	Sasha took the hand he extended towards her as he helped her to stand.  “It’s no problem at all,” she assured him, even though she felt less than confident in her own words.  “I understand how busy you are, that you can’t always make it into the studio.”

	He kept a hand on her elbow as they began to walk towards the elevators, but paused as they reached the concierge desk.  The dark-haired man who’d been so snooty towards Sasha was all smiles now as Matthew approached.

	“Yes, Mr. Bennett.  What can I do for you this evening?” he practically cooed.

	Matthew’s gaze narrowed, and he did not return the concierge’s smile.  “When Ms. Fonseca visits again in the future, you’re to allow her right up.  No need to call and get my approval next time.  And if you could please let Xavier and the rest of the concierge staff know, I’d appreciate it.  Thank you, Gareth.”

	Gareth looked visibly stunned at this instruction, but was evidently too well-trained and well-mannered to offer up any sort of protest.  Instead, he merely stammered, “Of - of course, Mr. Bennett.  I’ll make a note of it immediately.  And please let me know if there’s ever anything I can do to offer assistance when you visit, Ms. Fonseca.  The concierge staff prides itself on taking very good care of our residents and their guests.”

	Sasha didn’t really have it in her to be mean or catty to anyone, and the smile she offered Gareth was sincere.  “I appreciate that, Gareth.”

	“Let’s head upstairs,” urged Matthew as he steered her towards the elevator.  He took a key card out of his back pocket and inserted it into a slot at the top of the panel of floor buttons.  

	At Sasha’s quizzical look, he grinned a bit sheepishly and put the card back in his pocket.  

	“I’ve got one of the penthouse units,” he explained.  “The elevator only stops at that floor if you use this access card.  Not really my idea to buy such a big place, by the way.  When my board of directors suggested the company acquire a condo near the office to use for visitors, I envisioned something a little more on the compact side.  But it was definitely convenient to have this place available when I filed for divorce, even if it’s not exactly my style.  Ah, here we are.”

	The sleek, ultra-modern elevator had zoomed up thirty-six floors in what felt like a matter of seconds, and Sasha was glad that she didn’t suffer from either motion sickness or fear of heights.  Still cupping her elbow in his hand, Matthew ushered her to the right at they exited the elevator.

	“There are only four penthouse units in the entire building,” he explained as he opened a set of wide double doors.  “Two on each of the top floors.  I’ve got a view of the bay from mine, while the other has a city view.”

	And what a view it was, thought Sasha in awe as she walked slowly inside the spacious, light-filled condo.  She ignored the polished wood floors, sleek cream and gray furnishings, and the various paintings and sculptures that hung from the walls or rested on tabletops as she glided over to the closest window.  The sun was just beginning to set on this balmy October evening, and the view of San Francisco Bay was indeed breathtaking.  She stared out at the cityscape in awe, mesmerized by how tiny everything looked from this height, and enchanted by so many bright lights. She was sorely tempted to fling open the door that led out to a spacious balcony in order to get an even closer view, but somewhat belatedly recalled why she was really here this evening.

	“Sorry,” she apologized as Matthew appeared at her side.  “I didn’t mean to space out that way.  But this view is really spectacular.  I can understand why your company wanted this particular unit.”

	He nodded.  “It’s a pretty special place, that’s for sure.  And surprisingly quiet given the location.  There’s another balcony that you access through the master bedroom, and that one is even more private.  I’ve, uh, got all the equipment set up in my home office, though.  Would you - should we go take a look?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	En route, Matthew gave her a quick tour of the spacious condo, which consisted of a living room, dining room, enormous eat-in kitchen, a family room, home office, three bedrooms, and three and a half baths.  The décor throughout the unit was sleek, cool, and modern, not at all what Sasha normally liked, but even so she could appreciate the clean, simple lines of the furniture, and admired the pieces of modern art that had been hung at strategic locations.

	“Here we are.  I hope I got everything you’ll need.  And that all of it’s okay.”

	Matthew sounded so anxious, almost apprehensive, that she gave him a reassuring smile even before entering the room he used for his office.  But upon seeing the top of the line massage table that had been set up in the middle of the room, Sasha couldn’t stop herself from gasping in surprise.

	“Wow.”  She ran a hand almost reverently over the sturdy oak frame, and the exquisitely soft sheets that covered the thick table pads.  “You might have gone a little overboard here, Matthew.  The tables we have at the studio aren’t half this nice.  Same with the sheets.”

	“That’s just part of it.  Look.”

	He hurried to show her the rest - the half-dozen Jo Malone bergamot scented candles that he began to light; the tray of assorted massage creams, oils, and ointments; the iPod in its docking station that began to play some soft, relaxing music at the touch of a button.  The room was lit only by a fabric covered floor lamp in one corner, but the lights from the city, not to mention the magnificent blaze of the sunset, nearly flooded the room with brightness.

	She was deeply touched that he had gone to so much trouble, far more so than any of her other clients had ever done, and she knew without having to ask that he had ordered all of this himself, hadn’t delegated the task to his assistant or another staff member.  

	“It’s lovely.  Just lovely,” she told him earnestly, placing a hand lightly on his forearm.  “Thank you for arranging for all of this so quickly, Matthew.  But these weren’t on the list I gave you.”

	Sasha took a deep, appreciative sniff of the lavish bouquet of autumn flowers that had been expertly arranged in a hammered bronze bowl - tiger lilies, chrysanthemums, daisies, roses, all in shades of bronze and gold and burgundy.

	“No.”  He looked down at his feet a bit uncertainly.  “Those - those are just for you.  As a way to thank you for coming here this evening.  I hope I’m not keeping you from something important, that you didn’t have to cancel plans or re-schedule something.”

	“I didn’t,” she told him gently.  “And there’s no place I’d rather be this evening than right here in this beautiful room with the amazing view and gorgeous flowers and my favorite client.  Speaking of which, I’ll leave you to get ready, hmm?  I need to wash my hands.  I’ll just use the bathroom we passed out in the hall, if that’s all right.”

	Matthew’s eyes had widened when she’d referred to him as her favorite client, and the smile that lit up his face made something in her tummy begin to flutter with - what?  Nerves? Anticipation? Desire?  Or maybe a little bit of each.  Sasha beat a hasty retreat, closing the door after her, as she struggled to bring her wayward emotions under control.

	‘You’ve got to remember that he’s just a client,’ she told herself sternly as she washed her hands in the elegantly appointed bathroom.  She was pretty sure the bathroom was larger than the bedroom she occupied at Chad and Julio’s.  ‘A really good looking, and really sweet one, but a client just the same.  Act like a professional, Sasha.  And no more giving him compliments, understand?  The poor man obviously needs a boost to his ego, but that’s really not your responsibility, is it?’

	She took a minute or two to run through a few deep breathing exercises of her own, something she often did when she needed to focus for an extended period of time.  When she knocked on the bedroom door a moment later, Sasha felt much more in control of herself, with renewed determination to keep this evening’s session strictly professional.

	But as the next hour progressed, she found it increasingly more difficult to remind herself that Matthew was simply her client - not her boyfriend and definitely not her lover.  He seemed to be extra responsive this evening, groaning and grunting a bit louder than usual when she found a sore spot or dug a little deeper into a knotted muscle.  Or moaning in pleasure when she soothed away the tension he always seemed to hold in his neck and upper back.  

	Maybe it was the fact that they were all alone up here in his penthouse condo instead of back at the yoga studio, where there were always other people close by.  Or it could have been the sensuous, musky scent of the candles as they continued to burn, combined with the hypnotic strains of the violin piece that was currently playing on the iPod.  All of those factors combined to make Sasha hyper-aware of the smooth, leanly muscled masculine flesh beneath her hands, and of the clean, fresh scent of his skin, as though he’d showered just before her arrival this evening.  Several times during the massage she had to pause and take a few more of those deep, calming breaths, feeling the need to continually re-focus her energy and attention on what she was doing.  

	She was also reminded - reluctantly so - of exactly how long it had been since she’d had sex.  Long months, maybe closer to a year, she figured, and gave her head a little shake in bemusement.  She had never been one to sleep around, or feel that she desperately needed a man in her life.  Too many years spent watching one or the other of her parents with their current paramour had turned her off the concept of casual, meaningless sex.  And while she had never actually been in a long-term, committed relationship, at the same time she had always liked the men she’d slept with, had had something in common with them, and for the most part had remained friends with them after the physical part of the relationship had fizzled out.  

	Her aunt Linda had been accurate in her description of Sasha during their most recent visit.  Sasha was very much a creature of sensation and emotion, had always been comfortable in her body, and while her attitude about sex was nowhere near as carefree and relaxed as that of her parents’, she was honest enough to admit that she liked sex, enjoyed being intimate with a man, and had missed sharing a bed with one.

	Which was very likely why she was becoming increasingly aroused with each passing minute, why her hands seemed to linger as if with a will of their own on Matthew’s lower back, his biceps, his calves.  It was true that he wasn’t as muscular as Tessa’s husband - Matthew was a few inches shorter, about twenty five pounds lighter, and built along leaner lines than Ian, who had the powerful physique of a professional bodybuilder.  But Sasha had never been attracted to imposingly muscular men, had always felt a little intimidated in their presence, perhaps because she herself was of only medium height and a slight build.   Matthew’s form, on the other hand, reminded her of an athlete’s - similar to a triathlete who’d been a client of hers once, or a swimmer she’d worked with a few times.  

	“Time to turn over,” she murmured softly, as she placed a hand gently on his shoulder.  

	She kept her eyes averted as he slowly shifted onto his back, focusing her attention on rearranging the top sheet so that his lower body remained covered at all times.  But once Matthew had settled himself, she couldn’t help from sneaking a quick, furtive peek, and had to bite her bottom lip to stifle a gasp at the sight of his impressive erection tenting the sheet.  And then, for some unknown reason, instead of glancing away again she found herself meeting his very intense, very hot gaze.  

	This time Sasha wasn’t able to suppress her gasp of mingled surprise and alarm when Matthew grasped her wrist and pulled her close enough that her hip collided with the massage table.  Her eyes widened in shock as he swung his legs over the side of the table, shoving the covers off of his body at the same time – his very naked and very, very aroused body.

	She tried to pull her wrist out of his grasp, while at the same time finding it impossible to tear her eyes away from his proudly erect penis.  “Matthew, what are you - this can’t be happening.  I - ”

	“Please.”  The single word escaped his lips in a husky whisper.  “God, it’s been such a long time, Sasha.  I’ve wanted this, wanted you, since the first time I felt your hands on me.  And I’m not talking about the first time you gave me a massage.  I meant when you and I danced together at Ian and Tessa’s wedding back in June.  I thought then that you were the loveliest woman I’d ever met, and even though I was still a married man I knew I wanted you.  So, please.  Don’t deny me.  You have no idea how much I need this.”

	Sasha nearly recoiled in shock as he brought her hand to his cock, and especially when she felt how hard he was, how his hot flesh was pulsing beneath her fingers.  “We can’t do this,” she whispered urgently, even as she began to stroke his cock with long, slow strokes.  “I mean, you’re my client, and this is really crossing a line.”

	He groaned his pleasure as her hand continued to pump his cock, his breathing becoming uneven.  “If - if that’s the only issue,” he panted, “then consider yourself fired.”

	Before she could think up a retort, he’d literally scooped her up onto his lap, then threaded a hand into her curls to hold her head still.  In the next second his mouth was on hers, kissing her like a starving man, and with a sigh of surrender she began to kiss him back.

	Matthew’s kisses were rough, a little clumsy even, and completely lacking in any sort of finesse, but none of that mattered to Sasha.  She could sense his overwhelming need for her, for this sort of physical closeness and connection that he’d been missing, and she willingly gave herself over to him.  She ran her palms over his bare chest and upper back, caressingly this time instead of in her usual clinical manner, and could clearly feel the press of his erection against her backside.    

	And then Matthew proved just how strong and fit he really was by lifting her into his arms and carrying her to the other side of the condo into his bedroom, their lips still tightly fused in one hungry kiss after the other.  He’d left a lamp on, bathing the room in a soft golden glow, and carefully set her on her feet by the side of the king-sized platform bed.

	“Can - can I undress you?” he murmured hesitantly.  “Or, um, would you rather do it yourself?”

	She smiled at him, finding his uncertainty and fumbling incredibly endearing, even arousing, and cupped his cheek tenderly.  “I’d like you to do it.  Please.”

	Matthew hands were visibly shaking as he grasped the hem of her lightweight sweater and began to pull it up over her head.  He stared for long seconds at the sight of her torso clad only in a cream lace bra before his palms skimmed lightly up the sides of her ribcage.  Clumsily, he unhooked the bra, baring her small, firm breasts.

	“You’re so beautiful,” he marveled as he cupped her breasts reverently.  “So perfect.”

	When he’d fumbled three times with the hook and zipper of her skirt, Sasha took pity on him and unfastened it herself, letting the garment drop soundlessly to the floor.  She’d removed her shoes upon entering the condo, since she always preferred to be barefoot, and was now clothed in just a skimpy pair of panties that matched the bra.  Matthew’s hot gaze burned a path down her belly and hips all the way to her toes.  

	Then he shocked her again by dropping to his knees in front of her, practically tearing the fragile scrap of lace from her body before burying his face between her legs.  Sasha cried out in surprise as he nuzzled his nose against the damp golden brown curls there, her hands tangling in his hair as she bucked her pelvis up against his mouth.

	“I love that you left this natural,” he rasped, his thumb brushing softly through her pubic hair.  “And I love how good you smell.  And especially how good you taste.”

	“Ohhh.”

	Her head fell back in rapture as his tongue flicked briefly over her clitoris before plunging deep inside her wet slit.  It didn’t matter to her in the least that he seemed as lacking in finesse with oral sex as he did with French kissing, and she thought somewhat incoherently that she liked his overeager attempts to give her pleasure, that she preferred his wildness and lack of control over what a more practiced lover might have done.  Especially when he added his fingers to the mix, and the result was a really fantastic orgasm, one of the best she’d ever had.

	Matthew was staring up at her, as though unable to believe he’d brought her to climax quite that easily.  “Did you - I mean, was that real?  Did I really - ”

	Sasha laughed huskily, running a finger over his lips that were shiny with her juices.  “Uh, huh.  You sure did.  And it was amazing.  Really, really amazing.”

	He looked both dazed and joyous at the same time, and didn’t resist as she pulled back the duvet and then tugged him onto the bed with her.  

	“Your turn now,” she whispered, just before sliding down his body sinuously and taking his throbbing cock into her mouth with one motion.

	“Ah, fuck!” he cried, his lower body bucking up off the mattress as she took long, slow pulls of his penis with her lips, taking him as deep inside of her mouth as she could manage.  

	Sasha knew he wouldn’t last long this first time, not when he was so obviously aroused and needy, and when he likely hadn’t had sex in months.  He began to move in sync with the pull of her mouth, thrusting his hips eagerly as she focused on intensifying his pleasure.  

	She slid a hand back to very gently squeeze his balls, and that was all he needed to come, spilling himself uncontrollably inside her eager, welcoming mouth.  Matthew emitted a long, drawn out groan, his body shuddering in release, and then flopped back weakly against the mattress.

	Sasha curled up against his side, her fingers tracing a delicate pattern over his bare chest and abs, her lips pressed against his shoulder as his breathing slowly returned to normal.  He took her hand in his, then brought it to his lips.

	“That was - unbelievable,” he told her hoarsely, and she was startled to glimpse a sheen of tears in his eyes.  “If I told you how long it’s been since I’ve felt that good, you probably wouldn’t believe it.  In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ve never felt that good.  Thank you, Sasha.”

	“Shh.” She placed a finger over his lips.  “Silly man.  Don’t ever thank me for something like that.  Especially when you were enough of a gentleman to take care of me first.”

	He grinned.  “Yeah, but that was really for me, too.  You’ve got such a beautiful body, Sasha. I just couldn’t help myself.”

	She laughed softly before snuggling up against his body, pulling his arm a little tighter around her shoulders.  “I’m not sure anyone has ever had that sort of instant reaction around me before.  But thank you, Matthew.  Both for the compliment and the orgasm.”  Her voice turned sober as she asked him quietly, “How long had it been for you?”

	“Since I had sex?” he asked, with a half-smile.  “Or since I had a blow job?  The answer to the first part is several months, certainly awhile before I filed for divorce.  As for the latter - well, years is the answer.  I’d have to do some real thinking before I could remember exactly how many.”

	Sasha frowned, interlacing her fingers with his.  “Didn’t your wife like oral sex?  I mean, I know it’s not for everyone.”

	Matthew gave a short, sardonic laugh.  “Oh, I’m sure she likes it well enough.  Just not necessarily with me.  In fact, the straw that broke the camel’s back in terms of my filing for divorce was when I wandered in on her with another guy.”

	She gasped in dismay.  “Oh, God, Matthew.  I’m so sorry.  I had no idea.  You’ve never talked about what specifically broke the two of you up.  It must have been so upsetting for you to discover she was having an affair.”

	He shook his head.  “Not by that point, no.  Lindsey - well, she’s been having a series of little flings for some time now, going back more than a couple of years.  When I first figured it out, I was upset, wanted nothing more than to confront her and demand it stop.  But I blamed myself, you see.  Because I was working so many hours, was away from home so often, I rationalized it away as her being lonely and feeling neglected.”

	“No.”  Sasha was emphatic in her denial.  “That’s not an excuse, not even a little.  She should have talked to you, worked things out, instead of setting out to hurt you.”

	Matthew cupped her cheek tenderly.  “I should have expected a reaction like that from you.  But not everyone is as kind as you are, Sasha.  Or as considerate of someone’s feelings.  And that turned out to be just the beginning of Lindsey’s serial cheating.  I put a private detective on her, pretty much knew every move she made for over a year.  But I never confronted her about it, never let on that I so much as suspected.  Part of that was because I didn’t want a showdown, didn’t want to have my kids hurt by the fallout.  But over time I came to realize that it was also because I’d stopped caring about her.  Or about our marriage.  I just lacked the motivation to do anything about it.  Until I walked inside this very room and literally caught her in the act.”

	“Here?  It was in this room that you saw her?” asked Sasha, not bothering to hide her revolt.

	“Yup.  But don’t worry.  One of the first things I did after kicking her out and calling my lawyer was to replace the bed, and every piece of bedding.  The only person who’s ever slept on this mattress or these sheets has been me.  At least until now.”

	“That was a smart move on your part,” she agreed.  “Though I’m guessing getting rid of the bed was a lot easier than wiping out the bad memories you must have associated with this room.”

	Matthew startled her anew by swiftly rolling her under his body, his leanly muscled thighs straddling her hips.  “Well, if you’re willing, I can think of at least one way to wipe out the bad memories.  And replace them with some very, very good ones.”

	“Mmm.” 

	Sasha wound her arms around his neck as he claimed her lips in a deep, searching kiss, their tongues tangling almost frantically.  His hands roamed over her nude body, touching her everywhere - squeezing her breasts, skimming over her hips, cupping her ass.  He drew a long, low moan from her lips as he thrust two long fingers deep inside her vagina, where she was still wet from her previous climax.  

	“I want you again,” he rasped against her ear.  

	She reached down between their bodies and grasped his fully erect cock, stroking him persuasively.  “Yes,” she whispered.  “Make love to me, Matthew.”

	He was almost comically uncoordinated as he fumbled inside a nightstand drawer for a condom, and then cursed vividly when he had trouble tearing it open.  Calmly, Sasha extracted the packet from his fingers and opened it easily, then just as smoothly rolled the latex over his penis. 

	“Thanks,” he mumbled, looking more than a little embarrassed.  “Guess I’m a little out of practice.”

	She shook her head, brushing a stray lock of hair from his forehead that was beaded with sweat.  “My hands are just smaller, that’s all,” she soothed.  “And it’s been quite awhile for me, too, by the way.”

	Matthew looked like he was ready to debate that point, at least until Sasha positioned the tip of his cock between her thighs, and he quickly seemed to forget about anything else except burying himself as deeply inside of her as possible.

	“Ah, God, you feel so good,” he rasped, burying his face against the side of her neck, his tongue tracing the small shell of her earlobe.  His thrusts were slow and controlled, but she could tell by the tightly bunched muscles of his biceps that he was deliberately holding back.  “It’s been so long since anything felt this good.”

	She wrapped her legs around his waist, then cupped his cheeks between her hands and kissed him with mingled tenderness and passion.  “It’s the same for me,” she whispered.  “Don’t hold back, Matthew.  Let yourself enjoy this.”

	He groaned, shutting his eyes tightly, and gritting his teeth.  “I don’t want this to end,” he protested weakly.  “I’m half-afraid that if I let myself go it will all be over with too soon.  And that nothing will ever feel this good again.”

	Her hands slid to the tight curves of his ass, her nails digging slightly into the flesh as she silently urged him to go faster.  “It will always feel this good,” she told him fiercely.  “And I’ll be here for as long as you want me.  So don’t be afraid of anything when we’re together.  And don’t ever, ever hold back.”

	Her words acted like a sort of trigger for Matthew, causing the very last of his self-control to snap, and then he was like a madman, pounding into her welcoming body as though he was starved for affection, for intimacy.  Sasha bit down on his shoulder to stifle a tiny cry of alarm as the sex quickly became wild, almost savage, and more than a little dirty.  He was alternately groaning and grunting, cursing and then calling out her name, and the whole time he kept increasing the rapidity and force of his thrusts, until she was very nearly seeing stars each time the broad head of his cock rammed against the tip of her cervix.

	It wasn’t always easy for Sasha to orgasm vaginally, and she typically needed to have her clit stimulated at the same time before she could climax.  But as the wild, frantic fucking continued, she felt the orgasm approaching, her hands by now clutching fistfuls of the bedsheets for leverage, as Matthew had most definitely stopped holding back and was taking her on the ride of her life.  

	When it hit, the orgasm stunned her, causing her mouth to fall open in a wide “O”, and the tight walls of her vagina to convulse around his cock.  Mere seconds later, he was following her over, shouting out incoherent phrases, his body shaking uncontrollably as he found his release.

	They both remained motionless for several minutes, their sweat-slicked bodies still joined together, as their breathing gradually returned to normal.  Sasha was more than content to remain exactly that way, not speaking or moving, simply reveling in the sensations that were still humming through her body.  But at Matthew’s next hoarsely murmured words, she rose up on an elbow to gaze at him tenderly.

	“That,” he began haltingly, “was absolutely the most incredible experience of my life.  And I - well, not surprisingly I haven’t felt like much of a man these past couple of years, ever since I discovered that my wife was so dissatisfied with me as a husband and a lover that she had to try for the world record in bed hopping.  You - well, let’s just say that I’ve never felt as much like a man as I do right now.  Thank you for giving me that, Sasha. For giving me my dignity back. Not to mention the best orgasm I’ve ever had.”

	She felt tears begin to well in her eyes at the heartfelt sadness and honesty of his words, and gave a small shake of her head.  “Same here,” she replied softly.  “You’re a wonderful lover, Matthew, in spite of any doubts your wife might have given you.  You’re passionate and uninhibited and giving.  And you’ve pleased me very, very well.  So don’t ever think less of yourself as a man ever again, because you’re the best man I’ve ever met.”

	He pulled her into his arms fiercely, as though afraid she’d slip away if he didn’t hold on tight.  “You know,” he admitted in a sheepish voice, “when Tessa first encouraged me to set up a massage appointment with you, she said that you would be good for me in more ways than one.  I’m not sure if this was exactly what she had in mind when she said that, but she was definitely right.”

	Sasha laughed softly.  “Tessa is very much a romantic.  And I think since she’s living her very own fairytale these days with Ian, she wishes everyone could be as happy as the two of them are.  But I’m glad that I’ve been able to help you, Matthew.   Because like I told you at the wedding back in June, you’re much too kind of a man to ever be unhappy.”

	“Speaking of making me happy.”  He brought one of her hands to his lips, pressing a kiss to the palm.  “It would make me very, very happy if you’d agree to spend the night.  I’ll drive you home in the morning, whatever time you might need to be somewhere.”

	She hesitated.  “I don’t teach class until late afternoon, but I do have an early massage appointment scheduled at the studio.  But I don’t know, Matthew.  Sleepovers aren’t usually my thing.”

	“Please?” He pretended to beg, giving her his best puppy dog eyes, until she couldn’t help herself from laughing.

	“It depends,” she teased.  “I can’t start the day without a cup of herbal tea, so if you don’t have any on hand, the deal is off.”

	Matthew grinned enthusiastically.  “I’ve got about a dozen different varieties, actually.  They’re, uh, for you.  Not that I expected this to happen,” he explained anxiously.  “I just thought you might have wanted a cup after the massage.”

	“That was really sweet of you,” she assured him, cupping his cheek in her hand.  “And speaking of the massage, we need to talk about that for a minute. Given what just happened here, there’s no possible way we can continue to have both a professional and a personal relationship.  That is, assuming you want to continue to have a personal relationship with me.”

	“God, yes!” he was quick to exclaim.  “I mean, you aren’t seeing anyone else at the moment, are you?”

	“No.”  She hesitated a moment before explaining, “I don’t really do relationships per se, I’m not sure I really know how to.  But I do like you, Matthew.  A lot.  And I like the idea of spending time with you, getting to know you better.  I have no idea how long it will last, or where it’s going to go, but I’m open to figuring that out.  However,” she added a bit sternly, “I can’t continue to have you as a client and a lover at the same time.  So this is how it’s going to go.  One, I either refer you to another massage therapist - and I know several who’d do a great job for you.  Or, two, I can continue to do your massages but only here in your home.  And without any sort of payment. There’s no possible way I can ever take money from you again.  Including tonight’s appointment.”

	Matthew frowned.  “But that hardly seems fair.  I mean, you’d be out the income for that ninety minutes you’d be spending on me each time.”

	She shrugged.  “I can afford it.  Otherwise, if it bothers you that much, you can use another masseuse.”

	“No.”  He shook his head.  “You’re by far the best masseuse I’ve ever had.  I don’t want anyone else.  So, fine.  We’ll do it your way.”  He waggled his eyebrows at her lasciviously.  “I’ll just have to think of some inventive ways of paying you back.  Now, what’s your decision about spending the night?  Yes or no?”

	Sasha glanced at the huge, king-sized bed and the ultra-lux Egyptian cotton sheets longingly.  Her own, much smaller bed back in her room was nowhere near as comfortable, and much lonelier to boot.  But it had been a long time since she’d spent the entire night with a man, and her long-honed tendencies to shy away from commitment were tough to break.

	“I don’t know, Matthew,” she fretted.  “It might be a little too soon for that.  Everything is happening so fast.”

	But he was evidently too stubborn to give up without a fight.  He took her by the hand and urged her along with him until they were standing in the doorway of his en-suite bathroom.

	“Remember you told me that I should buy those bath salts?  The ones you swore would relieve my stress?” he inquired.

	Sasha nodded.  “The ones with lavender and clary sage?  What about them?”

	He pressed a switch, turning on the muted overhead lighting.  “What say we try them out?”

	She gasped audibly at her first sight of the enormous whirlpool bathtub, more than large enough for two people, and so tempting that she heaved a little sigh of surrender, giving him a mock glare.

	“You can play dirty at times, can’t you?” she scolded.  “You knew somehow that I wouldn’t be able to resist the thought of soaking in this tub.  Fine.  You win.  I’ll stay the night.  Though I might fall asleep in that tub.”

	Matthew came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist as he nuzzled the side of her neck.  “You can sleep wherever you like,” he murmured seductively.  “Just as long as it’s next to me.”




Chapter Eight

 

	Early November

	 

	Matthew resisted the urge to run his hand along the gentle curve of Sasha’s bare hip as she continued to doze lightly.  In the month since they’d become lovers, he had yet to stop marveling at the perfection of her lithe, graceful body.  He loved the smoothness of her pale gold skin, the concave tautness of her belly, the lean muscles of her arms and legs.  She was strong and toned and extremely fit, and she’d come by all of that without ever having lifted a single weight or using any cardio equipment at a gym.  

	He had watched her go through her yoga practice a few times, having moved several pieces of furniture aside in his seldom used living room so that she would have enough space, and had been in awe at just how flexible and skilled she was.  Just the other night, in fact, he’d stared in disbelief as she had executed a series of poses that he would have sworn only a performer from Cirque du Soleil would have been capable of doing - like kicking up smoothly into a handstand, then bending her legs over her head until her toes touched her forehead into a pose she’d called Scorpion.  She’d finished the sequence by lowering her feet all the way to the floor into a backbend.  And that had been just one of the mind boggling poses she’d twisted, bended, and otherwise contorted her limber, toned body into over the course of an hour or so.  It had also been very obvious during her practice that she was a trained dancer, her movements so graceful and in sync with the accompanying music that he had felt he was watching a dance performance of some sort.

	Naturally, he’d quickly grown aroused watching her, especially considering how closely her yoga pants and tank top clung to her curves.  It didn’t matter in the slightest to Matthew that her breasts were on the small side, especially since they were perfectly shaped and very firm.  He found them far sexier than the ridiculously large implants that Lindsey strutted around with.

	In general, he considered Sasha a much sexier, and far more sensual woman, than his soon to be ex-wife could ever aspire to be.  Despite the fact that she didn’t wear makeup or paint her nails and was more often than not barefoot, Sasha’s sensuality couldn’t be denied, and was simply a part of who she was.  She was earthy and natural and entirely comfortable in her skin, and he’d never met anyone who turned him on the way she did.

	Matthew glanced at the digital bedside clock and sighed.  It was Saturday morning, and Sasha would need to be at the yoga studio sooner than later.  Fortunately, the class she taught today didn’t begin until eleven a.m., a full two hours later than tomorrow’s start time, but she also had three massage appointments scheduled this afternoon.  Syncing their schedules had been a little frustrating for him, especially on weekends like this one when he didn’t have Hayley and Casey.  He didn’t get to see nearly as much of Sasha as he would have liked, given his own packed schedule at work, but recognized that it would hardly be fair to expect her to cancel client appointments simply to accommodate him.  

	And she remained steadfast in her resolve not to accept a penny from him for the massages she gave him on a weekly basis.  He felt badly that she was losing potential income from the times she devoted to him, but that didn’t seem to bother Sasha.  He’d never come right out and asked her how much money she made, or if she had any savings.  They hadn’t been together nearly long enough for her to confide such things in him, and he already knew how fiercely she cherished her independence and self-reliance.  

	And she had no idea, none at all, about just how much he was worth.  She had asked him about his work and the company, and confessed that she knew practically nothing about computers or electronics in general.  She’d seemed a little taken aback to learn that he owned four cars, each one a top of the line luxury model.  He had taken her out to dinner several times, though the fact that she was a vegetarian had limited some of his choices in restaurants, further complicated by the fact that she had seemed a bit uncomfortable at a couple of the fancier places he’d chosen.   

	But Matthew knew instinctively that even if he told her exactly how much money he had, down to the last penny, that her attitude towards him wouldn’t change a lick.  She would still be the same easygoing, down to earth woman that she always was, the sort who would never ask him for a thing, or expect anything from him.  It seemed that all she really wanted was to enjoy the times they spent together, whether that was watching a movie, going for a long walk, or making love.

	And the sex had been truly amazing between them, certainly the best he’d ever known.  Sasha was a quiet lover, not feeling the need to talk very much during their lovemaking, but she was adept all the same at communicating her feelings - with a caress, a kiss, a low moan of pleasure.  He knew without having to ask that he pleased her, and that she enjoyed their encounters every bit as much as he did.  And she had made him feel good about himself again, had given his male ego a much needed boost after it had taken a severe beating after Lindsey’s complete disregard for his feelings.  Matthew felt much more confident about himself as a lover, even after a scant month with Sasha, and found that she’d awakened a passion within himself that he would have never suspected he possessed.

	His stress level continued to dissipate as well, and with the subtle changes he was still making to his diet, he felt healthier and more vital than he had in years.  Sasha had shown him how to make green smoothies, and he drank one nearly every day now before leaving for work.  Elena had given him a skeptical look when he’d asked her to stop bringing him breakfast pastries or bagels in the morning, requesting yogurt parfaits or protein bars instead.  He’d cut his coffee intake - which had begun approaching the eight cup a day tally - to no more than two cups, and drank green tea most of the time.  And he found himself ordering vegetarian entrees more and more frequently when he ate out with Sasha - not because she encouraged him to do so, but because whatever she selected always seemed to look more appetizing than the meat or chicken he would have normally chosen.

	  Being with her simply made him happy, he realized, as he gave in to temptation and ran a finger down the curve of her hip and thigh, smiling as she wiggled her bottom slightly in protest.  She never fussed or complained, never demanded anything from him or argued, and was always understanding and supportive if he had to cancel a date or was running an hour late.  Unlike Lindsey, he thought with a scowl, who would have a fit if he had to back out of a party she wanted to attend at the neighbors, or if he was more than five minutes late meeting her for lunch.

	Sasha’s cell phone pinged from where she’d left it on the nightstand with an incoming voice mail.  Matthew, who made it a point to always own the very latest, most high tech models of cell phones, tablets, and computers, had been visibly appalled at how outdated and simplistic her phone was.  She’d shrugged it off, admitting that she rarely used the phone and barely knew how to send a text message.  And then she had really shocked him with the fact that she didn’t own a computer of her own, just borrowed one of her roommates’ from time to time to download music tracks that she used for her yoga classes.

	“You do understand what it is I do for a living, right?” he’d asked incredulously.  “And that I have four - no, make that five - computers just here at the condo?  I used to build computers from scratch when I was in high school.  So my life has basically revolved around them for more than twenty years, and my business is completely dependent on them.  I guess given all of that it’s tough for me to understand that not only don’t you have one of your own, but don’t seem to care very much about having one, either.”

	Sasha had given a little shrug.  “Not really, no.  I’ve already told you that I prefer to read a book or listen to music as opposed to using a computer or watching TV.  But I realize that computers are very important to you, to your business, so it doesn’t bother me in the least if you use yours when we’re together.  Correction - if you use one of the five you apparently own.”

	She had laughed when he’d threatened to not only upgrade her phone but to give her one of his laptops as well, probably figuring that he was just joking.  But Matthew was completely serious about the matter, and planned to do something about the situation sooner than later.

	Sasha began to stir and stretch, having been woken either by his teasing caresses or the sound of her phone pinging.  She opened her eyes and smiled up at him drowsily, pulling his head down to hers for a lazy good morning kiss.

	“Mmm, what time is it?” she drawled sleepily, stretching her arms and legs in opposite directions, completely unselfconscious of her nudity.

	“Around eight-thirty,” he told her, bending to nuzzle the side of her neck.  “You’ve still got plenty of time before you need to be at the studio.”

	She made a sound that was half-groan, half-chuckle.  “Except that on Saturdays I usually spend a couple of hours before class starts doing my own practice.  Guess I’ll be giving that a miss today.”

	“I’m sorry,” he replied somewhat guiltily.  “I should have set an alarm for you.  But we, uh, were up pretty late last night so I figured you needed your rest.”

	“It’s fine,” assured Sasha, cupping his stubbled cheek in one hand.  “It won’t kill me to miss a day once in awhile.  And it did feel nice to sleep in for once.  Did I hear my phone buzz or was that a dream?”

	Matthew shook his head and handed her the phone.  “A call just came in a couple of minutes ago.”

	She propped herself up against the pillows, seeming not to notice when his gaze dropped automatically to the proud thrust of her breasts, and sighed anew when she checked her messages.  “My mother, of course.  And given that she’s calling this early must mean she’s wound up about something.”

	He dropped a kiss on the top of her curly head.  “Tell you what.  I’ll go fix you a cup of tea while you call her back.  Should I bring you a protein bar, or just some fruit?”

	Sasha beamed at him, her green-gold eyes shining.  “Hey, aren’t you the CEO of some multi-billion dollar company?  You’re not supposed to be waiting on me.  In fact, I’ve always wondered why you didn’t have live-in help, someone who’s always ready to wait on you at the drop of a hat.”

	Matthew rolled his eyes.  “Please.  I might be rich but I’ve never been pretentious.  Plus, I like my privacy so no live-in help ever.  I’ll go get your tea.  And since you couldn’t decide, I’ll bring you a bar and a bowl of fruit.”

	She blew him a kiss and then frowned as she began to call her mother back.  When he returned a few minutes later, she was speaking in rapid, fluent Russian, and looking more than a little irritated - something he’d never seen her do before.  

	Sasha took the steaming mug of tea from him with a grateful smile, and then took a deep, appreciative sip of her favorite herbal brew.  Matthew could hear her mother speaking quite clearly on the other end of the line, and without having any clue what the woman was saying, he winced at the mere sound of her angry, increasingly loud voice.

	Sasha merely gave a little shrug and rolled her eyes, as though this was a regular occurrence with her mother.  She replied in Russian, though her tone was far calmer and quieter than her mother’s.

	He’d already known, of course, that she spoke several languages, not just her mother’s native Russian and the Portuguese she’d learned from infancy from her father.  She was also fluent in both French and Spanish, the former from the times she’d lived with her aunt and uncle in Paris, and the latter from traveling extensively through South and Central America with her father.  Matthew had joked that the only languages he knew besides English were Java, PHP, and CSS - all of which, of course, were computer programming languages - but he had been incredibly impressed by Sasha’s own foreign language skills.  For someone who had never attended college, except for an eighteen month stint when she had taken courses at a holistic medical school, she continued to amaze him with how intelligent and well read she was, as well as her ability to converse on a wide and diverse number of topics.  

	Sasha ended the call looking both exhausted and dazed, and peered into her mug of tea before taking a long drink.

	“Why is it that every time I get a call from my mother I feel in need of a good stiff drink afterwards?” she mused.  “And definitely something stronger than oolong.”

	Matthew grinned.  “I could mix you up a killer tequila sunrise, if you’d like.”

	She returned his smile.  “Don’t tempt me.  But if anyone could drive a person to drink, it would be my mother.  Or, on occasion, my father.  And when the two of them are in the same room - even the same city - for too long, it’s a wonder I don’t spend the entire visit drunk.”

	Over the past few weeks, he’d coaxed little bits and pieces of information from her about her parents, and what it had been like growing up while following one or the other of them around the globe.  

	“I guess most people, and children in particular, would think it was fun and exciting,” she had told him.  “Never staying in one place very long, seeing different cities and countries and cultures, basically living in hotel rooms or tour buses or trains.  I switched schools several times a year, or occasionally had tutors.  I didn’t have a regular bedtime, pretty much got to eat whatever I wanted, and life was basically one ongoing adventure.  Until I grew up and realized how much I hated living that way, how all I really wanted was a normal family, and to sleep in the same bed every night.  That’s when I set my foot down and went to live with Tia Linda.”

	It had been her aunt who’d first introduced Sasha to yoga, and she had known immediately after that first class that this was what she had always been meant to do.  During high school, she’d worked part-time jobs after school and on weekends, mostly waiting tables or being a receptionist at a couple of different yoga studios, and had saved as much money as possible.  After graduation, she’d immediately enrolled in a yoga teacher training program, and had then begun the slow, often frustrating process of getting classes assigned to her and growing her student base.  At one point in those early years, she had taught classes at five different studios and substituted for other teachers whenever possible.  

	Becoming a massage therapist had quickly become her next ambition, and she’d scrimped and saved even more diligently to afford the fees involved.  But now, a full ten years after she’d begun the journey, Sasha was one of the most popular, well liked yoga teachers in San Francisco, and her classes were always filled to capacity.  And getting a massage appointment with her often took weeks.  Matthew had secretly read reviews from both her yoga students and massage clients on Yelp, and had been immensely proud to learn how highly each and every one of them regarded her.  

	At the same time he envied her, too.  She might not have chosen a high-paying profession, but she was definitely living her dream and doing what made her happy.  And Matthew hadn’t been able to truthfully say the same for himself for a long time now.

	“Your mom sounded a little upset there,” commiserated Matthew.  “I couldn’t understand a word of what she said, of course, but she seemed pretty agitated.”

	Sasha shrugged, unconcerned, as she speared a slice of honeydew melon from the bowl of fruit he had brought for her.  “My mother spends her life in some form of agitation,” she mused.  “I’ve tried more times than I can recall to get her to relax, tried to teach her how to meditate and do some deep breathing.”  She shook her head, causing her curls to bounce.  “Never going to happen.  She’s the most hyperactive person I’ve ever met, and it’s exhausting to be around her for more than an hour or so at a time.  One of the reasons I don’t see her all that often.”

	“Hmm.”  Matthew took a drink of his coffee, a habit he still wasn’t quite willing to give up entirely.  “I take that to mean there are other reasons.”

	“Yes.”  Sasha gazed out the bedroom window, where the sun was shining brightly on what promised to be a cool but clear autumn day.  “My mother is also incredibly stubborn, and doesn’t give up easily when she gets an idea in her head.  Apparently she’s still determined to convince me to take up dancing again, specifically so that I can join the cast of that TV show she’s on, and the producers can work the angle of having mother and daughter working together.  There are only so many ways you can tell a person “never in this lifetime”, and I’m pretty sure I’ve tried them all.”

	Matthew seldom had time nowadays to watch TV, and when he did reality shows tended to be at the bottom of the list.  But he knew that both Lindsey and Hayley were big fans of Beyond Ballroom, and they had coerced him a few times to watch the show with him.  He’d been incredulous to learn that Katya Veselov, one of the most popular professional dancers on the show, was actually Sasha’s mother.  The two women didn’t resemble each other all that much, especially considering the amount of makeup and the glitzy costumes Katya wore, and he would have never made the connection if Sasha hadn’t mentioned it.

	He frowned.  “How long has it been since you danced?  Not counting the party before Ian and Tessa’s wedding, that is.”

	“I stopped training and competing when I was fifteen,” she replied solemnly.  “Which not coincidentally was the exact same time I chose to live with my aunt.  I’d had enough of that whole world by then, couldn’t stand the thought of entering one more competition, or spending four hours or more at a time in a dance studio.  But even though it’s been more than a dozen years since I quit, my mother has never really let me live my decision down.”

	“Did you ever enjoy it?  The competition, that is.”

	Sasha nodded.  “Of course.  I mean, I can’t think of too many little girls who wouldn’t love the idea of putting on pretty dresses and makeup and having their hair done, and then going out on a stage to perform.  I entered my first ballroom dance competition when I was six years old, and it was pretty much nonstop after that.  Everything revolved around training and competing, even dictating the times I was able to see my father and his family in Brazil.  By the time I turned twelve, I had already started to resent it, and was trying to figure a way out.  My dad knew I was unhappy, and tried to persuade my mother that I needed a break, but even he wasn’t a match for her when she really set her mind to something.”

	“I imagine she was pretty pissed off when you finally set your foot down,” commiserated Matthew.

	She gave him a wry smile and speared a chunk of pineapple.  “My dad was there when I broke the news to her, and afterwards he confessed that he would never have been able to find the nerve to do what I did.  To say that she was angry would barely begin to describe the fallout.  She refused to speak to me for months afterwards, and it took years before we could have an actual conversation.  And while she’s mostly forgiven me, she has definitely not forgotten.  Which is why she keeps pushing me to resume my training and join the show  - “Aleksandra, you could dance circles around these stupid, lazy cows.  The American girls have no passion, no talent.  You would be the best dancer on the show.”  I hear something like that almost every time we talk.”

	He chuckled as she gave what he assumed was a perfect imitation of her mother’s heavily accented voice.  “I didn’t know that your real name was Aleksandra.”

	Sasha popped a grape in her mouth.  “Uh, huh.  Sasha is a nickname, though my mother prefers to use my full name.  My dad always calls me Sasha, though, says that Aleksandra sounds like a grouchy old Russian lady.  It’s just one of the many things the two of them disagree on.”

	“Are you ever tempted?” asked Matthew.  “I mean, to take your mother up on her offer and go back to dancing?  She’s right, you know, that you’d be great on that show.”

	She didn’t even attempt to suppress a shudder.  “God, no.  I mean, I do miss dancing.  That was never the issue.  It’s the competing, and the performing that I hate.  Can you even imagine me with false eyelashes, a spray tan, and an itty bitty costume covered in sequins?  That’s what I used to have to do when I competed, even at the age of eleven.  My mother would insist that all my curls ruined the image, so I either had to spend over an hour flat ironing my hair or wear a wig.”

	He rumpled her curls affectionately.  “I love your hair just the way it is,” he assured her.  “I think one day I counted six different shades of blonde and light brown.  I like that everything about you is natural, Sasha - your hair, your body, you.  So don’t ever feel the need to be something you aren’t, or change who you are to please someone else.  Because you please me very, very well, and I would never ask you to change.”

	She set the bowl of fruit down on the nightstand, then placed her hands on either side of his face before giving him a quick kiss.  “Thank you,” she whispered.  “I know I’m nothing like most of the people you interact with on a regular basis - your employees and clients and friends - and sometimes I can’t help but think that being with me is just something of a novelty for you.”

	“God, no,” he assured her fervently.  “Being you with is the only thing that keeps me sane some days.  And listening to your story - how you found the courage to stand up to your mother and chose to live your life your way - well, I can’t tell you how proud that makes me feel.  Proud and more than a little envious at the same time.”

	She looked at him quizzically.  “Envious?  Of me?  Might I remind you that you’re the billionaire CEO while I teach yoga and do massage?”

	“Money isn’t everything,” replied Matthew quietly.  “And like the saying goes, it sure as hell doesn’t buy happiness.  I’m envious because it’s very obvious that you love what you do, Sasha.  I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone who’s as content and at peace with their life as you are.  And I would give up almost everything I owned to know that same sort of serenity.  If it was up to me, I’d quit my job, sell the company, buy a sailboat, and travel around the world for a couple of years.”

	Sasha opened the wrapper of the protein bar he’d brought in for her and took a bite.  “So what’s to keep you from doing exactly that?” she asked matter-of-factly.  “Oh, I realize it wouldn’t be quite that easy, and that it wouldn’t happen overnight.  But you should be able to do exactly what you want with your life, Matthew, provided that you do it responsibly.  Like making sure your employees are taken care of, and that your relationship with your children remains stable.  Otherwise, if what you’re doing doesn’t make you happy, then you should stop doing it.”

	He tumbled her back onto the pillows, causing her to emit a little squeal of surprise.  “I’ll tell you what does make me happy,” he told her ardently.  “You.  You make me happy, Sasha.  Being with you this last month has made me happier than I’ve felt in a very long time.”

	“Matthew, I…”  

	Whatever she might have been about to say next was cut off by the hungry, demanding pressure of his lips on hers, his tongue taking possession of her mouth.  He was fully aroused within seconds, as he usually was when she was close by, and the feel of her small, perfect breasts pressing against his bare chest only increased his need for her.  Roughly, he palmed one firm mound, his fingers teasing the nipple until she was groaning beneath his kiss.  He slid further down her body until his mouth was at the same level as her breasts, and he could run his tongue over her taut, dark red nipples.  At the same time one of his hands delved between her thighs, where she was already wet and squirming impatiently for his touch.

	“Do we - do we have enough time for this?” he murmured in concern, even as he thrust two fingers inside her tight pussy, his thumb whisking over her clit.

	Sasha gasped, her pelvis arching up from the mattress as she simultaneously reached for his cock.  “We’ll always have enough time for this,” she whispered, as she took him inside of her.

	He had stopped using condoms a couple of weeks ago, after he’d learned she got Depo-Provera shots every three months, and after both of them had tested negative for any and all sorts of communicable disease.  The first time he’d fucked her bare he had almost come on the spot, it had felt that incredible.  Fortunately, with Sasha’s guidance these past few weeks, he had learned to control himself and prolong their lovemaking, and not worry about climaxing too soon.  Having regular sex had also helped in that regard, and he knew he’d never been so physically satisfied in his life.  Given, however, that the bulk of his sexual experiences had been with Lindsey - who had always been focused on her own pleasure and had rarely bothered tending to his needs - it wasn’t at all surprising that having someone as giving and unselfish as Sasha for his lover had changed all of that.

	As he thrust deep inside her warm, welcoming body, he thought wildly that nothing had ever felt so good, that no other woman had ever made him feel so much like a man, and that he never, ever wanted to let her go.




Chapter Nine

 

	Late November

	 

	For what was probably the third or fourth time already this evening, Sasha offered up silent thanks that she had taken so many workshops over the years on meditation, and had spent so many hours working on her own deep breathing techniques.  Because for the better part of the past ninety minutes, she’d found herself utilizing nearly every method she knew of to control her nearly nonexistent temper, and to restrain herself from giving the teenaged girl sitting across the table from her a good hard smack.

	Matthew had been so excited at the prospect of finally introducing Sasha to his children that she hadn’t had the heart to dissuade him.  It wasn’t that she didn’t like kids, not that she’d had much experience with them over the years.  She had dated a guy a couple of years back who had two small children, and the relationship had fizzled out pretty quickly when he realized that Sasha had no intention of settling down anytime soon.  It hadn’t taken a rocket scientist to figure out that he had really been looking for a stepmother for his kids, especially since he had primary custody of them.  Since then she had more or less kept her distance from guys with kids from previous relationships, not wanting to be thrust into the unwelcome role of surrogate mom at this stage of her life.

	At least Matthew’s kids were older - sixteen and thirteen - and both of them seemed self-sufficient and mature.  Though given the snooty way his daughter had been acting all evening, Sasha thought dourly that her behavior was more like that of a spoiled little girl than a teenager.  

	Hayley had been in a sullen, withdrawn mood from the moment Sasha had arrived to meet her, Matthew, and Casey for dinner at this trendy restaurant.  The girl had barely acknowledged Sasha, and the replies she’d made thus far to any questions posed to her had been short and grudgingly given.  She had spent the better part of the meal practically glued to her smartphone, texting back and forth with several friends, or checking her email.  None of Matthew’s admonitions to put the phone down and join in the conversation had had any sort of effect, and considering the angry, irritated expression on his face, it seemed that he was giving up on things improving anytime soon.

	Casey, on the other hand, was friendly and easy to engage, and seemed more than eager to talk about school, sports, and whatever else Sasha asked him about.  He was a very likeable, entirely genuine kid, and seemed almost grateful for the attention she was paying him.  Unlike his brat of an older sister, who had just rolled her eyes when Sasha had politely inquired if she had begun to think about what colleges she might want to attend.

	It was pretty darned obvious that Hayley wasn’t happy about having her father’s new girlfriend along for dinner, a possibility that Sasha had cautioned Matthew about more than once.  But he’d dismissed her concerns, stating firmly that his daughter wasn’t a little girl any longer, and that she needed to accept the fact that her parents weren’t getting back together.  

	Sasha, however, didn’t think that was the real motive behind Hayley’s unfriendly behavior this evening.  The girl paid her father scant attention, and seemed completely bored at having to spend time with him.  She had barely touched her food, even though she’d apparently insisted on going to this particular restaurant, and had ordered one of the most expensive items on the menu.  There had been another eye roll from her, accompanied by a look of scorn, when Sasha had ordered the only vegetarian entrée on the menu, followed up by a look of complete shock when Matthew had also ordered the same dish.

	And when the delicious Moroccan vegetable tangine that they ordered had arrived, Hayley had made a huge production number of turning up her nose in disgust and telling her father in disdain, “I can’t believe you’re actually going to eat that, Dad.  It looks like someone puked up their guts.  And it smells awful.”

	Matthew had quietly rebuked Hayley for her comments, but the girl had just shrugged and resumed texting, more or less ignoring the very costly steak she had ordered.

	Sasha glanced across the table discreetly at Hayley, who hadn’t glanced up from her phone or said a word for at least ten minutes.  She tried to imagine her own mother tolerating such rude behavior for even a minute, and shook her head with a wry smile.  Katya might be short-tempered, impatient, and outspoken, but she had raised Sasha with very strict standards of behavior, had taught her from a very young age how to act like a lady and always mind her manners.  Katya wouldn’t have hesitated even for a second to rip the phone from Hayley’s hand and refuse to give it back until the girl showed some respect to her father and the others at the table.  Sasha’s own hand itched to do just that, but she would never be as bold and confrontational as her mother, so she kept her mouth shut.  Besides, she reasoned, Hayley was Matthew’s daughter, not hers, and it wasn’t any of her business how the girl behaved.

	She was a very pretty girl, acknowledged Sasha, though she wore far too much makeup for a sixteen-year-old.  The girl’s eyebrows had been professionally waxed and shaped, and her nails recently manicured.  Hayley was wearing skintight designer jeans, a low-cut black cashmere sweater, and a fitted black leather jacket.  Knee high black leather boots with a spiky heel completed the outfit that Sasha privately considered a tad too provocative for a girl still in high school.  Hayley’s dark brown hair was long, shiny, and stick straight, and Sasha guessed it took frequent visits to a very expensive hair salon to keep it looking that way.  The black leather handbag Hayley had plunked on the table bore a Prada label, and even though Sasha eschewed designer styles herself she was still familiar with the name of the high end brand, and just assumed that the bag had cost a considerable amount of money.

	And Sasha hadn’t missed the scornful way Hayley had glanced at her own outfit this evening - a long skirt of taupe wool, a cream cotton peasant blouse, and the faux-suede tan ankle boots that she’d bought nearly a decade ago in Brazil.  Combined with Sasha’s wild curls, lack of makeup, and a matching set of drop earrings and bangle bracelets made of amber and copper, she was the image of boho chic - a style that Hayley evidently was not impressed with.

	If she had to venture a guess, Sasha would assume that Hayley had been pampered and indulged for years - largely by her mother, since Matthew seemed far more down-to-earth - and got whatever she wanted - the designer clothes and purse; eating out at expensive, exclusive restaurants; salon treatments.  For her recent sixteenth birthday, Matthew had bought Hayley a brand new car, along with the phone that never seemed to leave her hand, and Sasha assumed that hadn’t been all of her gift.  

	It didn’t bother her in the least that Matthew indulged his children.  They were his kids, after all, and he was perfectly entitled to buy them whatever he desired.  Sasha just wished - for Matthew’s sake - that his daughter might appear to be a little bit grateful for the very posh lifestyle she enjoyed.  Instead, from what she’d been able to determine, Hayley just expected these things, had grown used to getting whatever she wanted, and didn’t feel the need to express her gratitude.  Matthew deserved better than that from his daughter, and Sasha continued to bite her tongue to keep herself from saying exactly that out loud.

	Fortunately, Casey was the polar opposite of his surly, snooty sister, and joked and conversed easily with his father.  The boy resembled his father greatly, from the color of his hair and eyes, to the slight cleft of his chin.  He was also extremely intelligent, evidenced by the in-depth questions he asked Matthew about computers and the newest software MBI was designing.  It was obvious from the way he beamed with approval at everything he said that Casey was Matthew’s pride and joy, and Sasha’s heart ached a little to think of how badly father and son must miss each other.  As opposed to Hayley, who more or less continued to ignore her father as the evening progressed.

	Matthew made yet another attempt to engage his disinterested daughter in conversation.  “Hayley, did I ever tell you that Sasha’s mother is one of the dancers on that show you and your mom like so much - uh, what’s it called?  Ballroom something or other.”

	Hayley rolled her eyes - Sasha estimated this had to be at least the tenth time tonight - and replied wearily, “Beyond Ballroom, Dad.  How come you can never remember stuff like that but you can’t shut up about all your computer stuff?”

	Matthew grinned.  “Because I’m a geek.  Always have been, always will.  So, isn’t that exciting news about Sasha’s mom?”

	Hayley gave a little shrug.  “Yeah, I guess so.  Which one is your mom?” she asked Sasha reluctantly.

	“Katya Veselov.  She’s been on the show since almost the first season,” replied Sasha.  “If you’re a fan of the show, I’m sure you know who she is.”

	“Oh.  The old one.  Yeah, I know who she is.  My favorite is actually Amber, though.  She’s an amazing dancer!” declared Hayley.

	“Hayley,” chided Matthew, not bothering to hide his growing irritation with his daughter.  “Where the hell are your manners this evening?  Sasha’s mother is probably only a few years old than your mother and I, and I know you wouldn’t dare to call your mom old.”

	Sasha bit her tongue yet again, restraining herself from mentioning that she was pretty sure Amber was the girl Katya had been ranting and raving about just last week.

	“She’s a terrible, terrible dancer, Aleksandra,” Katya had railed.  “Can you believe she doesn’t even know how to do a proper jive?  The producers asked me to work with her for a couple of days, and it was like starting from scratch.  But, you know, she’s what the producers like these days - all big hair and fake breasts and phony smiles.  Ack!  Why do I stay with this stupid show and humiliate myself year after year?  This isn’t real dancing we do on the show, nothing like what you and I did when we were competing.  These girls, like this stupid, clumsy Amber, they wouldn’t even be allowed to compete in a big time competition.  Or if they were they would be dead last, lowest scores of anyone.”

	“I haven’t really watched the show for the last couple of seasons,” admitted Sasha.  “But while my mother might be the oldest one on the show, she’s definitely the most experienced dancer.  And she always seems to get results with whoever her partner is each season.  When I spoke with her this past weekend, she told me she made the semifinals again.”

	Hayley didn’t reply, merely taking a sip of her drink before picking up her phone yet again.  Sasha half-wished her fiery, fearsome mother was actually here right now.  Not only would Katya have made Hayley sorely regret the sly crack about her age, but she would have definitely put the snotty teenager in her place and insisted she put the damned phone away.  There were times, thought Sasha reluctantly, that a girl really needed her mother, even a mother as unpredictable and slightly crazed as her own.

	The awkward and at times uncomfortable dinner drew to a close soon thereafter, but not before Hayley got in one more dig, this one nowhere near as sly.  Matthew had just paid the check, and glanced around the table to make sure everyone was finished with their food.

	“Everyone set to go?” he asked in a deliberately cheery voice.  “If so, we ought to head out so we can drop Sasha off at her place.  She’s got an early class to teach tomorrow.  Hayley, you should go to one of her classes soon.  Sasha is the best yoga teacher in San Francisco.”

	Sasha gave him a quizzical look.  “Ah, and how do you know that? Given that you’ve never taken a yoga class in your life, much less one of mine.”

	He grinned teasingly, brushing his knuckles across her cheek.  “Oh, I’ve read all the reviews on Yelp and Google.  You’ve got five star averages on both, by the way.”

	Hayley scowled, clearly displeased by the attention her father was showering on his new girlfriend.  “I don’t like yoga,” she muttered sullenly.  “Too boring.  Pilates is way better.”

	Matthew shook his head.  “I’ve watched Sasha go through her practice several times, and there’s nothing boring about it.  You should see some of the stuff she can do, Hayley.  Amazing.  Here, let me show you.”

	He took out his phone and started scrolling through it at a dizzying speed.  Before he could hand it across the table to Hayley, Sasha glimpsed a photo of herself that he’d evidently taken in secret, where she was in full splits and bending backwards over her leg, her hands wrapped around the ankle.  The pose wasn’t all that difficult or challenging, but it required tremendous flexibility, especially in the back and hamstrings.

	But Hayley, unsurprisingly, wasn’t impressed, and merely shrugged at the half dozen or so photos Matthew showed her.  Casey, on the other hand, was practically agog and studied each photo with enthusiasm, which only further annoyed his sister.

	“We should go,” offered Sasha diplomatically as she reached for her bag, the one of brown and gold brocade she carried with her almost everywhere.  It had probably cost less than the zipper on Hayley’s pricey Prada purse, but Sasha wouldn’t trade it for the world.  Her father had bought the bag for her during a trip to Morocco, and it was one of her most treasured possessions.

	Matthew hurried to pull the chair out for her, earning yet another dark glower from Hayley, but Sasha ignored the girl for once and smiled her thanks at him.  

	The drive back to her place was fairly quick, and made mostly in silence, with Sasha all too aware of the animosity being directed her way from the back seat.  When Matthew got out of the car to open Sasha’s door for her, Hayley muttered something beneath her breath that was indecipherable but undoubtedly rude.  But when Matthew would have walked her to the front door, Sasha placed a hand on his forearm and shook her head.

	“It’s okay,” she assured him.  “I think your daughter is annoyed enough with the two of us for one evening.  You don’t need to stir the pot any longer.  Besides, Chad and Julio are hosting a little soiree this evening, so unless you want them to drag you inside, it’s probably best if you let me go in alone.”

	Matthew couldn’t suppress a small shudder.  He’d met her affable, sociable landlords on more than one occasion, and had even agreed to join a couple of their parties.  He had been the only straight man present both times, and Sasha had taken pity on him after an even dozen of Chad and Julio’s friends had tried to flirt with him.

	“You’ve convinced me,” he replied dryly.  “And I’m sorry about tonight.  Unfortunately, Hayley’s manners have become even worse since I moved out, and I’m guessing Lindsey pretty much lets her and Casey do whatever they please.  I’ll have a talk with her tonight, let her know that I won’t tolerate her being that rude to you ever again.”

	“Please don’t,” requested Sasha quietly.  “I think perhaps you’d only make things worse if you did.  And I don’t believe it’s just me that she dislikes.  Hayley would probably feel that way about any woman you dated.”

	Matthew shook his head.  “I won’t say anything tonight, but in future she needs to know that her behavior is unacceptable.  She’s a spoiled brat, but I’m afraid I need to take the blame for at least part of that.”  He glanced over at the car.  “Look, I’d better get going, but is it okay if I call you in an hour or so?  We didn’t get to talk much tonight given the circumstances.”

	“Of course.  And thank you for dinner.  In spite of what Hayley thought, it was actually delicious,” she told him with a little wink.

	He laughed, then quickly bent down and gave her a long, deep kiss before she could protest.  She was breathless by the time he lifted his head, and he grinned down at her mischievously.

	“That,” he confided in a conspiratorial tone, “probably really pissed Hayley off.  But it was worth it.  Talk to you in just a bit.”

	Sasha was still chuckling to herself when she walked inside the brightly lit house, filled with the sounds of music and laughter and the scents of what she quickly determined to be Chinese food.  But any hopes she might have harbored about quietly tiptoeing through the entryway and up the stairs to her own room without being noticed ended almost immediately as Julio spotted her and waved almost fanatically.

	“Hey, where do you think you’re going?” he demanded.  “We’re all dying to know how dinner out with Mr. CEO and his offspring went.  So don’t be thinking you’re going to sneak off to your room without spilling, querida.”

	Sasha always had to bite her tongue when Julio attempted to speak Spanish around her.  Despite his given name, he wasn’t even Latino.  Rather, he was a mix of Filipino, Irish, Italian, and Japanese.  But he liked to throw around the few Spanish words and phrases he knew, even though his pronunciation was usually way off.  

	Julio, who was on the short side, a bit plump, and favored vividly colored, attention grabbing clothing, made a beeline for Sasha, clasping her around the forearm.  “Please come over for a few minutes,” he whispered urgently.  “Chad invited his co-workers over tonight, and you know how dull they are.  I’ve had two cups of coffee already just to keep from yawning.  Anymore and I’ll never sleep.  So you have to save me, querida.  Ten minutes is all, I promise.”

	Sasha gave him a look of mock severity.  “I’ll literally be counting those ten minutes,” she warned him.  “I have to get up early tomorrow you know.”

	Julio kissed her on the cheek.  “I owe you one,” he promised.  “In fact, I’ll even get up extra early and drive you to the studio in the morning.  Just bail me out here for a bit, please?”

	“Fine.”  Sasha sighed, and allowed her landlord/roommate to lead her into the living room where the guests were gathered.

	Chad, a tall, slender African American with an impeccable fashion sense, glanced up from the conversation he’d been having with the eight or so other occupants of the room, and smiled warmly at Sasha.

	“You’re home early,” he said by way of greeting.  “Please, join us.  Can I get you anything?  A glass of wine?  Some tea? And there’s leftover food in the kitchen if you’re hungry.”

	She shook her head as she perched on the arm of the burgundy and cream striped satin sofa.  “I’m good, thanks.  I just finished dinner less than an hour ago.”

	Chad introduced her to everyone, though Sasha had met at least two or three of the guests before.  They were admittedly a quiet, reserved group, all of them fellow attorneys who worked with Chad, and a mix of men and women, gay and straight.  And if they had been talking business most of the evening, as Sasha suspected, it was little wonder that Julio - who was far more outgoing and sociable than his spouse - was desperate to change the subject.

	At Julio’s prodding, she gave a quick recap of her evening out, describing the restaurant and what she’d ordered, which led to a discussion of what everyone’s favorite dining establishment was.  

	“But you haven’t told us what I’m really dying to know,” protested Julio.  “How did his kids like you?  More importantly, how did you like them?”

	Sasha hesitated, not wanting to say too much in front of virtual strangers, and also wishing she’d taken Chad up on his earlier offer of a glass of wine - or something stronger.  “The kids were fine,” she offered up diplomatically.  “Matthew’s son is a sweetie, just like his dad.  His daughter is incredibly pretty, dresses to kill.  Chad will be proud of me since I recognized her handbag as a Prada.”

	Chad let out a low whistle.  “This girl is how old?  And she’s carting a two thousand dollar bag around town?  Wow, somebody’s mommy and daddy sure love her a whole lot.”

	Sasha was aghast that one small purse could possibly cost that much, but didn’t comment further.  “Well, I’m guessing they can afford it, given Matthew’s profession.”

	She glanced pointedly at the huge wall clock mounted over the fireplace.  The gilt framed clock was an antique according to Julio, who’d found it at an estate sale, but to Sasha it just look old fashioned.  And really, really ugly.

	“I, ah, hate to duck out on everyone like this,” she ventured, “but I’ve got to get up early in the morning.  Please, enjoy the rest of your evening.”

	“Hey!” protested Julio.  “You didn’t finish telling us about Mr. CEO’s daughter.  Was she a sweetie like her brother?”

	Sasha couldn’t hold back the urge to roll her eyes.  “Not exactly, no.  She was -  well, I guess a typical teenaged girl, is all.  Spent most of the night glued to her phone.”

	That began a whole new debate, with one person bemoaning how rude everyone had become and how no one actually talked to each other these days, while someone else defended their frequent use of a phone in a public place, claiming it was for business purposes.  No one noticed when Sasha very quietly stood and left the room -  except, of course, for Julio, who caught up with her just as she was about to ascend the stairs.

	“Traitor!” he hissed.  “You were supposed to bail me out.”

	She shrugged.  “We agreed on ten minutes,” she reminded him.  “It’s been almost thirty.  Besides, they’re not talking about work right now, so I did what you asked.  And Matthew is supposed to call me in a few minutes, so I need to go.  Okay?”

	Julio sighed and gave her a quick hug.  “Okay.  Though I know there’s more to the story about Ms. Prada.  I’m willing to bet she was a Class A royal bitch to you.”

	“Yeah, sort of,” acknowledged Sasha wearily.  She gave him the basics, including the offhand remark Hayley had made about Katya.

	“Omigod, she did not call your mother ‘The Old One’!” gasped Julio.  “That little bitch!  Oooh, if your mother had heard that she would have stomped all over little Ms. Prada with her high heeled dancing shoes.  For starters.”

	Sasha laughed.  “I would never dare repeat that comment to my mother.  She’d insist I stop seeing Matthew immediately, ask why I would want to date someone who had such a rude child.  But since I haven’t actually told either of my parents that I’m dating anyone, I guess it’s a moot point.”

	Julio frowned.  “Why haven’t you said anything?  You’ve been seeing Mr. CEO for what - two months now?”

	“About that, yes.  And you know exactly why I haven’t told them, especially my mother.  You know what they’re both like, Julio.  If my mother knew I was seeing Matthew she’d demand to know everything about him.  And if she learned he was rich, she’d be calling me every single day and asking all sorts of questions, pushing me to settle down.  My dad wouldn’t be much better.  Besides, the two of them certainly don’t tell me about the latest person they’re sleeping with.  Not that I want to know,” she added hastily.  “Or that I’d be able to keep track, given how much they both like to sleep around.  But don’t say anything to them, please?  I’ll tell them when the time is right.”

	Julio and Chad had met both Katya and Enzo on several occasions when they had come to town to visit Sasha, and at times she thought that her landlords got along better with her parents than she did.  Julio in particular adored Katya, watched every episode of Beyond Ballroom, and was even Facebook friends with her.  

	“Well, my lips shall remain sealed,” declared Julio.  “And I’ll be up bright and early as promised to drive you to the studio.  A deal is a deal after all.”

	Sasha bid him good night and was halfway up the stairs when he called out her name, causing her to turn around.

	“Don’t let the little witch get you down, hmm?” advised Julio.  “I can tell Matthew really likes you, so don’t let one bad dinner with his kids spoil things.  She’ll come around eventually.  I mean, how could she not love you?”

	She blew him a grateful kiss and continued up the stairs to her room.  

	But as she waited for Matthew to call, she recalled the warning her aunt Linda had given her last month - about how a man would nearly always choose his children over the new woman in his life.  She just hoped that Hayley’s animosity towards her wouldn’t force Matthew to one day have to make such a choice.

	 

	 

	 

	“So how was your weekend with your father?”

	Lindsey had waited barely ten minutes after the kids arrived home to quiz her daughter about the last two days they had spent with Matt.  She knew getting any real information out of Casey was useless, since he still hero worshipped his father and would never dream of betraying any confidences or secrets they might have shared.  Hayley, on the other hand, was growing up to be very much her mother’s daughter, and would be Lindsey’s best ally in getting this ridiculous divorce called off.

	Hayley shrugged, not even looking up from the text she was sending to her best friend Sierra at her mother’s question.  “Boring as usual.  Especially when Dad and Casey start talking all that computer geek stuff.  Ugh.  Do I really have to go visit him every other weekend?  Sierra said I missed an awesome party at Angelica’s last night.  Instead of having fun with my friends, I had to sit through some dull dinner with Dad and his new girlfriend.”

	“What? Your father has a girlfriend?” Lindsey was incredulous at this revelation.  “When did this start?  And when the hell were you planning to tell me about it?”

	Hayley waved a hand in dismissal.  “What do you care?  It’s not like you’ve been sitting home knitting since you and Dad broke up.  Or before then, for that matter.”

	Lindsey’s cheeks grew red as she attempted to deny the accusation.  “Don’t be ridiculous,” she replied in a huff.  “I have never been unfaithful to your father.  And how could I possibly even think of dating anyone now when all I want is for us to be a family again?”

	Hayley laughed out loud, the most emotion Lindsey had seen her express in months.  “Oh, Mom, that’s a good one!  Come on, it’s no secret that you’ve been seeing other guys since Dad moved out.  Sierra said her parents saw you at some restaurant in Palo Alto a few weeks ago, and that you were practically sitting in your date’s lap.  And Libby’s older sister ran into you at that new dance club in San Francisco.  Apparently the guy you were with works in the same office as Libby’s sister.  Ugh, Mom.  Just how young was that one?”

	Lindsey was speechless with shock at these revelations.  “Your friends must be mistaken,” she insisted.  “Or they had a little too much to drink and didn’t know what they were seeing.”

	Hayley smirked in response to her mother’s false bravado.  “Actually, it sounds like you were the one who had too much to drink.  Both times.  But, hey, I’m not judging you, Mom.  If you want to go out and have some fun, go ahead.  It’s not like I really care all that much.  And apparently Dad doesn’t care at all.”

	Lindsey’s green eyes narrowed angrily.  “Watch your mouth, little girl.  You’re getting way too cheeky these days.  But speaking of your father - what’s the deal with this new girlfriend of his?  Who is she - some nerdy little computer tech who works in his office?”

	Hayley scoffed.  “Not exactly.  She teaches yoga, and looks more like a hippie than a nerd.  I guess she’s pretty in a way.  Her name is Sasha.  Oh, and turns out her mom is one of the dancers on Beyond Ballroom.  The older Russian one you like.”

	“Katya?” asked Lindsey in surprise.  “I didn’t know she had a daughter.  She can’t be all that old.  My God, is your father dating a teenager?”

	Hayley rolled her eyes, already weary of her mother’s constant dramatics.  “No, Sasha is not a teenager, Mom.  Geez, you make it sound like Dad’s some sort of pervert.  I’d guess she’s in her twenties, maybe closer to thirty.  She’s - oh, fuck.  I really don’t want to keep talking about this, you know?  But Casey the Dweeb made me take a picture of him with Dad and Sasha.  Just let me find it.”

	Lindsey stared in dismay at the photo of Matthew and Casey gathered around an admittedly stunning woman.  Matt’s new girlfriend wasn’t quite as young as she had initially feared - late twenties, most likely - but still a good ten to twelve years younger than Lindsey.  She scowled to notice the woman’s smooth, flawless skin, her sparkling smile, and headful of multi-hued curls.  Her clothes did look a bit on the bohemian side, and were certainly not what Lindsey would ever be caught dead wearing, but they seemed to suit her.  

	But what really pissed Lindsey off was seeing how happy and relaxed her husband looked in this woman’s presence.  She hadn’t actually seen Matt in person for almost three months, since he never came inside the house when he picked up or dropped off the kids, despite the list of excuses she’d conjured up to get him to do so.  If something needed to be repaired, he had told her to notify their gardener/handyman.  If there was a bill or some other document she wanted him to look over, he told her to scan it and email it over to him.  He was curt and to the point when she called or emailed, and had made it very, very clear that he considered their marriage over, a mere legal formality that would end just as soon as she signed those goddamned divorce papers.

	“Do you think he’s serious about her?” asked Lindsey, not bothering to disguise the panic in her voice.

	“Jesus, Mom.”  Hayley shook her sleek, dark head in disbelief.  “I have no idea.  It’s not like I came out and actually asked Dad.  I mean, he seems to like her a lot, and they were all smiling and happy during dinner, but they weren’t making out or anything like that.”

	“Did she spend the night at the condo?” Lindsey prodded.  “I swear, if he’s sleeping with that bitch with my kids present, I’ll have his visitation rights taken away.”

	Hayley gave her mother a look of disgust.  “Seriously, Mom?  Come on, it’s not like Casey and I are toddlers.  But, no, she did not spend the night.  Dad dropped her off wherever it is she lives, some old house in the city.  And before you ask, no.  We did not see her again today.”  

	Hayley turned her attention back to her phone, busily tapping out yet another text, but Lindsey was far from finished in her quest for information about this mystery woman.

	“She’s a yoga teacher?” she inquired in disbelief.  “Where the hell did Matt meet someone like that?  And if you tell me he’s started taking yoga classes, I will not believe you!”

	“I truly doubt that,” replied Hayley dryly.  “Dad is one of the clumsiest people I’ve ever seen, so I really can’t see him doing yoga.  He is eating differently, though.  At dinner last night he actually ordered some sort of gross vegetarian entrée.  Probably because she’s a vegetarian.  And he had herbal tea with dessert instead of coffee.  Weird.”

	Weird wasn’t the word Lindsey would have used to describe the situation.  More like troubling.  Matt should be miserable right about now, missing his wife and kids and house, and wanting nothing more but to resume his old life.  Instead, he looked younger and happier than he had in a long time, and perfectly content with his current lifestyle.

	“Your father looks good,” she admitted grudgingly.  “A little thinner.  Is he - does he seem happy to you?”

	Hayley sighed again, obviously growing impatient with this persistent line of questioning.  “I guess, yeah.  He’s not all mopey and depressed or anything.  Oh, and I think maybe he met Sasha through some friend of hers.  Tessa or Tess, someone like that.”

	“Tessa Gregson.”  Lindsey almost spat out the name.  She had heartily disliked the beautiful blonde the first time Ian had proudly introduced her to all of his friends at a benefit ball a year and a half ago.  Ian, who had coldly rebuffed any of Lindsey’s attempts to flirt with him over the years, hadn’t bothered to hide the fact that he was completely infatuated with Tessa.  And every time she and Matt had socialized with the Gregsons, Tessa had always been polite to her but never friendly.  It was little wonder, thought Lindsey angrily, that the snooty Mrs. Gregson hadn’t wasted any time in fixing poor, lonely Matt up with one of her friends.  Tessa and Ian, in fact, were probably rejoicing in the fact that Matt had filed for divorce, had even encouraged him to do so.

	‘Well, it’s not going to be that easy,’ she thought angrily.  ‘I’m not about to sign those stupid divorce papers.  Not now, not ever!  And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let some funky yoga teacher steal my husband.  But I will have to figure out a way to get Matt to come back to me.  And sooner than later, by the sound of it.’

	“Do you like her?” ventured Lindsey.  “I mean, is she a nice person?”

	Irritably, Hayley tossed her phone onto her bed and glared at her mother.  “I guess she’s nice enough.  And I have no idea if I like her since I barely know her.  Are you finished asking me dumb questions now?  I want to call Sierra and find out more about this awesome party I missed last night.”

	Lindsey sniffled, and made a little show out of brushing a nonexistent tear from her eye.  “I - I guess so.  It just upset me to learn about your father’s new girlfriend.  It hurts to realize he’s moved on so easily.”

	“Oh, brother.”  Hayley shook her head in disbelief.  “I’m not buying the fake tears and hurt feelings, Mom, so save it.  Look, if it makes you feel any better, even if Dad wasn’t seeing someone, I don’t think it would make any difference in terms of the divorce.  One way or the other, he’s not coming back.”

	Lindsey lifted her chin stubbornly.  “Then I guess I’ll need to find a way to make him change his mind, won’t I?  I don’t suppose you’d care to help me?  It might be worth your while, Hayley.  Like, for example, that Piaget watch you’ve been wanting.  With a two week trip to Ibiza next summer thrown in as a bonus.”

	“Hmm.”  Hayley tapped her index finger against her lip.  “Maybe.  What did you have in mind?”

	Triumphantly, Lindsey plopped down on the bed.  “That’s the problem.  I haven’t been able to think up anything just yet.  But I’ll bet if the two of us work together, we can dream something up.  So put your thinking cap on, sweetie.  Between the two of us, we’ll figure out a way to get your father to move back in.  And ditch the yoga teacher in the process.”




Chapter Ten

  

	December

	 

	“It was so sweet of you to serve a vegetarian entrée tonight, Tessa,” said Sasha to their hostess.  “But you really didn’t have to do anything special.”

	Tessa waved a hand in dismissal.  “Don’t be silly, it wasn’t any trouble at all.  And vegetable moussaka is one of my favorite dishes to make.”

	Julia, whose twin-sized baby bump was extremely noticeable at nearly the seven month mark, swallowed another forkful of the eggplant and mushroom laden dish.  “Mmm, and it’s sooo good, Tessa!  I definitely don’t miss the meat.”

	Julia’s husband Nathan grinned at her good naturedly.  “I guess since you’re eating for three it’s acceptable to have seconds.  Though I honestly don’t know how you’ve got room in there any longer.”

	He patted her burgeoning belly affectionately, then planted a kiss on her cheek after she gave him a mock glare.  

	“You’re right,” sighed Julia.  “Your sons are taking up most of the space down here.  I can usually only eat a little bit at a time or it’s uncomfortable.  They aren’t even born yet and already I’m making all these sacrifices for them.  When Tessa and I went out for lunch earlier this week, I was way too full to even think of eating dessert.”

	Nathan arched a brow in her direction.  “Would that particular dessert have been the giant lemon bar that you were snacking on in the middle of the night?”

	Julia exchanged a quick look with Tessa before shrugging.  “Guilty as charged.  Hey, I might have been too full at lunch but no way was I passing up on that lemon bar.  I’ve been craving sour stuff like crazy the last couple of months.”

	“Which is why I made a key lime cheesecake for dessert,” announced Tessa.  “So hopefully you’ll save a little room for it.”

	Even Sasha, who wasn’t overly fond of sweets, made a little “mmm” of pleasure at the mention of the dessert Tessa had planned.  She took a small sip of the one glass of red wine she’d indulged in this evening, smiling at Matthew as their eyes met.

	This intimate dinner party at the Gregsons’ had been one of the most enjoyable evenings Sasha had experienced in a long time.  Given that she had spent the first fifteen years of her life constantly packing up and traveling from one place to another, Sasha had never been able to make close friends.  And even after she’d come to live with Linda, and then later as an adult,  she’d found it difficult to form lasting friendships.  

	But Julia and Tessa had quite firmly brought her into their small but close knit circle, one that also included Julia’s friend Angela and occasionally her twin sister Lauren, in addition to some of Julia’s co-workers.  And while Sasha mostly eschewed girly activities like shopping or spa visits, she liked having brunch with Julia after yoga class, or going on a strenuous hike with Tessa.  She’d also helped Tessa plan a baby shower for Julia to be held right after New Year’s, admitting that it would be the first such event she’d be attending. 

	And once she’d finally fessed up to both of them that she and Matthew were in a relationship, Tessa and Julia had squealed excitedly like little girls.  Tessa in particular had been elated to hear the news, and assured Sasha that she was exactly the sort of woman Matthew needed in his life.

	“I don’t know all the details, of course, about why he and Lindsey split up,” Tessa had confided.  “But I can tell you that she was never very nice to him, took him for granted most of the time.  Any woman who can blatantly flirt with another man right in front of her husband - especially with a husband like Matthew, who’s just about the nicest person I know - doesn’t deserve someone like him.  I’m just glad that he finally decided to do something about it, because he should have the chance to be happy.  And I’m doubly glad that he has you in his life, Sasha.  You’re two of the kindest people I’ve ever met, and I hope that things keep working out for you.”

	Sasha had been touched by Tessa’s ardent declaration, but had also been quick to downplay her relationship with Matthew.  “It’s pretty casual between us, you know.  We really only get to see each other once a week, maybe twice, since he travels so much or is busy at work.  And then of course he has his children every other weekend, and tries to see them at least once during the week, too.”

	“How are you getting along with his kids?  They’re both teenagers, correct?”

	Sasha had given a nod.  “Hayley is sixteen, and Casey turns fourteen in February.  As for getting along - well, I’m afraid Hayley doesn’t like me very much, not so surprising under the circumstances.  Casey on the other hand is a great kid, very kind and friendly like Matthew.  I actually haven’t spent all that much time with them, since it’s important for Matthew to have time alone with his children.”

	“Hmm.”  Tessa had looked pensive.  “My guess is that the daughter is taking her mother’s side in this divorce.  Like you said, not all that surprising.  When are all the legalities supposed to be finalized anyway?”

	Sasha had hesitated a moment before replying.  “Lindsey apparently is playing hardball with Matthew and refusing to sign the papers.  He’s supposed to meet with his lawyer again before the end of the month and see if they can force her hand.  But I don’t really discuss it all with him very often.  Frankly, the whole situation makes me feel a little guilty at times.”

	Tessa’s blue eyes had widened in surprise.  “Why on earth would you feel guilty?” she asked in astonishment.  “It’s not like you broke up their marriage, after all.  From what I’ve been able to figure out, Lindsey sort of destroyed things all by herself.”

	“He’s still legally married, Tessa,” Sasha had pointed out quietly.  

	Tessa had given a shake of her head.  “Not in any way that matters.  He and Lindsey haven’t lived together for almost half a year, and Matthew has told Ian more than once that for all intents and purposes he considers himself a single man.  Look at it this way, Sasha.  If you weren’t in a relationship with him, would Matthew be even thinking of going back to Lindsey?”

	“No,” Sasha had admitted.  “He’s told me the same thing several times - that he already considers his marriage to be long over, and that it’s simply a matter of Lindsey signing the forms to make it official.”

	“Then you have nothing to feel guilty about,” Tessa had assured her.  “Especially since she treated Matthew so horribly.  He has a right to find some happiness, you know.  And I’m so pleased that the two of you are making each other happy.  You both deserve it more than anyone else I know.”

	Tessa’s assurances had made Sasha feel much better about the situation, and appeased the guilt that she still experienced from time to time.  Matthew had told her more or less the same things as Tessa, that he considered his marriage as good as over, and that there was zero chance he would ever contemplate reconciling with Lindsey.  

	“I can’t believe that it’s already the fourth of December,” declared Julia.  “And thank goodness Nathan and I don’t have to travel very far for Christmas, just down to my parents’ place in Carmel.  The flight we just took home from Michigan on Thanksgiving weekend is going to be my final one for awhile.” 

	“When are the two of you heading over to England?” Nathan asked Ian.

	Ian refilled his wine glass, then passed the bottle to Matthew.  “On the seventeenth, I believe, returning about ten days later.”

	Julia glanced across the table inquiringly at Sasha and Matthew.  “What about you two?  Any plans for Christmas and New Year’s?”

	Matthew hesitated before giving a brief shrug.  “Still working all that out, I’m afraid.  Things are a tad complicated this year under the circumstances.  Normally we head back to Wisconsin and spend Christmas with my family, but I’m still, ah, negotiating all that.”

	Sasha somewhat belatedly realized that she and Matthew had yet to discuss the upcoming holidays, and she told herself sternly that she was being silly to feel even the tiniest bit hurt or left out that he hadn’t brought the subject up until now.

	“It sounds like both of my parents are coming for a quick visit,” she offered up.  “At the same time.  Which means the decibel level in San Francisco is bound to rise up pretty high.  Fortunately, my landlords always host a big open house on Christmas Eve, so that will help diffuse the situation with my parents a bit since there’ll be so many other people around.  However, I’m afraid on Christmas Day I’ll be stuck going out to dinner with them.  And playing peacekeeper the entire time, I’m sure.”

	She smiled reassuringly at Matthew, who was looking a bit guilty, as though he’d just realized the subject of the holidays hadn’t been brought up prior to this evening.  Ian, who’d undoubtedly picked up on the awkwardness between them, smoothly changed the subject, for which Sasha was overwhelmingly grateful.

	But less than five minutes after they left the Gregsons’, Matthew broached the matter in a tentative voice.

	“I’m sorry if things got a little awkward during dinner,” he told her regretfully.  “About the holidays, that is.  I know we haven’t talked about it at all, mostly because I’ve been busier than usual at work but also because - well, Lindsey is being incredibly difficult about it.”

	Sasha patted his thigh reassuringly.  “It’s all right, Matthew,” she replied softly.  “I know it’s not an easy situation with your children, and especially not at the holidays.  I wasn’t expecting that you and I would be spending Christmas together, if that’s what’s worrying you.  And since I’m definitely not going to be alone then, you don’t have to be concerned about that, either.”

	He sighed, running a hand through his close cropped hair.  “Believe me, Sasha.  I would love to spend Christmas with you.  More than anything.  But it’s one of the few times each year that I get to see my parents and the rest of my family, so I’ve got to go to Wisconsin.  And I’d invite you to come along, except that Lindsey is already kicking up a fuss about my taking Hayley and Casey with me.  If she knew you were coming too, I think a small war might break out.”

	She shook her head.  “No.  Don’t make things worse, Matthew.  You deserve to see your family and have your children along with you, spend some quality time together.  Besides, I think bringing your new girlfriend along with you at the holidays isn’t really, well, proper.  Especially under the circumstances.”

	He frowned, giving her a sideways glance.  “What circumstances would those be?”

	Sasha shrugged.  “You are still legally married.  And I’m just afraid that your parents and the rest of your family would consider it in bad taste for you to bring another woman along when your divorce is still up in the air.”

	“Sasha.”  He took her hand in his, bringing it to his lips while he drove with the other hand.  His voice was gentle, tender even, as he asked, “Is that what you think?  Does it bother you that technically I’m still bound to Lindsey by a piece of paper?  Because I’ll swear to you once more that the only thing that binds me to her is that pesky legality.  In every other way that matters, she is no longer my wife and hasn’t been for some time.”

	She entwined her fingers with his, resting their clasped hands on her lap.  “I know that,” she replied somberly.  “And I know that your relationship with me has no bearing on your marriage.  But can you honestly say that other people will view the situation in the same way?  That your family wouldn’t think it’s morally wrong to bring another woman into their home before your divorce is officially legal?”

	Matthew chuckled.  “My family is a bunch of scientists and college professors and engineers.  Everyone is very forward thinking and progressive, and not a single one of them would judge you or think of you as the other woman.  On the contrary, they’d welcome you into their homes with open arms.  Especially since their relationship with Lindsey has always been more than a little strained.  After I started my own company and made a whole lot of money, she’d resent pretty much anything I tried to do for my family - giving them gifts, offering to buy my parents a new home, treating them to a nice vacation.  Even when we all went out to dinner, she’d complain afterwards that my family was taking advantage of me by letting me pick up the bill or that my father should at least have paid the tip.  The fact that we had more money than we could spend in five lifetimes never mattered to her.  She’s greedy and selfish and my family actually welcomed the news that I was divorcing her.  So, no.  My family would be very, very happy if I were to bring you home with me to meet them.”

	His words filled Sasha with an unexpected warmth, and she beamed at him gratefully.  “Thank you for saying that,” she murmured.  “And I would love to meet your family at some point.  But this first Christmas after you filed for divorce probably isn’t the ideal time.”

	He sighed.  “Yeah, I suppose not.  But mostly because it would only make Lindsey fight me even harder than she already is about having the kids for a week.  She was actually shocked when I told her she wouldn’t be coming along with us this year, and needed to make other plans.  Unbelievable.”

	Sasha frowned.  “Doesn’t she have family of her own to spend Christmas with?”

	“Nope.  Oh, she’s got a mother and a sister, but they’ve all been on the outs with each other for as long as I’ve known Lindsey.  I’m not sure she even knows where they live any longer.  I’ve offered to pay for her and a friend to spend the week at a very expensive resort down in Mexico, an offer she’s currently thinking about.”

	“What do the kids want to do?” asked Sasha tentatively.

	“Casey wants to go back to Wisconsin, of course.  He gets along great with my family, and loves to hang out with my brother’s kids.  Hayley - well, who really knows what she wants nowadays?  All she seems to care about is texting with her friends, finding a good party to attend every weekend, and spending a whole lot of money.  Wonder who she picked up that habit from.”  He released her hand in order to downshift the Tesla Model X that he was driving this evening.  “But when push comes to shove, I’m betting she’ll go with us to Wisconsin.  Especially since she’d really put a cramp in Lindsey’s style if she announced she was going to Mexico with her.”

	“I’m sorry Lindsey is being so difficult,” she consoled.  “Sounds to me like she could use a nice long massage to help relieve all of that tension.”

	Matthew gave a sardonic hoot of laughter.  “Yeah, except that she’d insist on having the massage done by some buff guy ten to fifteen years younger than she is.  Hey, maybe that idea would sell her on going to Mexico!”

	They shared a laugh over that one before he asked her quietly, “You’re sure that it’s okay for me to go to Wisconsin with the kids?  You won’t feel left out or neglected?”

	She gave him a look of mock sternness.  “At last count Chad and Julio had invited over fifty people for their Christmas Eve gala, and they aren’t finished yet.  The place is going to be a madhouse, so much that I’ll probably be tempted to barricade myself in my room after awhile.  And in spite of how much they drive me nuts, I do enjoy spending time with my parents.  So I will definitely not feel either left out or neglected.  And I understand, Matthew.  Truly I do.  You need to be with your children and your family on Christmas, and I think it’s wonderful.  You’re a great father, and I’m sure you’re an amazing son and brother, too.  And I realized the first time I met you that you were the best man I’ve ever known.”

	Matthew closed his eyes briefly at her heartfelt words, taking a long, deep breath before opening them again and staring at her with a sense of wonder in his eyes.  “And I think the first time we met that I knew somehow you would be the one to save me,” he whispered hoarsely.  “The one who would help me find myself again after being lost for a long time.  Thank you, Sasha.  You’re the only Christmas gift I want.”

	She reached over and pressed a kiss to his cheek, before murmuring seductively, “Well, then.  I think as soon as we reach your place that you should start unwrapping your present.  It’s never too early to get in the holiday spirit, you know.”

	He gulped as her hand dropped to his thigh, giving the tightly bunched muscles there a gentle massage, before stepping on the gas a little bit harder.


	 

	 

	New Year’s Eve

	 

	 

	“More champagne?”

	Sasha shook her head.  “No, thanks.  At least not right now.  I’m already way over the amount I usually limit myself to.”

	Matthew grinned devilishly.  “Ah, but it’s New Year’s Eve, after all.  And if I don’t get you a little tipsy, it will be that much harder for me to have my wicked way with you later.”

	She set her champagne flute down and reached across the table to give him a long, deep kiss.  “It will actually be the easiest thing you’ve ever done in your life,” she whispered teasingly.  

	He made a sound deep in his throat that sounded an awful lot like a growl.  “Don’t tempt me, sweetheart,” he warned.  “We haven’t been together in almost ten days, so I’ve had to restrain myself all during dinner to not pick you up and toss you on my bed.”

	Her green-gold eyes sparkled at him mischievously.  “Hmm, well perhaps you shouldn’t have ordered in quite so much food, then.  Including three different desserts, I see.  This is just a little over the top, don’t you think?”

	“Nope,” he replied cheerfully.  “After all, I didn’t get to spend Christmas Eve or Day with you, so tonight’s dinner is sort of a combination of all three holidays.”  He took her hand in his and gave it a squeeze.  “I missed you a whole lot, Sasha.  Wished like hell the entire trip that you had come along with me.  Maybe next year.”

	She tried to quell the alarm those last three words provoked, especially since she’d never really contemplated her future with Matthew.  As much as she enjoyed being with him, as happy as he’d made her these past few months, she still considered their relationship to be somewhat casual, and certainly one with no commitments or promises about the future.  

	But since it was the holiday season, and she knew how much trouble he’d gone to so they could have a special evening, Sasha tactfully didn’t comment further, except to smile and say, “Maybe so.”

	He had given her the choice of either dining out this evening at whatever restaurant she liked, or having food delivered in.  She had chosen the latter, partly because every restaurant in the city would be packed to overflowing with holiday celebrants, and also because she’d sensed that was Matthew’s preference.  He had just flown in this afternoon from Wisconsin, and had seemed both pleased and relieved at the prospect of spending New Year’s Eve in the privacy and serenity of his condo.

	“You’re sure you don’t mind staying home?” he asked somewhat anxiously.  “I mean, we’ve still got plenty of time to go out and do something fun.  There’s dozens of bars and clubs in town, and I’m certain most of them will be having a celebration of one kind or another.”

	“I’m very happy to be staying in this evening,” she assured him, linking their fingers together.  “As you might have guessed, wild parties and big groups aren’t my favorite thing.  And if I had wanted that I would have just suggested we take Chad and Julio up on their offer and attend their party.  They pull out all the stops on New Year’s Eve, so I’m glad I had the excuse of coming here to your place.”

	Matthew looked relieved.  “Okay, if you’re positive.  But I definitely owe you a long weekend away someplace.  Even better, a whole week.  Is there  some place you’ve ever wanted to go but haven’t been to?  I know you’ve traveled all over Latin America and Europe, but where else would you want to go?”

	Sasha gave him a wry smile.  “Just to clear up any misconceptions you might have had about my world travels, it wasn’t as glamorous or exciting as you might think.  Both my father’s band and my mother’s dance troupe always seemed to operate on a shoestring budget, so there were a lot of cheap hotel rooms and bargain meals.  It wasn’t like staying at a Ritz Carlton or Gregson hotel, or eating at five star restaurants.  But that never mattered to me when I was young.  I was just happy to be with whatever parent had charge of me at the time, and doing as much sightseeing as possible in each city.”

	“Well, now you’ve got a boyfriend who can afford to take you anywhere in the world, and stay at the best accommodations in town,” declared Matthew.  “So give that idea some thought, okay?  I’m hoping to schedule some time off in the spring.”

	“I think someplace warm and sunny sounds like a wonderful idea right about now,” she answered.  “It’s been so cold and rainy already and we’re only a couple of weeks into winter.  And I’ve never been to Hawaii or the Caribbean.”

	He grinned.  “Consider it done.  I’ll work on clearing a week in my schedule and then make plans for a tropical getaway.  And before you ask where, it’s going to be a surprise.  Speaking of which,” he added mysteriously, “I still need to give you your Christmas presents.  Do you want them now or after dessert?”

	Sasha patted her belly.  “After that amazing dinner I know I won’t be able to eat anything else for at least a couple of hours.  And I hope you didn’t go overboard on the presents, Matthew.  Like you did with the food tonight.”

	She’d been agog at the display of all the different dishes he’d ordered in from the elite catering company who handled a lot of events for MBI, a veritable smorgasbord of various cuisines - Japanese, Italian, Thai, Indian, Mexican, French, and more.  Sasha couldn’t recall the last time she had eaten quite so much, and regretted that she hadn’t saved a bit more room for another helping of chile rellenos, one of her very favorite foods.  

	Matthew’s grin only deepened.  “Depends on what you consider going overboard.  I can promise that I didn’t buy you a car.  Or a twenty thousand dollar watch.  Not that I wouldn’t be happy to get both of those for you, of course, but..”

	“No.” She shook her head vehemently.  “And you can’t possibly be serious that some company really makes a watch that costs so much money.”

	“Twenty thousand is actually at the lower end of the scale for luxury watches,” he admitted.  “One year for Valentine’s Day Lindsey requested a Cartier watch that cost eighty thousand.  And that was just one of her gifts.”

	Sasha stared at him in disbelief.  “Eighty thousand,” she whispered.  “My God, I barely earn that much money in two years.  Wow.  I - I had no idea that you were quite that wealthy, Matthew.”

	“I thought you knew,” he replied soberly.  “I, um, was named one of the wealthiest men in America earlier this year.”

	He told her then what his approximate net worth was, and she couldn’t even begin to think of a suitable reply.  That sort of wealth - in the billions rather than simply the millions - was something she couldn’t even begin to fathom.  And Matthew - with his goofy grin, easygoing personality, and endearing clumsiness at times - was certainly the most unlikely billionaire she could have imagined.

	“Well,” she told him a bit shakily, “I’ll go on record right now and tell you that the only thing I’d like for Valentine’s Day is a bouquet of flowers.  And maybe some really good Mexican food for dinner.”

	He laughed heartily as he pushed back his chair and walked over to her side of the table.  “Come on,” he urged.  “I’ll make a note of your wish list for Valentine’s Day, but I’m afraid I’ve already gone a little overboard with your Christmas gifts.”

	Before she could protest, he was drawing her to her feet, then leading her by the hand to the room that doubled as his office and the massage room.  

	“Did you buy a new massage table?” she joked.  “Because I’m pretty sure the one you already have is the top of the line and - oh.”

	As he flicked on the overhead light, Sasha could only stare in wonder at the sight that greeted her - at least two dozen gifts of various shapes and sizes, all beautifully wrapped in striped satin paper and elaborately tied velvet bows.  She thought in a near panic that he had probably spent more on just the wrapping paper and ribbon that she had on his entire gift.  

	But she wasn’t able to resist running her palm over the gift nearest to her, enjoying the lush softness of the velvet ribbon beneath her fingers.  She’d never experienced such extravagance in her life before, had never been showered with so many presents at once, or had someone like Matthew who treated her like a princess.  And while she had never been deprived of anything, had always had everything she needed, neither had she ever really been indulged before.  Neither of her parents had made much money during the gypsy days of her youth, and while they were both comfortably off now Sasha certainly wouldn’t call either of them wealthy.  She’d counted herself lucky as a child to receive half a dozen small gifts, and had cherished each and every one of them.

	The lavish pile of presents that took up an entire corner of this room, however, was like something out of a fairy tale.  She shook her head in mingled dismay and delight as she picked up a medium sized box.

	“I - I don’t know what to say,” she began haltingly.  “Or where to begin.”

	Matthew grinned.  “The one you’re holding in your hands is a good place to start.  Here, I’ll tell you what.  Take a seat in the desk chair and I’ll bring the gifts over one at a time.”

	Nearly an hour later, Sasha was down to her last gift, and felt moved nearly to tears at all of the beautiful, thoughtful things Matthew had chosen for her.  He knew quite well that she wouldn’t have been impressed by expensive jewelry or designer handbags, and had instead gone out of his way to make each gift - large and small - something personal.  Oh, not that some of the presents hadn’t been on the extravagant side - like the brand new laptop and top of the line cell phone he’d insisted that she accept.

	“Hey, I’m the CEO of one of the biggest software companies in the world,” he had pointed out.  “If word ever got out that my girlfriend didn’t even own a computer, and that her phone was hopelessly out of date, I’d be a laughingstock.  So you have to accept both of them, don’t you see?  In order to save my reputation, that is.”

	But most of his gifts had been small, thoughtful items - a bag of her favorite loose leaf tea; an exquisitely soft cashmere scarf; a CD by a sitar player that she liked; a pair of copper and jade earrings that he assured her were costume and not the real thing.

	It was his final gift, though, that touched her the most - a small painting of a woodland fairy that she’d admired once in a gallery while window shopping with him after dinner one evening.  She had completely forgotten about the painting, and marveled that he could be this thoughtful, this observant.

	Sasha set the painting on his desk carefully before flinging herself into his arms, pressing a tender kiss to his cheek.

	“Everything is perfect,” she whispered tearfully.  “Absolutely perfect.  You are the kindest, most wonderful man I’ve ever known.  Even if all of this is ridiculously over the top, far, far too extravagant.  You went completely overboard, Matthew.”

	He buried his face against her curls, pulling her close against his body.  “Not even close, sweetheart,” he assured her. “If you could have seen some of the things I really wanted to buy you, well - you’d have set your foot down for sure.”  He lifted his head then, cupping her cheek tenderly in his hand.  “You are the one person in my life who never asks me for a thing, who never expects stuff.  Whether it’s Lindsey or Hayley demanding a new pair of shoes or a luxury vacation somewhere, or one of my managers needing an hour of my time to go over a proposal, it feels like every day, every hour, someone wants or needs something from me.  Except you.  Rather than ask me for things, you give them instead.  And in these few months we’ve been together, you’ve already given me so much, Sasha.  Far, far more than any present I could give you in return.”

	Tears had begun to pool in her eyes at his impassioned words, and her lips were trembling as he claimed them in a slow, sweet kiss.  The kiss quickly ignited, and turned hungry, passionate, in the blink of an eye.  He scooped her up into his arms, and kicked away a wadded up pile of discarded wrapping paper as he carried her out of the room.

	Once in the master bedroom, he laid her down on the bed with great care, as though she was a fragile, treasured piece of glass.  With only the bright light of a nearly full moon to illuminate the room, Matthew began to undress her slowly, taking his time this evening instead of nearly tearing her clothes off with frantic lust as he so often did.  She had dressed up for their special holiday dinner, in a flapper-style dress of ivory silk and lace that she’d unearthed in a vintage store.  He slid the dainty spaghetti straps off her shoulders, then carefully worked the dress down past her narrow hips and off her legs. 

	“My God.  Look at you.” 

	His voice was hoarse as he stared down at her prone body with ill-disguised desire.  For once she’d chosen a push-up bra, this one of cream silk with lace insets, and it made her breasts appear fuller, more voluptuous.  His hot gaze continued its downward path, past her toned abs and concave belly, to the lacy garter belt and miniscule pair of panties that matched the provocative bra.  Sheer silk stockings were attached to the garters, but she had ditched her high heeled ivory pumps not long after arriving this evening, preferring as usual to walk around barefoot.

	It was a much sexier look than normal for her, and from the way he was reacting, it seemed that Matthew approved wholeheartedly of the switch up.  He was breathing heavily as his lips touched the side of her neck just beneath her ear, then began to trace a slow, sensual path down her body.  He unhooked the fragile bra deftly, tossing it over the side of the bed, as his hands cupped the small, firm mounds of her breasts.  His tongue flicked over one small, dark red nipple before his mouth closed over the entire areola and sucked hard.  Sasha gasped, her hands clasping his head closer to her, as her lower body arched off the mattress in reaction.

	He was unhurried tonight, seeming intent on taking his time with her, a departure from the way he usually made love to her - oftentimes with a hungry desperation, an almost boyishly eager desire to please her, and even a shy hesitancy at times, as though he lacked confidence in his skills.  But he was using every one of the erotic skills he possessed now, employing them masterfully as he kissed and caressed his way down her body.  

	Sasha was the impatient one this time around as he continued to arouse her unbearably, her pelvis rotating in a circular motion as she silently begged him to satisfy the need that was quickly heating up to the boiling point.  But Matthew refused to be rushed, and even the simple act of removing her panties became a seduction, as he used his teeth to slowly tug them down her legs.  Then and only then did he give her what she’d been craving all evening - the slow, deliberate thrust of his long fingers deep inside her vagina, where she was wet and needy and so aroused that it took just a few quick pumps before she climaxed.

	He gave her no time to recover, sliding down the mattress until his head was positioned between her thighs, his hands spreading her legs apart to give him the access he wanted.  Using his lips, tongue, and fingers, he focused solely on her pleasure, on making her writhe and moan and pant until she was consumed with the need to climax again.  Matthew cleverly used all of the skills she’d helped him develop, with a whispered word of encouragement or a subtle instruction now and then.  He bore no resemblance whatsoever to the rather clumsy, adorably eager lover he’d been during the early weeks of their relationship.  For tonight, at least, he seemed to be thriving on acting the role of the dominant, the one who was in complete control of their lovemaking, and Sasha was deliriously happy to let him do whatever he desired.

	She offered no resistance, therefore, when he flipped her over onto her belly, especially since her body was still shuddering in reaction to the orgasm he’d so cleverly coaxed from it.  Except for a small gasp of surprise, she didn’t react as he bent one of her legs at the knee, angling it slightly away from her body, and then smoothly thrust inside of her from behind.  His chest was pressed closely against her back, effectively trapping her in place.  With any of her previous lovers, Sasha would have resisted this particular sexual position, would have felt too dominated and helpless.  But she trusted Matthew implicitly, knew that he simply didn’t have it in him to hurt another being, whether intentionally or otherwise, and gave herself over to him completely.  

	He seemed to sense her surrender, her willingness to let him take her over, and that realization unleashed the wildness in him.  His sensual, almost teasing lovemaking quickly gave way to hungry, unrestrained fucking, until both of them became lost in a haze of lust and need.  Growling, he reared back onto his knees, his hands at her hips pulling her into a kneeling position, and Sasha cried out in mingled surprise and pleasure at how deeply he penetrated her from this angle.  The heavy sac of his testicles slapped against her buttocks with each savage thrust, and she had to bite down on her lip more than once to stifle a little scream of half-pain/half-pleasure.  

	Bracing himself on the mattress with one arm, Matthew snaked the other around her waist, as his palm slid down over her quivering belly.  At the first brush of his thumb over the swollen, tender nub of her clit, she came undone, the orgasm rendering her incapable of either speech or thought as her legs nearly gave way from under her.  As the blood rushed through her ears, she was barely aware when Matthew, too, found his release, his body collapsing onto hers as he shuddered over and over again.

	Sasha wasn’t certain how long they remained in exactly that position, either half-asleep or lost in a haze.  But it was the sound of fireworks in the distance, and the multi-colored glow that suddenly lit up the room, that eventually roused them.  Groaning, Matthew eased himself off of her, rolling onto his side, and ran a hand soothingly down the length of her spine.

	“Guess we missed midnight,” he joked, his voice hoarse.  

	She snickered.  “We were too busy setting off our own fireworks, I guess.  But, come on.  The fireworks show probably just got started.  And since we have practically a front row seat out on your balcony, I don’t want to miss this.”

	They quickly bundled themselves up into robes, with Sasha grabbing the brand new one of dark green cashmere that had been one of Matthew’s many Christmas gifts, and hurried out onto the balcony.  She shivered despite the warmth of her new robe, and he promptly cuddled her close against him to ward off the chill of the night air.

	“Happy New Year, Sasha,” he murmured against her curls as they watched another glorious burst of color fill the sky.

	She wrapped her arms around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder.  “And a very Happy New Year to you, too,” she replied.  “I hope that this next year is a much happier one for you, Matthew.”

	“Well, it’s definitely starting off a hell of a lot better than last year’s did,” he declared with a grin.  “And I’m not even referring to the sex.  Which, by the way, was awe inspiring.  I’m not sure if those are the right words to use to describe it, but, hey, I write computer code not poetry, after all.”

	Sasha laughed.  “Those are the exact right words,” she assured him.  “And it was the same for me.”

	They stood together quietly for several more minutes, content to watch the fireworks display being held along the San Francisco waterfront, until Sasha began to shiver from the cold.

	“Inside with you,” he insisted.  “Besides, we’ve still got half a bottle of champagne to finish and dessert.”

	“And you have presents to open,” she reminded him.  “Though I’m a little reluctant to give them to you after everything you just lavished on me.  It’s nowhere near on the same scale, you know, not even close.”

	“Hey,” scolded Matthew gently.  “I already told you, Sasha.  Having you in my life is all the Christmas present I need.  What you’ve done for me in these past months can’t be measured in terms of material things or monetary value.  You didn’t need to buy me a gift of any sort.”

	She retrieved two small packages from the living room where she’d left her bag earlier.  They were simply wrapped in sage green paper and tied with a bit of burlap ribbon.  

	He lifted the larger of the two packages to his nose and took a sniff.  “This smells like you,” he told her with a smile.  “I’ve never quite figured out what scent this is, or if it’s soap or shampoo or just your skin.  But it’s a combination of lemon and maybe a bit of rosemary or sage, and to me it’s way, way more appealing than any perfume I’ve ever smelled.”

	He carefully removed the paper from the first package, which turned out to be a collector’s edition of The Prophet by Khalil Gibran.  Matthew had a vague recollection of having read the book at some point during his college years, but was unable to recall any specific quotes or passages.  Reverently, because he already knew that Sasha had chosen this gift for him with great care, he opened the book to a random page.  The first quote that jumped out at him seemed unusually timely under the circumstances - “the greatest of wealth is the richness of the soul.”

	“It’s one of my very favorite books,” ventured Sasha as he continued to flip through the pages.  “When I was training to be a yoga teacher, I had to read a number of books, some of them sacred texts, others handbooks on anatomy.  And while The Prophet wasn’t required reading, one of my teachers suggested it.  I pick up my copy almost every day to read a particular passage.  I hope that you can find some inspiration from it, Matthew.  I know that I have many times.”

	Matthew set the book down carefully, and pressed a soft kiss to her lips.  “Thank you, Sasha.  I already know that I’ll treasure it.  Now, what do we have here?”

	The second package revealed a small black velveteen drawstring bag, and from its depths he drew out a tubular shaped piece of what looked like onyx suspended from a long suede cord.  

	“It’s actually black tourmaline,” clarified Sasha before he could ask.  “I’m sure you aren’t familiar with all of the healing properties of crystals, and most people think all of that is just a bunch of nonsense.  But this particular crystal is known for its grounding properties, and is used to combat stress and fatigue.  I thought, well, that you might like to keep it with you at your office or when you travel.  I know most men aren’t really into jewelry so you don’t have to actually wear it.  You can just hold it in your palm for a few minutes, and keep it in your pocket or a desk drawer the rest of the time.”

	In reply, he pulled the cord over his head, then pressed the tourmaline into his bare skin for a moment.  

	“No,” he replied firmly.  “It stays right here.  This is the most thoughtful gift anyone has ever given me.”

	She smiled, pleased that he seemed so touched by the present.  “It’s not very expensive, you know,” she chided.  “A close friend of mine owns a metaphysical shop in the Castro district and gave me a good deal on it.”

	Matthew shook his head.  “You could have picked it out of a bubble gum machine for all I care.  It doesn’t matter in the least to me how much it cost, because the real value is the thought that went into it.  I’ll always treasure it, Sasha, because you gave it to me.”

	The look in his eyes as he gazed down at her was both tender and almost frighteningly intense at the same time, enough so that she glanced away quickly, not wanting to think about what that sort of look might really mean.

	“Now, didn’t you mention something about champagne and dessert?” she asked brightly, intentionally lightening up the very serious mood.  “I seem to have worked up something of an appetite.”




Chapter Eleven

 

	Mid-January

	 

	“You know, when I first saw that dress, I thought it might not be the right color for you, given that your hair and skin are close to the same shade.  But I couldn’t have been more wrong.  It’s perfect for you, Sasha.  And I’m totally impressed that you found such a gorgeous dress in a consignment store.  You’ve got great taste.”

	Sasha gave Julia a lopsided grin.  “Well, I can’t take all the credit, I’m afraid.  I know how difficult it is for you to get around these days, and Tessa was busy with all the last minute details for your baby shower.  So, since I didn’t want to bother either of you, I took my landlords with me.”

	Tessa frowned.  “Both of them?  I thought you told me only one had good fashion sense.”

	Sasha’s grin quickly changed to a grimace.  “That would be Chad.  The one who actually found this dress in the racks.  The other one is Julio, who tried to help but unfortunately kept pulling out the most atrocious things I’ve ever seen.  I can’t believe anyone actually bought those dresses in the first place, and that now there’s someone else willing to put out good money for them.”

	Julia wrinkled her nose, then winced when one or both of the twins gave her a kick, before rubbing her swollen belly soothingly.  “Ouch!  These two devils are really active today.  I hope they don’t decide to kick me again when I’m in the middle of lining your eyes, Sasha.  Otherwise, your makeup might turn out a little scary looking.”

	“You look gorgeous,” Tessa told Sasha warmly.  “Absolutely gorgeous.  And that’s without a lick of makeup or any accessories.  Julia’s right - that dress could have been made for you.  You’re lucky it didn’t need any alterations.”

	Sasha shrugged.  “Just a couple of minor things that I was able to do myself.  I learned how to be handy with a needle and thread when I was still a young girl.  There were always last minute repairs that had to be made to our costumes before a competition or performance.”

	She had told her two friends about the years she had competed in ballroom dance as a child and adolescent, relieved to discover that she could actually laugh about some of the experiences now.  

	“You know, we’re still waiting to see pictures of you from back then,” reminded Julia, who was sipping peppermint tea and nibbling on one of the snickerdoodle cookies that Tessa had baked that morning.  “And don’t try and lie and say you don’t have any, because we won’t believe you.”

	“Unfortunately, there may be a few tucked away in the deep, dark recesses of a bureau drawer somewhere,” she admitted reluctantly.  “I’ll show them to you someday.  But I’ll warn you now, you probably won’t even recognize me.  I showed them to Julio once, and he said I was wearing more makeup than a female impersonator.  He should know - apparently he was one at some really sordid point in his life that I don’t think I want to hear about.”

	Tessa gave a delicate little shudder.  “Agreed.  But I’m with Julia - I do want to see those pictures one of these days.  And we’ll make sure to keep the makeup for tonight very light.”

	Julia nodded emphatically.  “No one is going to mistake you for a dude trying to look like a woman.  Now, go take the dress off for now so we can glam you up a bit.”

	Obediently Sasha walked out of Tessa’s lavish master bathroom into the bedroom, and carefully shimmied out of the one-shouldered, pale gold silk Grecian-styled gown.  Tessa had thoughtfully left a spare bathrobe on the bed for Sasha to wear while having her makeup and hair done, and she slipped into it after carefully hanging up the dress.  

	It had been Tessa’s suggestion that Sasha get ready for tonight’s event at the Gregson home, especially since Tessa and Ian were also attending the charity ball benefitting the local children’s hospital.  Sasha had gratefully accepted the offer, especially since she was still having all manner of doubts and uncertainties about attending the event as Matthew’s guest.

	He had tentatively brought the subject up to her a couple of weeks ago, and she had known from the way he’d stammered and stuttered that he was just a bit nervous about what he wanted to say to her.

	“Uh, I, uh, need to ask you something,” he’d mumbled.  “And you can totally say no, I would definitely understand because I’m guessing it just isn’t your sort of thing.  Matter of fact, it’s not really my favorite thing to do either, but my board of directors is really pushing me on this one, so I’ve got to attend.  And I don’t mind in the least going solo, the last thing I want is for you to feel obligated to go - ”

	Sasha had placed a finger over his lips.  “Shush. Stop stalling and just ask me, okay?  Where exactly would you like me to go?”

	“It’s a dinner, more like a formal dress ball, actually.  A charity fundraiser for the local children’s hospital.  And since MBI has very close affiliations with the hospital -  we’ve pioneered some of our medical software programs there - it’s pretty much expected that I should attend.  Especially since I’ve been blowing off a number of similar events since I filed for divorce.”

	“Hmm.”  Sasha had pondered the matter briefly.  “When you say formal, what do you mean exactly?  Like a tuxedo for you and a long dress for me?”

	He’d nodded.  “Yes.  And I know you probably hate getting dressed up that way, and I wouldn’t even ask under normal circumstances.  But this one dinner is particularly important, so - ”

	“Yes.  I’ll go with you,” she’d interrupted before he could continue arguing his case.  “It does sound like a very good cause, and if your firm is that involved with the hospital you should definitely be there.  When is it?”

	He had given her the details then - the date, time, location.  The ball was being held at the Gregson Hotel on Nob Hill, and Sasha had been pleased to learn that Ian and Tessa would also be attending.  Matthew had promised he would make the necessary arrangements so that the Gregsons would sit at their table, and had been so pleased at her consent that he’d given her a loud, smacking kiss square on the lips.  

	And he had also offered to take her shopping for a gown, shoes, and the other accessories she would need, but on this matter Sasha had remained adamant.

	“No, Matthew.  Thank you,” she’d added graciously.  “It’s very kind of you to offer, but I’d prefer to buy my own dress.  I can ask Tessa and Julia for advice on what would be appropriate.”

	But he had stubbornly continued to press the matter.  “Sasha, I’m not sure you have any idea just how much a dress and shoes and whatnot cost.  At least, the sort of outfit that all of the other women will be wearing.”

	Grinning, she’d chucked him on the chin playfully.  “Don’t worry,” she had laughed.  “I won’t embarrass you and show up in one of my usual outfits.  Or, like my mother calls them, “those hippie clothes”.  I attended both Tessa’s and Julia’s weddings, so I have a very good idea of what to wear.”

	Matthew had frowned.  “But you can’t afford something like that,” he’d argued.  “And since it’s because of me that you’d be attending, the least you can let me do is buy you a dress.  We can set a dollar limit, if you’d like.”

	She had given a firm shake of her head.  “I can get my own dress,” she insisted anew.  “I’ll take Chad or Tessa along with me.  Julia would love nothing better than to go along, but she’s having some issues getting around comfortably these days, with the twins due in less than two months.”

	To mollify him, Sasha had promised that if the outfit for the dinner turned out to be ridiculously out of her budget she would let him know.  

	She’d told Tessa about the situation the very next day, while the two of them were enjoying a cup of tea after yoga class.  Tessa had immediately offered to loan Sasha a dress and pair of shoes, but that idea had been nixed upon calculating the nearly four inch difference in their height , and two size difference in shoes.  A phone call to Julia hadn’t provided a solution, either, because while she was much closer to Sasha in height, her pre-pregnancy figure was still a size or two larger.

	Sasha had gently refused any further efforts on Tessa’s part to find a dress to borrow, insisting that she could find her own.  And when she’d approached Chad about the subject, her clothes-horse landlord had been delighted at the prospect of scouring the various consignment stores that he frequented to find her the perfect dress.  Unfortunately, Julio had overheard their plans and invited himself along, a circumstance that only he had been happy about.

	As luck would have it, Chad had found the perfect gown at the very first place they had visited, and the price had been surprisingly affordable given the excellent condition the garment was in and the high quality of the fabric.  Her luck had continued when Julio had triumphantly unearthed a pair of gold, strappy high-heeled sandals in her size that had been marked down for final clearance.  On their way home, Chad had assured her that she’d be a knock-out in this ensemble, fitting in easily with the other women attending the ball in their designer duds.

	Sasha wasn’t all that worried about how she would look this evening.  Even though it had been more than a decade since she’d last competed in ballroom dance, the performance skills that had been drilled into her from a young age hadn’t been completely forgotten.  Dressing up for the part she would be expected to play this evening wasn’t the concern so much as acting the role.  Spending the evening drinking champagne and making polite small talk with a roomful of wealthy, sophisticated socialites wasn’t exactly her idea of a fun time, and she had a feeling that she’d be practicing her calming, deep breathing techniques off and on all night.

	‘This is for Matthew,’ she reminded herself sternly.  ‘To make him happy.  And in the scheme of things, it’s just a few hours out of time.  So suck it up, smile, and do it for his sake.  And maybe it won’t be as bad as you think.’

	But she had to keep reminding herself of the reason she’d agreed to do this, especially when she walked back inside the bathroom where Julia was busily arranging her makeup brushes, eyeshadow palettes, tubes and pencils, swabs and sponges.  Even during her competition days, Sasha had never seen so many cosmetics assembled in one place.  On the contrary, because their budget had always been so tight, she and her mother had usually shared supplies and made do with a bare minimum.

	“Julia,” reminded Sasha calmly.  “You’re only making up Tessa and me, not the entire cast of Cirque du Soleil.”

	Julia smiled impishly.  “I have a weakness for makeup.  Along with clothes and shoes and purses.  So sue me.  Now, let’s do you first, Sasha, just in case you don’t like what I’ve done.  That way we can start over again if necessary.  But I promise I’ll take it easy.”

	Half an hour later, Sasha was pleased to see that Julia had been true to her word.  Sasha’s pale gold skin glowed and virtually sparkled with the dusting of gold-flecked bronzer that Julia had applied discreetly.  Her green-gold eyes looked larger and more mysterious with their subtle shading and soft lining, while her eyebrows had been lightly tweezed and groomed.  For the lips, Julia had used a nude gloss with peachy undertones.  Overall, the effect was low-key and natural, two elements that Sasha had stressed she wanted when she had agreed to let Julia do her makeup tonight.

	“You look gorgeous,” assured Tessa as she surveyed Julia’s handiwork.  “Julia is as much of an artist with makeup as she is with interior design.”

	Julia grinned as she waved around a thick blusher brush.  “Some artists use their brushes to paint on canvas.  I use mine to make beautiful women look even more so.  Your turn now, Tessa.”

	An hour later both Sasha and Tessa were both dressed and ready, turning around slowly for a final inspection by Julia, who admittedly was living vicariously through them both this evening.

	Julia sighed, sinking down onto the padded bench in front of the bathroom vanity, her hand splayed over her belly.  “It seems like an eternity since I was getting dressed up for an evening out on the town,” she fretted.  “And it’s going to be even longer before I lose all this baby weight and can wiggle back into any of my pretty things.  I’m so big I can’t even fit behind the wheel of my car any longer.  And if I move the seat back too much then my legs are too short to reach the pedals.  So I need to rely on Nathan to drive me everywhere.”

	Sasha rubbed Julia’s midsection soothingly.  “It’s all right.  Because very soon you’ll have your beautiful baby boys to love and cuddle.  And all of this will be worth it.  Tell you what.  As a little thank you for helping me get ready tonight, I’ll borrow a car and drive over to your place one day next week for a pre-natal massage since it’s so difficult for you to get around.”

	Julia’s face lit up.  “You have no idea how amazing that sounds.  Between my aching back and swollen ankles, not to mention how often these two kick me, I could definitely use a massage.”

	“Consider it done.  I’ll call you on Monday to set something up.”

	And then Ian, who had offered to get ready in one of the spare bedrooms, was calling out from the doorway, “Time to leave, ladies.  The limo is waiting for us downstairs.  And Nathan is here for you, Julia.”

	Tessa and Sasha insisted on carrying Julia’s hefty makeup cases downstairs, while Ian gallantly offered an arm to assist the expectant mother.  Sasha was so intent on not tripping over the hem of her long gown, or turning an ankle in the unfamiliar high heels, that she didn’t notice the man who stood watching her progress down the winding staircase until he was standing right in front of her.

	“Wow,” breathed Matthew.  “Just - wow.  You look fantastic, Sasha.  Absolutely stunning.”  

	“Thank you,” she replied, a bit overcome by the way he kept staring at her.  “You look very handsome, Matthew.  Even more so than usual.”

	He and Ian were both wearing tuxedos, though Matthew looked distinctly less at ease in the formalwear than Ian.  Tessa had joked once that her husband had come out of the womb wearing a suit and tie, given how comfortable he felt in such attire.  Matthew had also done something a bit different with his hair, slicking it back a bit so that it didn’t stick up in that slightly spiky style she’d come to find so appealing.

	He took her by the hand and guided her outside to the waiting limo.  The driver had picked Matthew up at his place first before heading over to the Gregsons’ to get the others.  Once comfortably ensconced inside the limo, Sasha carefully rearranged the folds of her gown around her legs.  Just before Ian and Tessa joined them, Matthew placed a hand on her thigh, causing her to glance up at him inquiringly.

	“Thank you,” he told her sincerely.  “I know this isn’t your thing, that you’d probably rather be reading poetry right now or practicing yoga.  But I want you to know how much it means to me to have you along tonight.  I’m not a fan of these sort of events, either, but this is probably the first time I’m looking forward to attending one.”

	She squeezed his hand.  “I don’t mind at all,” she replied warmly.  “And I have to confess that it was actually fun to get all dressed up like this for once.  Though I can’t promise to keep the shoes on all night.”

	They were sharing a laugh as Ian handed Tessa inside the limo, and the Gregsons regarded their companions quizzically.

	“Private joke?” inquired Ian, as the limo began to pull away from the curb.

	Sasha shook her head.  “Not exactly.  I was just expressing doubt that I’d be able to handle these high heels for the duration of the evening, given that my usual footwear is none at all.”

	“You’ll be fine,” assured Tessa.  “I’m predicting that all those years of ballroom dance training will kick in.  You did wear heels when you competed, didn’t you?”

	“Not anywhere near this high,” corrected Sasha.  “And it’s been more than a dozen years since that time in my life.  I’m not sure muscle memory lasts quite that long.”

	Matthew brought her hand to his lips.  “I don’t really give a rat’s ass if you keep the shoes on or not,” he declared.  “Either way, you’ll be the most beautiful woman there tonight.  Uh, one of the two most beautiful women, that is.  You, uh, look gorgeous as usual, Tessa.”

	Tessa, who did indeed look breathtaking in a sleek black gown with long, close fitting lace sleeves and a scooped neckline, smiled her thanks at Matthew.  “That’s sweet of you to say.  But you’re right - Sasha looks incredibly lovely.  More so than ever.  So be prepared for all the attention you’re bound to get tonight.”

	Sasha frowned.  “What sort of attention?  And why on earth would anyone notice me?”

	“Because,” explained Matthew drolly, “this is the first event I’ve attended with anyone but my soon-to-be-ex wife, and everyone will want to know who you are.  Especially since Lindsey wasn’t exactly well liked by most of these people.  She was considered to be somewhat on the crass side.  Not to mention she liked to flirt with as many other men as possible, so none of the wives or girlfriends could stand her.”

	Tessa nodded in agreement.  “I can vouch for that.  Except that Ian, of course, was always far too decent to respond to her attempts.”  She reached over and kissed her husband on the cheek.

	Ian smiled at his young wife adoringly, brushing a long blonde curl off her forehead.  “Why would I ever flirt with another woman when I had you, darling?  Not to mention that I consider Matthew one of my very closest friends.  And flirting with another man’s wife is definitely considered to be in very, very bad taste.”

	“You should remind your friend Dr. Reeves about that,” muttered Matthew.  “I guarantee if Jordan is here this evening he’ll find his way over to Tessa’s side as often as possible, despite whatever new female he’s got clinging to his arm.”

	Ian scowled at this bit of unsolicited advice, while Tessa’s cheeks flushed and she glanced down at her lap, clasping and unclasping her hands in agitation.

	“He doesn’t flirt with me, Matthew,” she murmured uncertainly.  “At least no more than he does with any other woman.  That’s just who Jordan is.  I can guarantee you that he’ll do the same with Sasha tonight.”

	“He’d better not,” declared Matthew.  “She is most definitely spoken for.”

	“And she can most definitely speak up for herself,” admonished Sasha calmly.  “I’ll handle this overly-eager Dr. Reeves if he makes an appearance.  And now I think we should change the subject.  We’re upsetting Tessa.”

	“I’m sorry, Tessa,” Matthew told her gently.  “Sasha’s right.  We’re supposed to be having a fun time tonight, so let’s make sure we enjoy every moment, hmm?”

	Tessa gave Sasha a grateful look, then squeezed Ian’s hand reassuringly, changing his dark scowl into a tender smile.  Sasha guessed the subject of the flirtatious Dr. Reeves was a sensitive one between the married couple, and she made a mental note to quiz Matthew for more details at another time.

	The limo pulled up a short while later in front of the elegant Gregson hotel, often cited as one of the most beautiful structures in San Francisco.  Sasha had only been inside the grand hotel once before, to attend a bridal shower for Tessa the previous spring.  And while she wasn’t sure she would ever truly feel comfortable around so much lavish grandeur, she could still admire the hotel’s architecture and décor, just as she did most things of great beauty.  

	Fighting off an odd, somewhat unsettling sensation of unease, Sasha was more than content to let Matthew guide her inside the hotel and up a long, majestic staircase to the mezzanine level where the ballroom was located.  The venue was already more than half filled with guests, and she gulped, wondering how many curious, calculating glances would be directed her way throughout the evening.

	“Forget them,” murmured Matthew in her ear, as he grabbed two flutes of champagne from a waiter hovering close by.  “All of these other people here tonight -   none of them matter.  Oh, unfortunately there are a few I’ll have to smile at and make polite small talk with - local government officials, members of my board, people I do business with.  But aside from saying hello, how are you, enjoy your evening, I don’t plan on socializing with any of them.”

	Sasha took a brief sip of the champagne, recognizing it as a pricey brand even though she knew little about wine or alcohol.  “Apparently Lindsey enjoyed doing so.”

	Matthew grimaced.  “Too much so, unfortunately.  She loved going to these events, would make it her business to find as many as possible for us to attend.  Especially if she knew there was going to be a celebrity or athlete or some politician in attendance, and she’d always make sure we had our picture taken with them.  I think after a time she considered herself something of a minor celebrity herself, like she and I were the local equivalents of Bill and Melinda Gates or something.”

	Sasha offered up a sympathetic smile.  “I’ll take it from your tone that you didn’t share her love of socializing.”

	He made a sound of distaste.  “That’s the understatement of the century.  It’s not a coincidence that this is only the second event I’ve agreed to attend since I filed for divorce.  And probably the last one I go to for several more months.”  He slid an arm around her waist.  “I have to thank you again for coming with me tonight.  You’re the only thing that’s going to make it bearable.  Especially since I’ve cut way back on the alcohol, thanks to a certain someone’s influence.”

	She deliberately let her eyes sparkle at him.  “That was a good influence,” she reminded him.  “You admitted it yourself - you’ve lost that bit of a beer belly you were starting to accumulate, you don’t have dark circles under your eyes any longer, and you sleep much better at night.”

	Teasingly, his hand slid down to her ass and gave it a squeeze.  “Yes, but I get my very best sleep when you spend the night.  Especially since you’ve usually worn me out by then.”

	Sasha gave him a look of mock outrage.  “I think you’re confusing who wears the other out,” she replied with a knowing grin. Then she reached up to kiss his cheek, whispering in his ear, “I sleep very well when I’m in your bed, too.  And it’s not just because the mattress is so comfy.”

	Matthew laughed out loud, and would have continued trading quips with her, but at that particular moment an older, well dressed couple approached them.

	“Matt.  I wasn’t sure we’d get to see you this evening,” the man offered in greeting as he shook Matthew’s hand.

	“I’m afraid I haven’t been in the mood to socialize much these past few months,” acknowledged Matthew.  “But I’m pleased to report all of that is beginning to change for the better.”

	He introduced Sasha to the couple, both of whom appeared to be in their sixties, as Larry and Marie Hartman.  “Larry and Marie are major shareholders in MBI,” he explained to her. 

	Larry’s eyes lit up with interest as he shook Sasha’s hand, holding it a bit too tight for her liking.  “A pleasure to make you acquaintance, Sasha.  Fonseca - that’s an Italian name, I believe.”

	Sasha shook her head, tactfully withdrawing her hand at the same time.  “Portuguese, actually.  My father is from Brazil.”

	Marie, who was wearing a tight-fitting, low-cut gown better suited to a woman two to three decades younger than herself, gave Sasha a somewhat disdainful inspection.  “What is it that you do, dear?  For a living, that is.”

	Sasha, who had grown used to dealing with well-heeled, and quite often uppity students at the studio over the years, merely smiled at Marie with well-rehearsed patience.  “I teach yoga classes, Mrs. Hartman.  And I’m also a massage therapist. Both jobs that I love dearly.”

	At the look of wide-eyed shock on Marie’s face, Matthew was quick to join the conversation before the woman could say something offensive.  “And Sasha used to be a competitive ballroom dancer, Marie,” he blurted out, not bothering to add that the last time she’d competed had been as a young teenager.  “Do you watch the show Beyond Ballroom?” At Marie’s nod, he added, “Well, Sasha’s mother is one of the professional dancers on the show – Katya Veselov.”

	The haughty look of disapproval on Marie’s tightly stretched face - the result of a not particularly effective facelift - quickly morphed into a smile of delight.  “My goodness, she’s my absolute favorite!” she gushed.  “I just love how feisty she is, how she always seems to find a way to whip her partners into shape.  And especially how she shows up those young dancers on the show every week.  She’s a real dancer, you can tell.”

	For the next few minutes, Marie chatted amicably with Sasha about the TV show, Katya, and Sasha’s own dancing, while Larry preferred to talk Matthew’s ear off about some new tech company he was thinking of investing in.  Fortunately, Matthew was able to diplomatically cut Larry off sooner than later, and smilingly whisked Sasha away.

	“Sorry about that,” he muttered as he ushered her towards their table.  

	“For what?” she asked calmly.  “The fact that Marie was visibly horrified at my choice of profession?  Or the way you sort of stretched the truth about exactly when I stopped competing in dance?”

	Matthew’s cheeks flushed, making him look endearingly guilty.  “Uh, both, I suppose.  As you probably figured out by now, the Hartmans are sort of on the snobby side, especially Marie.  And she always hated Lindsey, especially because my ex used to flirt pretty outrageously with old Larry - who did nothing to discourage it from happening.  Marie probably took one look at you, figured you were a hell of a lot younger and prettier than Lindsey, and just assumed you’d put the moves on Larry, too.”

	Sasha wrinkled her nose in distaste.  “No, thank you.  I’m not the least bit attracted to men who are older than my own father.  Or who reek of offensive cologne.  Not to mention the fact that I’m perfectly happy with the man I’m here with this evening.  I don’t need to stroke my ego by flirting with other men in order to prove they find me attractive, and especially not when I have the handsomest man in the room right next to me.”

	He gave her one of those wide, goofy grins that always made her toes curl up a little and cause a warm feeling to spread through her midsection.  “Really?  Not one of the handsomest, but the handsomest?”

	With the added height from her stilettos, she didn’t have to reach up on tiptoes as she normally did in order to press a kiss to his cheek.  “I never say anything I don’t mean, Matthew,” she reminded him, then looped her arm through his and steered him over to where the Gregsons were standing.

	The call to dinner was made a few minutes later, and Sasha was grateful that Tessa had made the arrangements for the two couples to sit together.  The other four people at their table were two of Ian’s management team and their spouses, and she guessed that Tessa had hand selected them to make sure Sasha would feel at ease in their presence.

	And it turned out to be a very pleasant dinner, far more so than Sasha had expected, and she was surprised to find that she was actually enjoying herself.  Though she had never attended college, she was extremely well read and made sure to read at least one newspaper every day to keep up on current events.  It was easy for her, therefore, to join in the conversation at the table, and every so often Matthew would catch her eye and beam his approval at her.

	The only slightly tense moment came when their dinner entrees were served, and the waiter placed a plate of beef tenderloin at Sasha’s place.  She felt a bit sorry for the visibly harried waiter, and attempted to call him over discreetly to point out his error.  Matthew, however, was nowhere near as tolerant and impatiently motioned the man over.

	“This is the wrong order,” he told him bluntly.  “The lady is supposed to have a vegetarian entrée.”

	The waiter shook his head.  “I don’t think so, sir.  I didn’t see that on my list.  And I don’t even think we have a vegetarian option available for tonight.”

	Ian, who’d closely observed the goings-on, was about to intervene, but Matthew held up a hand to forestall him.

	“Then I suggest you ask the chef to prepare one,” he told the waiter in a not so pleasant tone.  “And quickly. And if your boss gives you a bad time about it, you might want to mention that his boss is in attendance this evening and watching carefully to see how all of this plays out.”

	Matthew indicated his head in Ian’s direction, and it was obvious from the way the waiter’s eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets that he knew exactly who he was.  The waiter nodded wordlessly, plucked up Sasha’s plate, and practically jogged into the kitchen.

	Matthew pulled back the cuff of his white dress shirt and checked his watch.  “Want to make a bet on how long it’ll take him to return with the right order?” he asked Ian, chuckling.

	Ian grimaced.  “If he knows what’s good for him, the answer had best be ten minutes or less.  I’m sorry about the confusion, Sasha.  I will certainly be making a phone call to his supervisor about this.”

	“Please, that really isn’t necessary,” she protested.  “This certainly isn’t the first time I’ve received the wrong food at a restaurant or an event.  I’ve come to accept over the years that mistakes of that sort will happen.  It comes with being a vegetarian.”

	“Still, being a vegetarian is not that unusual nowadays, and especially in California,” argued Matthew.  “I guarantee that the chef prepared a vegetarian dish, and that our waiter just screwed up.  I should - ”  

	“Forget about it,” finished Sasha.  “Especially since he’s already headed back this way with my food.”

	The waiter apologized profusely as he set the steaming plate of pasta primavera in front of Sasha, then continued to fuss over her for another minute or two, making sure that everything was to her liking and asking if there was anything else he could do for her.  And even though she thanked him profusely, assured him that everything was fine, he still looked anxious as he moved to another table.

	Fortunately, there were no other mishaps for the remainder of the evening, and Sasha couldn’t recall the last time she’d enjoyed herself so much.  Even the dreaded high heels proved to be more comfortable than she’d feared, and remained on her feet the whole night.  At some point, a jazz ensemble began to play some soft music, and after the other three couples at their table left for the dance floor, Matthew turned to Sasha hesitantly.  

	“Uh, I’d ask if you’d like to dance, but I guess that’s sort of a silly question,” he quipped.

	She laughed.  “You know I love to dance, but I also know that it isn’t necessarily your favorite thing.  I’m fine with staying here at the table and just listening to the music.”

	In reply, he rose to his feet and held a hand out to her.  “But I’m not.  I have too many bad memories of watching Lindsey dance with dozens of other men at these events, and feeling sort of helpless to do anything about it.  Or maybe helpless isn’t the right word.  More like apathetic.  I don’t want to feel that way about anything or anyone again.  You’ve managed to make me feel ten years younger, and a whole lot happier, and I don’t want to miss out on things anymore.  So, please.  Will you honor me with this dance?”

	Sasha’s heart felt like it was stuck in her throat as she let him draw her to her feet.  “I have never felt more like dancing than I do right now,” she whispered.

	“Good,” he replied, as he guided her out to the dance floor.  “Because we’re going to dance a lot tonight.  Maybe you can teach me a few new moves.  Not that I’ve got any old ones, that is.”

	Their combined laughter rang out happily as he drew her close against his chest.

	 

	 

	 

	Sasha couldn’t suppress a yawn as she snuggled into her pillow.  “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m really tired,” she told him regretfully.  “It would be different if I didn’t have to get up early to teach in the morning.  I’m sorry.”

	Matthew kissed her naked shoulder.  “Don’t be.  You have nothing to be sorry for.  Especially since we’ve already had one really spectacular time tonight.  I’m just getting greedy, I suppose.”

	His hand caressed the sleek curve of her hip, before pulling the duvet up over her nude body.  After arriving home from the party more than an hour ago, they had instantly fallen into bed, their lovemaking a little lustier than usual since they had both been a bit tipsy.  But Matthew was hungrier than ever for her, and even after a tumultuous orgasm he was still semi-aroused.

	Sasha was clearly exhausted, though, and he put a damper on his raging libido, even though he wasn’t feeling in the least bit gentlemanly at the moment.  But he sighed, and settled for a sweet good-night kiss, instead of the second round of lovemaking he really craved.

	“Good night,” she murmured sleepily.  “Tonight was actually fun.  More fun than I expected.  So I’d be okay with going to more events with you in the future.  That is, if you want me to.”

	He caressed her cheek tenderly.  “Of course I want you to,” he whispered.  “Don’t you know by now that I want you with me all the time?  Or that I’m pretty sure I’ve fallen in love with you?”

	But as he waited with bated breath for her reply or reaction, all he got in return was a faint snore, and he realized with a frustrated grin that she’d already fallen asleep.




Chapter Twelve

 

	February

	 

	“Wow, you really weren’t exaggerating about those two.  Do they always bicker this much?”

	Sasha smiled faintly at Matthew’s urgently whispered question.  “This is actually pretty tame for them.  When my mother starts looking for sharp objects to throw at my dad, that’s the time to quietly duck out of the room and leave them to it.”

	Matthew grinned in spite of the increasingly loud and heated argument that was going on in his living room.  “What is it exactly that they’re arguing about anyway?  Kind of hard to tell, given that they keep switching languages.”

	Katya and Enzo seemed to be arguing back and forth in either English or French, languages that they were both fluent in, and then occasionally would revert to their respective native tongues.  And Matthew was just guessing that the Russian and Portuguese words they were flinging at each other weren’t especially complimentary.

	“Who really knows at this point?” asked Sasha tiredly.  “I’m not even sure they remember what started this particular argument off.  Sadly, it doesn’t seem to take very much to get them going.”

	“Gee, the only thing I ever remember my parents arguing about was whether a colleague’s paper on the current status of advanced mathematics in high schools had real merit or not.  And that was really more of a debate than an argument,” he recalled.

	Sasha glanced across the room to where her mother was now stomping one stiletto-clad foot to emphasize whatever point she was trying to make, while her father was muttering in Portuguese, his face darkening in anger.  “Lucky you,” she sighed.  “Meanwhile, living with these two was like being a permanent cast member in a telenovela.  You never knew what drama was going to be enacted the next day. Ah, and then of course, their fights more often than not ended just like this.”

	Matthew followed the direction of her gaze to where Katya and Enzo were now locked in a passionate embrace, startled at how quickly they had made the transition from adversaries to lovers.  But from the resigned expression on Sasha’s face, this, too, was far from something new to her.

	“Good thing they aren’t staying here with you, like you originally suggested,” she whispered to him.  “Otherwise, my father would think nothing of carrying Mama off to the bedroom right about now.  After they each discarded several articles of clothing first, of course.”

	His eyes widened as Enzo forcefully pushed Katya up against the wall, lifting one of her legs to wrap around his waist as he ground himself against her.  And since Katya apparently didn’t have a submissive bone in her body, she gave it back as good as she got, raking her long, blood red fingernails down her lover’s back before biting down on his earlobe.  That caused Enzo to smack her on the buttocks, which in return made Katya retaliate by biting his bottom lip this time.

	“Cristo!” yelped Enzo, stepping away from the wall as blood began to trickle down his chin.  “I’ve always sworn you were part vampire, Katya.  Or maybe a witch.  You’re definitely crazy.”

	Katya glared at him, rubbing her abused posterior.  “I don’t like the spanking, Enzo,” she snarled.  “You know that.  You watched that movie again, didn’t you?  The one where the man likes whipping women, or tying them up.  If you ever try that with me, you will be the one who gets spanked.  Ach, but knowing you, that would probably give you pleasure, wouldn’t it?  You like that sort of - ”

	“Okay, enough.  Both of you,” insisted Sasha, rising gracefully to her feet.  “In case you’ve forgotten, today is my birthday.  It’s why Matthew arranged for you both to fly into town - first class no less - and reserved one of the nicest suites for you at the Gregson Hotel for three nights.  And why he’s taking us out to dinner tonight at one of the best restaurants in San Francisco to celebrate.  So, please.  Can you stop arguing for the next few hours so we can enjoy the evening?  Please.”

	Enzo’s features softened instantly, and he was at his daughter’s side in the next moment.  “My bebé,”  he crooned, cupping her cheek in his hand.  “My lovely Sasha.  Of course your mother and I will behave ourselves to honor your birthday.  I will do my best to ignore that crazy woman during our dinner, so that we can all enjoy ourselves, yes?”

	“Crazy!” screeched Katya.  “You are the crazy one, Enzo!  And you have been driving me crazy for almost thirty years.  The first time you left me I should have never taken you back.  My life would have been much more peaceful if I had listened to Polina and married that nice Russian man who lived across the street from us in Paris.”

	Enzo smirked.  “That old fool?  You would have killed him after just one year -  either by giving him a heart attack with all of your dramatics, or causing him to hang himself because he couldn’t take any more of it.  Katya, meu amor, I am the only man alive capable of handling you, and you know it.  Now, no more arguing, hmm?  Sasha is right.  It’s her birthday, and Matthew has been kind enough to make all of these plans so we could celebrate together.  So now we celebrate, not fight.  Agreed?”

	The expression in Katya’s green eyes was almost deadly as she glared at Enzo, but she merely nodded in response.  “Yes.  Agreed.  Even if I want to break that vase over your head right now.”

	“Please don’t,” begged Matthew.  “It’s one of the few things I like in this place.  And according to the bill from the decorator, that vase cost around five thousand dollars.”

	“For this?” Katya flicked a finger over the simple pottery urn disdainfully.  “Hmm, I think maybe this decorator - how do you say it, Sasha - tore him off?”

	“Ripped him off,” corrected Sasha patiently.  “Regardless, Mama, that’s Matthew’s business, not yours.  Now, as soon as Papa wipes the blood off his mouth, we should leave for dinner.”

	Enzo grinned at his only child and obligingly dashed inside the guest bathroom to clean himself up a bit.  During his brief absence, Katya wasted no time in unleashing a rapid fire stream of Russian at Sasha, and Matthew wryly assumed that the older woman was  complaining loudly and bitterly about her on-again, off-again lover.

	It had been quite a kick meeting Sasha’s parents, he thought in amusement, and since they had arrived in town last evening he hadn’t been bored for even a second in their presence.  And while their personalities couldn’t have been much different - fun-loving, gregarious, and easily amused Enzo, and the fiery-tempered, stubborn, and hard to impress Katya - the physical and emotional attraction between the couple practically gave off sparks every time their eyes met.

	The more time he had spent in their presence, the more Matthew had marveled at just how different Sasha was in temperament and personality from either of her parents.  She was most definitely her own woman, with her own unique set of values and beliefs, and if she hadn’t born a noticeable physical resemblance to them, there was no way he would have believed them to be her parents.

	Sasha and Katya were built along very similar lines - of medium height, small frame, and leanly muscled.  Sasha’s figure seemed a bit softer than Katya’s, who was bordering on being skinny rather than slender.  Matthew guessed the older woman was under constant pressure from the producers of her television show to look as thin as possible for the cameras, and judging from the way Katya watched her diet like a hawk he was willing to bet his hunch was right.

	Without the spray-on tan she always applied for the television show, Katya’s natural complexion was much lighter than the pale gold skin tone Sasha had obviously inherited from her father.  Matthew suspected that Katya’s carefully groomed mane of silky blonde hair owed most of its color these days to a bottle, though he had little trouble believing that the shade had once been her natural hue.  And unlike her down-to-earth daughter, Katya loved clothes - expensive designer labels from what he’d been able to determine - like the sleek burgundy wool sheath dress and high heeled black leather ankle boots she was wearing now.  Her gold earrings, chain necklace, and diamond studded bangle bracelet were discreet but obviously costly, and her strikingly lovely face was expertly made up.  She looked glamorous and sophisticated, and much younger than her forty-nine years.

	Enzo, on the other hand, with the streaks of silver in his otherwise black hair, and visible crow’s feet at the corners of the green-gold eyes he’d passed on to his daughter, easily looked like the fifty-four year old man that he was - a man who had traveled the globe too many times to count, and who made it a point to live every day to its fullest.  At the hotel suite last night, he’d confessed over an after dinner drink to Matthew that he had admittedly drank too much, partied too hard,  and seduced too many pretty girls over the years, but that the only real regrets he had in his well-lived life revolved around Katya and Sasha.

	“I should have been there for both of them more,” he’d lamented drunkenly.  “I should have forced that hard head Katya to marry me when we found out she was pregnant, should have chained her to my side.  And we should have made a real home for our little girl, instead of carting her around the world with us like a piece of luggage.  That was why, when she insisted on living with my sister-in-law, I stood up for her against Katya.  My Sasha - she deserved those years with Linda after everything her mother and I put her through.  She’s a good girl, my daughter, you know?”

	“I know,” Matthew had assured him.  “She’s kind and compassionate and never judges people.  She has the patience of a saint, and the disposition of an angel.”

	Enzo had grinned wickedly.  “In other words, not a thing like me or Katya!  I used to wonder sometimes if the babies were switched at birth, and we got the wrong one.  Sasha is so calm, so gentle, while her mother and I are like the hurricane and the tornado meeting up.  And my daughter is the most important thing in the world to me, Matthew.  I may not call her or see her as often as I should, but I think of her every day.  And wish all the time that I’d done things differently.”

	“Well, she turned out just fine under the circumstances,” Matthew had told him.  “I think that Sasha is the woman she is today because of the way she grew up.  So -  thank you, Enzo, because I happen to love your daughter just the way she is.”

	“Love, eh?”  Enzo had regarded Matthew a bit warily, running a hand through his unruly mane of dark, curly hair, the same sort of curls Sasha had.  “Hmm.  Sasha tells me that you already have a wife, no?”

	“No.”  Matthew had given an emphatic shake of his head.  “That is, not in any way that still matters.”

	He had explained what the current situation with Lindsey was, an explanation that had seemed to satisfy Enzo and assure him that Matthew’s intentions toward Sasha were all above board.

	“My Sasha needs a good man in her life,” Enzo had confided.  “She’s too independent, too afraid of commitment.  But it’s a good sign that she wanted me and Katya to meet you.  Sasha has been alone too much in her life already, so I’m happy that she has someone like you to take care of her.  And you’re a good man, I can tell.  You take care of your woman and her parents, and Sasha tells me you’re a very good father as well.  You can always tell the measure of a man by how he treats other people, Matthew.  And by the quality of the alcohol he provides for his guests.”

	Enzo had winked then, toasting Matthew with his nearly empty glass of a very expensive Cuban rum, before downing the rest in a quick gulp.

	  Enzo sauntered out of the bathroom lazily, his hands in the pockets of his tailored black trousers, whistling cheerfully.  He slipped an arm around Katya’s waist, and made a big show out of planting a sloppy kiss on her cheek.  She, in turn, merely glared at him, letting him know in no uncertain terms that a temporary truce might have been called between them, but that the war was far from over.

	After several glasses of a very expensive French champagne, however, Katya was in a much better mood, and actually laughed and smiled throughout dinner.  At Sasha’s gentle urgings, Katya even ate heartily of her food, which she admitted was delicious.

	“You have good taste, Mathieu,” Katya acknowledged, pronouncing his name in the French manner, more like mat-tue.  “Aleksandra told me the dress and shoes she is wearing this evening were a gift from you.  A big improvement from what I usually see her in.  She looks beautiful tonight, truly lovely.”

	Enzo reached across the table and picked up Sasha’s hand, bringing it to his lips.  “You mean more beautiful than usual, Katya,” he corrected.  “Because our daughter is always lovely, no matter what she’s wearing.  Though I must agree with your mother, bebé.  That dress is quite spectacular.  Excellent choice, Matthew.”

	Matthew merely acknowledged Enzo’s compliment with a smile and toast of his champagne flute.  Not for anything would he admit to having enlisted the help of Tessa Gregson in choosing an outfit for Sasha this evening, given the fact that he knew absolutely nothing about women’s clothing.  At least, he consoled himself, he’d asked one of Sasha’s closest friends for assistance, instead of relying on a sales clerk or personal shopper. And after initially protesting that he had spent far too much on her, and that she was perfectly capable of buying her own things, Sasha hadn’t been able to resist the gorgeous sage green silk gown.  It had a halter neck and was cut low in the back, with a satin waistband and close fitting skirt.  But what she had loved the most about the dress had been the subtle butterfly print patterned into the delicate silk fabric, and in the end hadn’t been able to resist wearing it tonight.

	He caressed the nape of her neck now, a nape that had been bared by the almost careless way she’d pinned her curls up this evening, holding them in place with a pair of clips adorned with green dragonflies.  She’d kept her makeup minimal, but had done something subtle with her eyes and lips, and her pale gold skin glowed beneath the recessed lightning over their table.  

	Sasha smiled up at him, her hand covering his where it still rested on the back of her neck.  “Pretty good massage technique there,” she teased.  “Maybe I should start teaching you a few things.  That way you can return the favor and give me a massage once in awhile.”

	Matthew pressed a kiss to her temple.  “Anytime, sweetheart.  Though there’s no possible way I could ever return all of the favors you’ve done me.”

	She flicked the diamond and emerald drop earrings that had been another birthday present.  “I’d say these are a pretty expensive form of payback.”

	He waved a hand in dismissal.  “I’m not talking about gifts or money, Sasha.  What you’ve done for me has no monetary value, can’t be bought or paid for.  You gave me my dignity back, my self-worth, and gave me a reason to wake up and look forward to the day ahead - something I hadn’t done for a long time.  So a few small material things are no comparison to the things you’ve given me.”

	Tears shimmered in her eyes as she cupped his cheek in her hand, pulling his face towards hers until their lips met in a brief, tender kiss.  Across the table, Enzo cleared his throat until Matthew glanced up at him a bit guiltily.

	“Sorry,” he mumbled.  “Couldn’t help myself.  As you said, she looks lovely this evening, more so than usual.”

	Sasha gave her father a look of disbelief.  “Honestly, Papa?  You of all people are objecting to one tiny kiss in public?  It’s a wonder I wasn’t warped for life watching you and Mama go at it almost every time we were out somewhere.”

	Enzo grinned wickedly.  “We were very naughty, weren’t we, Katya?  Ah, do you recall the time we almost got kicked out of that club in Madrid?  Or when the waiter at that café in Brussels told us we were making the other diners uncomfortable?  And then of course there was that incident in Mexico City when - ”

	Katya clamped a hand over his mouth before he could finish his sentence.  “Enough, Enzo,” she commanded in a tone that made Matthew sit up a little straighter.  “Yes, I’m sure Mathieu gets the message that you and I were silly, romantic fools in our youth.  Fortunately, we’ve finally grown up.  Well, at least I have.”  She bolted down the rest of her champagne, smiling her thanks when Matthew refilled it.  “Good God, I’m going to be fifty next year.  And Sasha will be thirty a year from today.  We’re all getting old, I’m afraid.”

	“Speak for yourself,” retorted Enzo, topping off his own flute.  “You are as young as you feel, meu amor.  And you look fantastic for your age, much prettier and in much better shape than a girl half your age.  Hotter, too.”

	He nuzzled her neck then, and made to slide his hand up under her dress until Katya very firmly removed it, and gave him another of those icy glares.

	Matthew frowned as he did some quick calculations in his head, and realized uneasily that he was actually closer in age to Katya than he was to Sasha.  At forty-one, he was nine years younger than the mother, but eleven years older than the daughter.  He’d never thought about the difference in age between himself and Sasha before, largely because she was so mature and composed for her age, something of an old soul.  And eleven years really wasn’t all that much, he reasoned.  After all, there was a full fifteen years between Ian and Tessa, and he’d never met a couple who were crazier about each other than the two of them.

	As dinner drew to a close, it quickly became apparent that for Enzo at least the evening was really just beginning.  Sasha had warned Matthew that her father could turn into a real party animal at times, and evidently celebrating his daughter’s twenty-ninth birthday was one of those occasions.  Fortunately, Matthew had arranged for a driver this evening, having already witnessed the previous night how much Enzo could drink, and fearing that there would be pressure to keep up with him tonight.  Sasha had arranged for a substitute to teach her Sunday morning yoga class, wanting to spend as much time as possible with her parents during their brief visit, so she somewhat reluctantly went along with Enzo’s suggestion to go dancing.  

	Once inside the exclusive dance club - a place that would have been otherwise impossible to gain entrance to had Matthew not given the doorman a very sizeable tip -  Enzo wasted little time in pulling Katya out on the dance floor.  As they waited for their drinks to be served, Matthew let out a low whistle of admiration as he watched Sasha’s parents more than keep up with the throngs of much younger couples out there dancing.

	“Well, it’s obvious that your mother’s a pro at this,” he commented.  “But your father isn’t half bad himself.”

	Sasha smiled.  “Papa has more enthusiasm than actual skill, but he loves to dance and party.  My mother has taught him some steps over the years, enough so that he can twirl her around the floor, but he prefers to let the music take him over and improvise.  And of course that drives her crazy, which typically results in another argument.”

	Matthew shrugged.  “As much as they bicker, it’s pretty damned obvious that they’re crazy about each other.  But I get why they would have major issues living together for more than a few days.”

	She gave a delicate little shudder.  “More like hours than days, I’m afraid.  And it’s definitely a case with those two of ‘can’t live with you, can’t live without you’.  I just hope that one of these days they’ll finally find a way to cohabitate peacefully.  As Mama said earlier, neither one of them is getting any younger.”

	Their drinks arrived then - a white Russian for Matthew, and a small glass of sherry for Sasha.  They clinked glasses in a silent toast before each taking a sip.

	“Thank you for arranging all this,” she told him earnestly, taking his hand in hers.  “Flying my parents into town, setting them up at the hotel, taking us all out to these wonderful meals.  And of course for all the beautiful gifts, which once again were far, far too much.”

	He interlaced their fingers, resting their hands on her thigh.  “It was my pleasure,” he assured her.  “You deserved to have a fabulous birthday.  And even though I would have preferred to spend it alone with you, I’m happy to have shared this time with your parents.  Even if your mom keeps giving me the evil eye.  Have you told her exactly who I am, by the way?  More specifically, how much money I have?”

	“God, no.”  Sasha shook her head emphatically.  “First of all, even if I explained it to her in three different languages, she would have zero idea of what it is you do for a living.  Believe it or not, she’s even more inept at technology than I am, can’t even figure out how to use an ATM.  But she would definitely understand money.  And if she knew exactly how rich you were, she’d be nagging me every single day to - well, you know.”

	Matthew grinned teasingly.  “What?  Make a commitment to you?  Move in with me?  Or convince me to make an honest woman out of you?”

	She paused before replying, taking another small sip of her sherry.  “All three, I suppose,” she said reluctantly.  “She tells me all the time that I’m getting older, that I should settle down and get serious about my future, that teaching yoga and doing massage isn’t a real career, blah, blah, blah.  I can’t tell you how many quote unquote ‘nice Russian boys’ she’s wanted to set me up with over the years.  Of course, the fact that she’s never felt the urge to get married and settle down is immaterial.”

	He had grown quiet at her words.  “And what is it that you want, Sasha?  Do you want to get married someday, maybe have children?  We’ve never really discussed a future together, you know.  And yes, I realize that I’m not exactly in the ideal position to do so at the moment, given that my obnoxious ex is still refusing to sign those divorce papers.  But I do want to make a commitment to you, I do want to continue having you in my life.  And while I can’t offer you marriage right now, I’d love nothing better than to have you move in with me.”

	Sasha stiffened, and her hand suddenly grew slack in his.  “Matthew - I’m not ready for something like that.  It’s too soon.”

	“We’ve been together for four months,” he chided gently.  

	“Yes, and that’s the longest any relationship I’ve ever been in has lasted until now,” she declared.  “I’ve never lived with anyone, never made a commitment of any sort to anyone, and have never really considered getting married.  So, please.  Believe me when I say it’s too soon to talk about any of that stuff.  Can’t we just go on the way we’ve been doing?”

	Matthew picked up her hand in his and studied it carefully, tracing a finger along her lifeline.  “Do you care for me, Sasha?” he murmured.  

	“Of course I do,” she replied immediately.  She cupped his face between her palms, starting intently into his eyes.  “I care for you very deeply, Matthew.  As a friend, a lover, a person.”

	He smiled a bit sadly.  “You don’t mention love.  Is that because you don’t love me, or because you don’t believe in such things?”

	His question visibly took her aback, and she stared at him in silence for long seconds.  “I - I don’t know,” admitted Sasha.  “I mean, I believe that love exists between partners, have seen it with my own eyes - Tessa and Ian, Julia and Nathan, Julio and Chad.  Even my parents, though theirs is much more of a love-hate relationship.  As for myself, I’m just not sure I know what it feels like.  Romantic love, that is.  Of course, I love my parents, my Aunt Linda, my family.  But what I feel for you is much different, Matthew.  Maybe it’s love, but maybe it’s just affection.  How do you know the difference?”

	Matthew lowered his lips to hers.  “Like this,” he whispered, just before taking her mouth in a lingering, blistering kiss.  

	When he lifted his head a considerable amount of time later, it was to find Sasha staring at him with wide-eyed wonder, her lips swollen and trembling from his passionate kiss.  

	“That,” he told her, “felt like a hell of a lot more than just affection, didn’t it?  And for me at least, I know exactly how I feel.  I’ve been in love with you for a long time now, Sasha.  I haven’t said anything until now, since I know how skittish you are about relationships and all.  But I’m crazy about you, want to spend every minute I can with you, and I’m going to keep trying to convince you to move in with me.  And one of these days you’re going to agree.”

	“M-maybe,” she whispered tremulously, reaching almost blindly for her glass of sherry.

	Matthew was prevented from pursuing the subject further by the return of Enzo and Katya at that moment, but he couldn’t help the very satisfied grin that he flashed Sasha’s way, letting her know in no uncertain terms that he wouldn’t give up until she eventually agreed.

	 

	 

	 

	“He’s a nice boy, isn’t he?  Well mannered, respectful, smart.  And apparently he likes animals, too.  That alone would give him high marks in my book.”

	Sasha grinned at her aunt.  “Are you referring to Casey or Matthew?  Because that could describe both of them.  Especially at the moment.”

	The two women laughed as they watched Matthew and his son playing an enthusiastic game of fetch with the three dogs currently residing with Linda.  OJ the cat was curled up contentedly on Sasha’s lap, while at least three other cats prowled through the cottage.  

	Sasha, Matthew, and Casey had made the drive to Stinson Beach in time to join Linda for a delicious lunch of homemade green chilé cheese enchiladas, Mexican rice, and a salad.  Linda was Mexican by birth, but had emigrated to New Mexico as an infant and had grown up in the Taos area.  After college, she had set off to explore much of Central and South American, looking for inspiration for her art, and it had been during a trip to Brazil that she had met Joaquim Fonseca.  Theirs had been a passionate but relatively short-lived marriage, given that Joaquim was very much a ladies man and hadn’t let a little thing like wedding vows stand in his way.  Linda had returned to the States after the divorce, and eventually found her way to Marin County.  She rarely traveled these days, claiming that it was just too much of a hassle, and too difficult to find someone to take care of all of her animals.  But Sasha suspected that Linda’s broken heart had never really mended after the bitter divorce, and that she’d retreated to this corner of the world to lick her wounds.  

	And Stinson Beach was an ideal place to retreat from the world, with its pristine beaches, funky beach town vibes, and peaceful, laidback attitude.  Weekends in the summertime were something of a challenge, given the large crowds who flocked to town, but Linda typically just shrugged them off and kept close to home on those days.

	“I see you survived last weekend with your parents,” remarked Linda.  

	Sasha nodded.  “They were both on their best behavior, actually.  I think some of that had to do with the royal treatment Matthew arranged for them - a five star hotel suite, meals out at some of the top restaurants in town, spa treatments, pretty much the works.  It would have been in bad taste on their part to have one of their epic fights, very ungrateful of them under the circumstances.”

	“And how did they like Matthew?”

	“Well, you know my father,” replied Sasha drily.  “I doubt there’s too many people in this world he doesn’t like, and especially not when there’s free booze around.  And of course it’s just the opposite with Mama - there are very few people that she actually likes.  But she was relatively gracious with Matthew, and I think at least that he impressed her.  With my mother, that’s about the best you can hope for.”

	“Hmm.”  Linda took a sip of the tea that she had just brewed for them a few minutes ago.  “So Katya doesn’t know just how rich Matthew is?”

	“No.  I mean, it had to be pretty obvious to both of them that he’s wealthy, given everything he did for them last weekend.  But I don’t think either of my parents have a clue that Matthew is one of the forty richest men in this country.  And as far as I’m concerned that’s not necessarily information they need to know.”

	“I agree,” replied Linda.  “Especially Katya.  Good Lord, she’d be pestering you three times a day to marry the man.  Or at least move in with him.”

	Sasha grew pensive as she continued to watch Matthew and Casey toss tennis balls to the three dogs.  “He’s asked me to do that, you know,” she said solemnly.  “Move in with him, that is.”

	“Ah, I wondered when that might happen.  And I’ll just assume from the look on your face that you haven’t said yes.”

	Sasha shook her head.  “I told him it was way too soon to discuss something like that.  I’m happy with our relationship the way it is right now, no need to rush into anything.”

	“And of course, because he’s crazy in love with you, he isn’t pushing you,” observed Linda.  “He won’t want to risk scaring you off.  But you won’t be able to keep him at an arm’s distance forever, niná.  Sooner than later he’s going to want more from you, and you’ll have to make a decision.”

	“I know.”  Sasha sighed, stroking the marmalade cat’s fur until he purred.  “And I won’t even ask how you know that Matthew’s in love with me.  He told me for the first time last weekend.”

	Linda gave a careless wave of her hand.  “It’s completely obvious, Sasha, in the way he looks at you, the tone of his voice, how he treats you like a lady.  He’s a good man, niná, hard to imagine you’d ever find one better.  And judging from the way he gets along with that boy, he’s a good father, too.”

	“The best,” agreed Sasha.  “He and Casey have a wonderful relationship, and Matthew is so proud of him.  I just wish things weren’t so difficult with his daughter.”

	Sasha had confided to her aunt that Hayley had begun opting out of spending weekends with her father, claiming she had a friend’s party to attend or that she didn’t feel well or that she had a school-sponsored weekend trip she really wanted to go to.  Sasha had seen the hurt look on Matthew’s face each time his daughter had found some excuse not to see him, and her heart had ached for him.  She had suspected that the real reason Hayley didn’t want to spend the weekends with her father was because of Sasha’s presence, and had assured Matthew it didn’t bother her in the least to give him time alone with his children.  Matthew had resisted her offer at first, then grudgingly agreed, but even given the assurance that Sasha wouldn’t be joining them hadn’t changed Hayley’s mind.

	“She’s obviously going through some stuff right now,” Matthew had acknowledged.  “What I have no idea, since she won’t confide in me, even when I take her out to dinner and it’s just the two of us.  But Hayley needs to get over whatever bug crawled up her butt and grow up.  She also needs to start accepting the fact that you’re a part of my life now, and while I appreciate your offer to not come over when she visits, that’s not a long term solution.  I’ll ask Casey if he’s got any ideas about what’s up with his sister, but I doubt that will shed any light on the matter.  Hayley’s just got to work through whatever’s bugging her, I guess.”

	Linda’s eyes narrowed in irritation.  “Seems to me that what his daughter really needs is a good kick in the ass.  I can just imagine how your own mother would have reacted if you’d pulled that kind of crap with her.”

	Sasha gave a delicate little shudder.  “I wouldn’t have dared to try.  I just hope for Matthew’s sake that Hayley comes around sooner than later.”

	Matthew and Casey joined them a few minutes later, both flushed and sweaty after cavorting with the dogs.  Linda poured them each a glass of homemade lemonade, made with the lemons that grew in her garden, and the four of them simply sat for awhile, enjoying this late February afternoon.  The sun was out, with nary a cloud in the sky, but since it was still officially winter the air temperature remained crisp.

	“We should head back pretty soon,” Matthew said regretfully.  “Weekend traffic on the Golden Gate Bridge is always heavy, and Casey still has to get in some studying for a big test tomorrow.”

	“Of course,” agreed Sasha.  “Just let me get my things and we can head out.”

	The big orange cat made a sound of protest as Sasha set him down on the floor, but promptly settled his fluffy body inside one of the pet beds scattered around the cottage.

	As Linda gave Sasha a hug good-by, she whispered in her ear, “Don’t wait too long to tell Matthew you feel the same way.  Ah, and don’t deny it, niná.  I can tell by the way you look at him that it’s love, even if you don’t think so.  Don’t always overthink everything, Sasha, okay?  You don’t always have to be logical or practical.  For once in your life, just let your emotions rule you.”

	Sasha mused over Linda’s parting words for the rest of the evening, and if Matthew noticed her preoccupation he chose not to comment on it.  Still mostly full from lunch at Linda’s, they had a light dinner before Matthew drove Casey home, with Sasha remaining behind at the condo.  She always refused to accompany Matthew when he picked up or dropped off the kids at their home in Hillsborough, oddly reluctant to see the place where he’d once lived with Lindsey.  She had surmised from bits of conversation with Casey that the place was enormous, more of an estate than simply a house, with all sorts of amenities like a swimming pool, tennis court, and outdoor kitchen.  The thought of seeing such extravagance up close filled her with a sense of unease, and gave her cause to worry that perhaps Matthew might one day regret giving all of that up.  She knew that she would never be happy living in that sort of luxury, that a simple, modest lifestyle was all she really needed to be content.  

	During his absence, she ran through a yoga sequence that she planned to teach in class tomorrow, but then found herself at loose ends.  At Matthew’s encouragement, she’d brought some of her things over to the condo to make it feel more like home - books, CD’s, a favorite afghan, clothes, toiletries.  But the large, ultra-modern condo still didn’t feel particularly homey to her, and Sasha worried that it never would.  Matthew had never discussed his plans for after the divorce was finalized, so she had no idea if he planned to continue living here long-term.  She hoped not, because while the condo was spacious and elegant, with expensive furnishings and fixtures, it continued to feel cold and impersonal to her.

	The front door opened then, and a weary looking Matthew trudged in.  She could tell immediately that something was troubling him, and was at his side in an instant, tugging him over to the sofa.

	“What’s wrong?” she asked quietly, her fingers automatically beginning to massage the nape of his neck.

	He groaned, closing his eyes and letting his head fall back against the sofa as she continued to work on his tense muscles.  “Lindsey,” he rasped.  “I’ve told you that I never go inside the house when I pick up or drop off the kids, just so I can avoid seeing her.  Well, this time she was waiting in the driveway when I pulled up, so I couldn’t duck her.  And Lindsey was in full-on bitch mode, let me tell you, ranting and raving about how I was neglecting Hayley, how moody she was, how depressed.  Lindsey blamed all of it on the fact that you and I were together, that Hayley was just devastated that I’d found someone so quickly.  It’s all bullshit, of course, meant to make me feel guilty.  I pointed out to Lindsey that you offered to stay away on the weekends I have the kids, and that I make it a point to have dinner alone with the two of them once a week.  But she insisted that wasn’t enough, that I was being insensitive to poor Hayley’s feelings, and that I should care more about my daughter than I do about you.”

	Sasha’s fingers stilled in his scalp.  “I’m sorry she said such terrible things to you,” she said somberly.  “You know none of that is true, Matthew.  But if you think it would help your relationship with Hayley to stop seeing me, I - I’d understand.  Truly I would.”

	“No!”  Matthew bolted to an upright position, grasping her by the shoulders as he did so.  His eyes were wide and almost frantic.  “God, don’t even suggest that, Sasha!  I love my kids, God knows I do, and I’d do anything to make them happy.  But I deserve to be happy, too, and since you make me happier than anyone I’ve ever known, there’s no way in hell I’m giving you up.  Lindsey’s just trying to make trouble is all.”

	“You’re sure?” she asked uncertainly.  “I don’t ever want to come between you and your children, or make you have to choose.”

	“I know you don’t,” he assured her gently.  “You don’t have it in you to be that sort of person.  That’s just one of the reasons I love you so much.”

	She hesitated, knowing instinctively that this would be the perfect time to tell him - when he was upset and feeling guilty and in dire need of reassurance and support.  Impulsively, before she could think about it too much, Sasha straddled his lap, looping her arms around his neck.

	“And the fact that you’re such a wonderful father is just one of the reasons I love you so much,” she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper.  

	Matthew stared up at her in wonder, his hands threading into her wild mop of curls.  “You - you do?” he murmured in disbelief.  “Are you sure?”

	Sasha laughed.  “I think so, yes.  I mean, I don’t have anything else to compare it to since I’ve never had a relationship that lasted this long before.  But I’m pretty sure that I - oh!”

	He tumbled her onto the sofa, then swiftly divested her of her yoga clothes and panties, leaving her naked beneath his fully clothed body.  Sasha gasped as he kissed and caressed her with a passion and domination that he’d never exhibited before, as though her confession of love had awakened a long-dormant beast inside of him.  He was aggressive and demanding, and most definitely the one in charge of their lovemaking tonight.  

	His lips traced a path between her breasts, then tugged a nipple between his teeth as he fondled the other breast almost roughly.  His mouth continued its downward path over her rib cage and belly, then lower still.  He spread her thighs apart, and at the first lick of his tongue along her slit, Sasha clutched handfuls of his short, spiky hair, her hips lifting off the sofa in reaction.

	“God, that’s good,” she panted, as he continued to eat her out, his tongue flicking repeatedly over her clit as he added two fingers to the mix.  With his lips sucking on her clit, and his fingers thrusting in and out of her body with rapid pumps, he brought her to a stunning, powerful climax, the inner muscles of her vagina spasming in reaction.

	Her body was still humming, her head still spinning crazily, as Matthew swept her up into his arms and carried her into the master bedroom.  He set her down reverently in the middle of the big bed, and she watched in something of a daze as he began to undress.  She turned into his arms eagerly as he joined her on the bed, burying her face against his neck.

	“That was perfect,” she murmured in his ear, even as her hand drifted down his midsection to find his fully erect cock.  “So perfect that I’m not sure I’ll be able to return the favor satisfactorily.”

	Matthew shook his head, even as he emitted a long, low groan as she began to stroke his penis.  “Sweetheart, everything you do to me is way, way more than just satisfactory,” he hissed through clenched teeth.  “And none of this returning favors stuff, okay?  In fact, as much as I’d love to have that pretty mouth sucking me off, I need to be inside of you right now.  Need to feel a part of you.  Like this.”

	He rolled her beneath him, then thrust inside of her in one deft movement.  She could feel how aroused he was, how needy, and knew that the sex would be hard and fast and maybe even a little dirty tonight, and she welcomed it all.  Sasha wrapped her legs around his waist, digging her heels into his buttocks as she silently urged him to go deeper, harder, faster, until they were fucking like wild things - her nails lightly scoring his back, his teeth nipping the flesh between her shoulder and neck, his hand gripping her hips so tightly he was practically lifting her off the mattress.

	This orgasm was so intense that Sasha thought perhaps that she might have fainted for a few minutes, and she was breathing so hard afterwards that she was nearly gasping for air.  Matthew remained imbedded inside of her, and she could somewhat numbly feel the hot rush of his semen trickling down the insides of her thighs.  Tenderly, she brushed her fingers through the damp strands of his hair, trailing a series of kisses along his brow and temple.  

	“I love you,” she whispered softly against his ear.

	He lifted his head then, as if with a great effort, and grinned.  “For real?  I mean, you didn’t just tell me that earlier because you felt sorry for me or anything?”

	Sasha rolled her eyes.  “No, Matthew.  I never say anything I don’t mean, remember?  So if I tell you that I love you, it’s because it’s true.  And I’m sorry it took me awhile to tell you.  I guess - well, this is all new to me, you know?  I’m still not sure about this whole relationship thing, or if I’m doing it right.”

	“You’re doing everything exactly right,” he assured her, his fingers tracing a path up and down her spine.  “And don’t forget I don’t have a whole lot of experience with relationships myself.  Lindsey was really my only serious girlfriend, and that didn’t turn out so well in the end.  So we’ll figure this out together, okay?  As long as we’re honest and open with each other, the rest will just fall into place somehow.”

	She sighed, tucking her head beneath his chin.  “There’s still the problem with Hayley.  I’ve got a feeling she’s not going to be happy - or make things easy for you - until you and I stop seeing each other.”

	“Tough,” declared Matthew firmly.  “I love my kids, but I love you, too.  And Hayley will come around eventually.  Trust me.”

	He kissed her then, and she sensed he didn’t want to think about the situation with his daughter again tonight.  But even as she kissed him back, Sasha knew the problem with Hayley wasn’t going to go away that easily.




Chapter Thirteen

 

	March

	 

	“I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen you look so happy, Matt.  And I’m fairly certain the person responsible for that is talking to your mother right now.”

	Matthew grinned at his father.  “You’ve hit the nail on the head, Dad.  Sasha has been good for me.  In a lot of ways.  I’m glad that you and Mom seem to be getting along with her so well.”

	Wade Bennett clapped his oldest son on the shoulder affectionately.  “Well, why wouldn’t we be?  She’s a delightful young woman, Matt, very kind and soft spoken.  And as different as night and day from - well, you know.”

	Matthew nodded.  “Lindsey.  It’s okay for you to say her name, Dad.  And I couldn’t agree with you more.  Life with my ex was always stressful, always chaotic, and always tense.  I feel like a completely different person with Sasha in my life.  I know that after working for twelve hours I can come home to find her here, and all the stresses of the day just disappear the second she smiles at me.  I think I’ve needed someone like her for a long time.”

	“I think you’ve needed someone like her your entire life,” corrected Wade.  “I know you did the right thing by marrying Lindsey when she got pregnant, but she was never the right woman for you, son.  And I admire you for sticking with her for so many years, for trying to do right by the kids.  But it killed me a little inside each time I saw you with her, saw how much she demeaned you and took you for granted.  You’re too good a person to put up with that sort of treatment, Matt, and especially from your wife.”

	“It took me almost twenty years to realize that, Dad,” admitted Matthew.  “And you’re right.  If it hadn’t been for Hayley and Casey, I probably would have bailed a long time ago.  Hell, if Lindsey hadn’t been pregnant I doubt we would have ever gotten married, or stayed together more than a few months.  I just wish she’d quit playing her little games and sign those damned divorce papers.”

	“What does your attorney have to say on the matter?”

	Matthew sighed in frustration.  “Since Lindsey has officially contested the divorce, the only options at this point are to try and reach a settlement, or to take her to court.  And since certain facts would most likely be brought up during a trial, I’m putting that option off as a last resort.”

	“Hmm.”  Wade took a sip of coffee before setting the mug back down.  “I assume these facts have to do with Lindsey’s, ah, extracurricular activities?”

	“Yeah.  Except, as I’ve told you, her idea of extracurricular activities don’t include belonging to the French Club or the debate team,” replied Matthew dryly.  “And as much as I’m willing to do almost anything to finally be free of her, I can’t take the risk of the kids finding out certain things about their mother.  Like it or not, Lindsey is still their mom, and I refuse to say anything negative about her to them.”

	“That’s admirable, Matt,” commended Wade.  “Unfortunately, there may come a time when she forces your hand to the point where you no longer have a choice.  Can’t your attorneys keep all that stuff sealed?”

	“You’d like to think so.  But I fear those sort of juicy details have a way of getting leaked, especially considering who I am.  The media would love to get hold of a story like that, and the kids would suffer as a result.  So for now at least I’m going to continue trying to reach a settlement with Lindsey.”

	Wade shook his head in disbelief.  “What more can she possibly want?  When you told me you were willing to give her half of everything you own, I thought for sure she’d sign on the dotted line without a moment’s hesitation.  How greedy can one person be?”

	Matthew blew out a frustrated breath.  “I don’t think it’s all about the money at this point.  It’s her pride and her ego, too.  Lindsey can’t stand the fact that I was the one to leave her.  She’s always thought she was too good for me, you know.  That a nerd like myself should have been grateful that someone like her ever noticed me in the first place.  My moving out and filing for divorce knocked her a few rungs off that pedestal she’s always placed herself on, and she’s trying to find a way to climb back up.”

	Wade inclined his head to the other side of the living room, where his wife Maureen was deep in conversation with Sasha.  “And I’ll bet the fact that you’ve found someone else - especially someone who’s more than a decade younger than she is -  really sticks in her craw.”

	“Probably.  I certainly haven’t tried to rub it in or anything like that.  Especially since Lindsey continues to blame my relationship with Sasha for why Hayley is so moody and depressed.”

	Wade gave a hoot of laughter.  “Moody, I’ll go along with.  But depressed?”  He shook his head.  “Nothing wrong with Hayley that taking her car keys and that damned cell phone away for a few weeks wouldn’t fix.  That sort of discipline sure helped cure your sister of the nasty disposition she developed when she was sixteen.”

	“Jackie?” asked Matthew curiously.  “How come I don’t remember her acting like that?  Granted, she was always a bit of a pest when she was younger, and then a total smart ass when she started getting higher grades than I did at her age.  But I never remember her being a sullen brat like Hayley’s been lately.”

	“You were probably away at college or grad school at the time,” surmised Wade.  “But trust me, she was hell to live with for a few months.  Just ask your mother if you don’t believe me.  It was her idea, actually, to take Jackie’s car keys away, as well as restrict her internet access.  Nothing like instilling some parental controls to fix a bad attitude real quick.”

	Matthew chuckled.  “Yeah, I could see how that might motivate my sister.  But while your idea has merit, there’s no way I could make it stick.  Lindsey would just override anything I tried to do, insisting that what Hayley really needs is for me to move back home and be part of the family again.  I can’t believe that after being separated for all this time Lindsey is delusional enough to think I’d ever move home again.”

	“I hate to say it, son, but I’m afraid she’s not going to leave you a choice pretty soon.  You’re going to have to force her hand, which means going to trial.  Maybe if you prepared the kids ahead of time, told them the general facts, you could spare them the worst of it.”

	“Maybe,” agreed Matthew hesitantly.  “But, you know what?  Let’s forget all that bullshit for the moment.  You and Mom are only here in town for a few days, so let’s enjoy every minute we have together, okay?”

	Wade gave a thumbs-up.  “You got it, Matt.  I’m going to go help myself to seconds.  This is all delicious.”

	Matthew had been thrilled when his parents had asked if they could spend the week off they had for Spring Break with him in San Francisco.  Hayley and Casey were also off school this week, and Lindsey had unceremoniously announced a month ago that he was in charge of the kids this week while she jetted off to the Caribbean for a getaway with her girlfriends.  Instead of booking his parents into a hotel for the week, Matthew had insisted they use his bedroom while he slept in the spare twin bed in Casey’s room here at the condo.  That meant Sasha wouldn’t be able to spend the night at all this week, especially since she still insisted on staying at her own place when he had the kids.

	But he had been adamant about her meeting his parents, assuring her that they would adore her as much as he did, and she’d reluctantly agreed to join them all for dinner a few evenings ago.  As expected, Wade and Maureen had taken an instant liking to Sasha, and persuaded her to come along on additional outings.  It was Friday morning now, and Matthew had ordered in brunch before their outing to the Muir Woods National Monument.  He was officially on vacation this week, though he’d been fielding emails and phone calls on a daily basis, and had even snuck in a couple of video conferences.  When you were the CEO, he supposed with a sigh, you were never really on vacation.  Still, he was grateful for any time he could spend with his family, and wished that his brother and sister had also been able to make the trip.

	Over the years, and especially since he’d taken the company public and entered the billionaires club, Matthew had done his utmost to help out his parents and siblings.  He’d bought his brother and sister each a house, and when his parents had stubbornly insisted on staying put in their own home, had had it extensively remodeled for them.  All of his family members had new cars, and the boat he had purchased for his parents was Wade’s pride and joy.  There had also been numerous vacations he’d treated them to, and very generous birthday and Christmas gifts.  And because they were all reluctant to let him do more than what he already did, Matthew had secretly set up trust funds for his parents, brother, and sister, so that they would always be financially secure.

	While his father re-filled his plate with the sumptuous brunch buffet that the caterers had set up on the dining room table, Matthew sipped his coffee as he observed the four other people in the room.  Casey was chatting animatedly with his grandmother and Sasha, happily chomping on a plate of bacon at the same time.  At one point he offered Sasha a piece, who gave a little shudder in response, causing Casey to grin mischievously.  Maureen seemed to genuinely like Sasha, and they had had several conversations so far about the merits of herbal remedies and supplements versus traditional prescription drugs.  Matthew had been surprised at the extent of Sasha’s knowledge, and had asked why she’d never finished obtaining her certification as an herbalist.

	She’d given a half-hearted shrug.  “I’m not sure I really know the answer to that.  At the time, money was something of an issue, though I guess I could have borrowed it from one of my parents or applied for a loan.  But I think it was just taking too much time away from the other things I loved - my yoga classes and massage practice - and I had to make a choice.  I managed to learn quite a lot in the classes I did take, however, and I still attend workshops and lectures occasionally to keep up with things.”

	“If you ever decide that’s something you’d like to pursue, you know that money wouldn’t be an issue, right?” he had told her.  “I would happily finance that for you, Sasha, so all you have to do is ask.”

	“Thank you,” she’d replied gently.  “I appreciate your offer, Matthew.  But I’m very happy with my life just as it is right now.  I don’t like complications, and I go to great lengths to keep things simple and stress free.  So, thanks but no thanks.”

	Matthew’s gaze narrowed now as it fell on Hayley, who was curled up sullenly in a corner of the sectional sofa, fixated as usual on her cell phone.  She’d griped loudly about having to get up so early this morning, and even more so about traipsing around in “some damp old woods”.  She had barely eaten, and aside from greeting her grandparents with a sulky “good morning” hadn’t spoken a word.  

	He debated what his father had told him earlier - about taking away Hayley’s phone for awhile in the hopes of teaching her a lesson.  And the more he thought about it, the more he decided the idea had real merit.  So when the time came to leave about a half hour later, he deftly plucked the phone from his daughter’s hands and shoved it in the back pocket of his jeans.

	Hayley was visibly shocked.  “Dad?  WTF?  Is this some sort of stupid game?  Give me my phone back!”

	Matthew shook his head.  “No.  At least not until we return home later.  You need to spend some quality time talking with your grandparents while they’re here.  They fly home on Sunday, after all, and you’ve barely spent any time with them.  Besides, I doubt there’ll be any cell phone signal or internet reception in Muir Woods.  That way you can be sure to fully enjoy the beauty of nature.”

	“Are you insane?” screeched Hayley.  “That is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard!  I need that phone, Dad. I’m expecting an important call from Sierra.”

	Matthew shrugged.  “Seriously?  It can’t be that important, Hayley.  Sierra can leave you a message and you can call her back later.  Today is about family time.”

	Hayley threw up her hands in frustration.  “Screw that.  I’ll just stay here then and use one of your computers to Facetime.”

	“My computers?” asked Matthew, chuckling.  “You don’t mean the computers that I’ve very carefully password protected, do you?  Each one a different and equally complex password.  Oh, and then there are the security questions you’d need to answer if you somehow managed to crack the password.  And since the questions are all very, very advanced mathematical equations, I don’t think that’s going to be possible.”

	She glared at him evilly.  “This is so unfair,” she hissed.  “I should have gone along with Mom on her trip.  That way I’d at least be having some fun right now, instead of getting dragged along to boring old museums and hikes in the woods.  Ugh!”

	“Your father’s right, pumpkin,” assured Wade cheerfully, calling Hayley by the nickname he’d always used for her.  “Your grandmother and I hardly get to see you these days, so why don’t you leave that silly phone alone for a little while and talk to us instead?”

	Maureen draped an arm around her granddaughter’s shoulders.  “Why don’t I go with you and help you pick out something to wear, hmm?” she suggested, glancing at the pajamas Hayley was still wearing.  “And then we’ll go have a lovely morning walking in the woods.  Maybe on the way home we can stop for a late lunch at that sushi restaurant you were telling me about the other day.”

	“Maybe,” mumbled Hayley sullenly, but she allowed Maureen to steer her in the direction of her room.  Then her scowling gaze fell on Sasha, who had quite intentionally remained quiet during the entire incident, before asking her father in a haughty tone, “If today is supposed to be family time, then why is she coming along?”

	Sasha’s green-gold eyes widened in alarm, and she clutched her tea mug a little tighter.  Maureen shook her head in dismay, while Wade opened his mouth to protest, until Matthew held up a hand to forestall him.

	“Because I choose to have her along,” he bit out angrily.  “Because it makes me happy to have Sasha with us.  And like it or not, Hayley, Sasha is here to stay.  So you’d better start getting used to the idea, and you had definitely better start minding your manners around her.  Now, go with your grandmother and get ready.  Otherwise, you’re not too old for me to hire a babysitter for you.”

	Hayley had paled visibly at her father’s tirade, and looked defeated as she let Maureen shepherd her to her room.  Casey tactfully announced he needed to finish getting dressed, and made a beeline for his room.  Wade gave Matthew’s shoulder an encouraging squeeze.

	“You did the right thing, Matt,” he assured him.  “That little girl is definitely getting too big for her britches, and needs to toe the line.  And being deprived of her phone for a few hours is nothing.  Especially considering how rude she was to this beautiful lady here.”

	Sasha offered Wade a weak smile.  “You’re very kind.  But I don’t ever want to come between Matthew and his children.  Or make trouble for him.  I - I really think it’s for the best if I don’t go with you today.”

	“No!”

	Matthew and Wade uttered the denial simultaneously.  In seconds, Matthew was at her side, taking the mug from her trembling fingers and wrapping his arms around her.  

	“I wouldn’t give Hayley the satisfaction,” he declared.  “My father’s right.  It’s time she learned that she can’t have her own way all the time.  And that rudeness simply won’t be tolerated.  You’ve gone out of your way to befriend her, Sasha, to be kind to her.  And there have been far too many times when you’ve backed out of dinners or breakfasts or outings because you were afraid it would anger or upset Hayley.  That ends now.  She needs to start accepting the fact that you’re a part of my life, and that her little snit fits aren’t going to change that.  So, please go with us, hmm?”

	Sasha nodded.  “Okay.”

	Wade grinned and gave a celebratory fist pump, his hazel eyes twinkling behind the same pair of horn-rimmed glasses he’d been wearing for thirty years.  “Excellent news!” he declared.  “I would have been so disappointed if you didn’t join us, Sasha.  And don’t worry about Hayley, hmm?  I was just reminding Matt earlier that his sister Jackie acted up in a similar fashion when she was a teenager, and she worked through it pretty quickly.  I’ll bet it will be exactly the same thing with Hayley.  Next thing you know, the two of you will be the best of friends!”

	Sasha smiled politely at Wade’s enthusiasm, but Matthew could tell from the wariness of her expression that she was every bit as doubtful about his father’s prediction as he was.

	 

	 

	 

	“Well, it sounds like Casey had a great time at your father’s this past week.  What about you, Hayley?  Did you have fun?”

	Hayley gave her mother a look that was part sneer, part disbelief.  “Seriously, Mom?  I spent an entire week surrounded by not one, but four science and math nerds.  I felt like I was trapped at a Geekfest with no way out.  Does that sound like I had any fun at all?”

	Casey cheerfully dunked an egg roll into sweet and sour sauce, just one of the dishes that Lindsey had ordered from their favorite Chinese restaurant for dinner.  “I had a lot of fun,” he declared, biting off half the egg roll at once.  “It’s always great to see Grandma and Grandpa.  And the new show at the planetarium was awesome!   And Grandma and Grandpa had never been to the Disney Museum, so it was like seeing it all over again.”

	Hayley rolled her eyes as she nibbled on a snow pea.  “Like I said, it was just one big Geekfest.  Meanwhile, you got to stay at a five-star resort right on the beach, sleep late, get massages, and drink margaritas all day.  Now, that’s my idea of the ideal vacation.  I should have gone along with you, Mom.  I might have actually had some fun that way, as well as having an awesome tan right now.”

	Lindsey paused before replying, not willing to admit out loud that bringing Hayley along on vacation this past week would have definitely put a cramp in her style.  In addition to lazing around the beach for a good part of the day, Lindsey had also treated herself to a whole array of spa treatments, bought a dozen new outfits at the designer boutiques in town, and hooked up with three different men - all of them gorgeous, and all of them anywhere from ten to twenty years younger than she was.  Dragging her teenaged daughter to the Caribbean with her would have put a complete damper on what had been a fabulous getaway.

	“But your brother is right, honey,” replied Lindsey.  “You hardly ever get to see your grandparents.  They would have been so disappointed if you hadn’t been there.”

	“Oh, please.”  Hayley gave her mother another of those scathing looks that made Lindsey long to slap her across the face.  “Stop trying to dream up excuses, Mom.  You just didn’t want me along to spoil your fun is all.  Instead, I had one of the worst weeks ever.  Thanks a bunch.”

	Casey, who seemed to be the only one at the table who was actually eating, took seconds of the vegetable chow mein, orange chicken, and honey walnut prawns.  “Well, I had a good time and so did everyone else - Dad, Grandma, Grandpa, Sasha.  Hayley’s just mad because Dad took her phone away for a few hours one day.”

	Hayley stuck her tongue out at Casey, but Lindsey didn’t even notice.  Not at the mention of that name.  

	“Sasha was there during your grandparents’ visit?” she asked faintly.  

	Casey nodded as he poured a generous amount of soy sauce over his heaping plate of food.  “Sure.  Oh, not the whole time.  She probably just had dinner with us a couple of times, and maybe brunch once or twice.  And she went to the museums with us and to Muir Woods.”

	Lindsey scowled.  “That sounds like a whole lot of time to me.  She didn’t sleep over, did she?”

	“Oh, God, are we back on this?” asked Hayley in dramatic fashion.  “No, Mom.  She did not spend the night.  She never does when we stay with Dad.  I guess they have to get their fucking done some other time.”

	“Hayley!” exclaimed Lindsey in outraged shock.  “Do not say those things in front of your brother!”

	Casey grinned.  “Relax, Mom.  I have heard the word before, you know.  And I’m fourteen now, not four, so I sort of figured that Dad and Sasha are, uh, having sex.  But Hayley’s right, she never stays overnight when we’re at Dad’s.”

	“But he introduced her to your grandparents,” she fretted, almost as if she was thinking out loud.  “He brought her along on family outings, the sort of things I should be doing with you.  It’s not right, you know.  Not right at all.”

	Lindsey grew increasingly agitated the more she dwelled on the matter, enough that she refilled and drained her wine glass twice within a very short period of time.  Sensing her discomfort, Casey quickly changed the subject and practically wolfed down the rest of his food, excusing himself shortly thereafter.

	Hayley, meanwhile, was preoccupied as usual with texting one or more of her friends and barely spared her mother a glance, even as Lindsey began pacing back and forth through the kitchen, her high heels tapping out an almost frantic rhythm.

	“He’s getting more and more serious about her then.”

	Hayley heaved a sigh worthy of the grandest diva, and impatiently set her phone down on the kitchen table.  “Yeah, seems like it.  So what?  It’s not like you didn’t hook up with someone on your vacation.”

	Lindsey waggled a warning finger at her smart-mouthed daughter.  “Watch it there, young lady.  You don’t get to judge me.  And don’t forget our deal.  You’re supposed to be thinking of ways to break those two up, and help me get your father back.  I haven’t exactly heard any great ideas lately.”

	Hayley shrugged.  “You really need to give this up, Mom.  Dad seems happy, and even if he wasn’t all gaga over Sasha - which I personally don’t get, I mean she’s got a good body and a pretty face and all but she’s just sort of quiet and boring - I don’t think he has any intention of ever coming back to you.”

	Lindsey was so angry she felt like picking up the takeout containers of Chinese food and hurling them at the closest wall.  It would be oddly satisfying, she thought furiously, to watch the chow mein noodles slither down the wall, or the sweet and sour sauce cling to one of the kitchen cabinets.  

	“You’re wrong,” she bit out, her cheeks flushed from a combination of anger and too much booze.  “I know I can get him back.  We just haven’t thought of the right approach yet.  And since you don’t seem interested in helping me, I’ll have to call in the big guns.  In fact, I’m going to go call her right now.”

	Lindsey flounced off a bit unsteadily on her stiletto heels, way past tipsy at this point, and fumbling with the speed dial on her phone at the same time, until she reached her home office.  Whenever she needed a sounding board, or someone to take her part, or simply go out and party with, the first person she called was her closest friend Nicole Prince.  Lindsey had first met the thrice-divorced Nicole almost ten years ago, when she’d been dropping off her then-stepdaughter at the same school Hayley was attending at the time.  The two women had bonded instantly, and been BFF’s ever since.  Nicole, in fact, had been one of the three friends who’d just accompanied her on this recent vacation to the Caribbean, and she was well aware of Lindsey’s dilemma.

	“You’re not going to believe this one,” Lindsey burst out as Nicole picked up the call.  “Now he’s actually introduced the bitch to his parents.  That sounds serious, doesn’t it?  Oh, God, Nikki, he’s going to find a way to divorce me and then marry that -  that yoga teacher.  What am I going to do?”

	On the other end of the line, Nicole’s voice was calming, sympathetic, and coldly calculating.  “Here’s what we’re going to do.  First thing tomorrow - well, after Pilates and our mani-pedis, of course - we’re going to figure this out.  We’ll come up with a plan to lure Matt back to you.  Or at least to get him back in the house.  And be prepared, Linz - you might have to prepare yourself to fight dirty.”

	Even as she poured herself a tumbler of vodka from the well stocked liquor cabinet in her office, a slow, satisfied smile crossed Lindsey’s face.  “Honey, I learned how to fight dirty from the time I was four years old.  If it means getting Matt to call off this stupid divorce and have him move back in here where he belongs, I say the dirtier the better.”




Chapter Fourteen

 

	April – Kauai

	 

	“Mmm.  If this is an example of what the lifestyle of the rich and famous is like, then maybe I could get used to the idea over time.”

	Matthew laughed at Sasha’s lazily uttered statement.  “Yeah, there’s really not much to complain about here, is there?”

	“Here” was the posh Gregson resort on the Hawaiian island of Kauai, where he had brought her for a week’s vacation.  Ian had been more than happy to arrange for them to stay in the owner’s suite, a privilege usually only reserved for members of the Gregson family, top executives of the hotel firm, and special guests like politicians, celebrities, or very close friends of the family.  Matthew and Sasha counted themselves fortunate enough to fall into the latter category.

	Sasha took a long drink of iced tea, then lifted her face skywards as a cooling trade wind provided momentary relief from the hot Hawaiian sun.  “Tessa told me all about this place when she learned we’d be visiting.  But her descriptions didn’t do it justice.  I think I could be awfully happy taking up residence here permanently.  Oh, not necessarily in this suite, but on the island itself.  From everything I’ve seen so far, Kauai is definitely my idea of paradise.”

	Matthew nodded as he refilled both of their iced tea glasses from the pitcher that was being kept cool in a mini-fridge.  One of the many amenities of the luxurious suite was an outdoor kitchen that included the fridge, a large gas grill, a separate wine refrigerator, and a prep sink.  “I agree.  I’ve spent quite a bit of time in Hawaii over the years, but never on Kauai until now.  We usually stayed in Maui or Kona.”

	She pushed her gold rimmed aviator sunglasses higher up her nose.  “Is that the reason you selected this island for our trip?”

	“That might have contributed to the decision,” he admitted.  “I wanted this vacation to be something special for the two of us, to go somewhere neither of us had ever been.  But Kauai also has a reputation for being quieter and less commercial than some of the other islands, and I liked that idea a lot.  The privacy we’ve had here so far has been great.  And this has easily been the most relaxing vacation I’ve had in almost twenty years.”

	“Better than all the family camping and boating trips you took growing up?” she inquired.  

	Matthew had fondly recounted those happy memories to her, and Sasha had heard additional stories from his parents during their visit to San Francisco last month.  She’d smiled wistfully at the images their tales had conjured up, and had only been able to use her imagination to get the full picture.  Her own frenetic childhood had been nothing like what Matthew had known, and for all of the exotic places she’d traveled to with one parent or the other, she would have gladly traded all of them in order to experience the sort of family bonding that he’d known.  

	He shrugged.  “Different sort of relaxation.  Back then it was to have a break from studying and school.  Now the stresses have definitely multiplied, and become almost too much to take at times.”

	“You know, I would have been perfectly happy to go camping or backpacking with you,” she told him.  “As much as I’ve enjoyed being pampered and waited on these past few days, a camping trip up in the mountains sounds pretty good, too.”

	Matthew grinned.  “It’s probably still a little cool for camping, especially considering how much snow we got in California this year.  But I’ll definitely keep your offer in mind for the future.  Have you done much camping?”

	Sasha nodded.  “I wouldn’t say a lot, but Linda loves to camp so I’ve been on several trips with her and a group of her friends.  The very first time I went camping was the summer I was sixteen.  God knows neither of my parents would have ever dreamed of doing something like that.  I mean, can you imagine my mother sleeping in a tent?  Or my father eating hot dogs and beans?”

	“Not even remotely,” he replied readily.  “Though I’m just guessing they’d both like this place a lot.”

	“You’d be correct.  My dad would be spending half his day in the water.  He and his brothers used to do some surfing in Brazil when they were teenagers.  Unfortunately, knowing my father, he’d spend the other half of the day drinking too much and flirting with every pretty female who walked by.  While my mom would split her time between the spa and finding ways to pick a fight with my father.  So for those reasons alone I’m very glad they aren’t here with us.”

	“Me, too.”  He reached across their side by side padded lounge chairs to claim her lips in a long, lazy kiss.  “For a lot of reasons.”

	Sasha gave his heavily stubbled cheek a tender caress.  In the four days they’d been here, Matthew hadn’t bothered to shave and she found that she liked this new look of his and told him so.

	“Yeah?” he asked, wiggling his eyebrows at her suggestively.  “Like enough to make you want to jump my bones?”

	She pushed her sunglasses down her nose low enough to give him a glare of mock severity.  “You do realize that practically all you’ve talked about since we arrived is sex?”

	His answering smile was both sexy and adorable at the same time.  “That’s because you’ve spent almost the entire time we’ve been here wearing either a bikini or nothing at all.  How can you blame a man for thinking about sex constantly when he’s got a gorgeous woman like you by his side?”

	Sasha sat upright on the lounger, wrapping her arms around her knees as she pulled them tight against her chest.  “Mmm, if I lived in a place like this year round I think I’d want to wear a bikini all the time.  And I wouldn’t really need shoes at all.  And I think practicing yoga at sunrise each morning on this beach would be more than worth getting up so early.”

	Matthew, too, sat up, and gave her knee a squeeze.  “Man, that would really be the life, wouldn’t it?” he asked wistfully.  “Imagine saying to hell with everyone and everything else and living on this island permanently.  I’d sell the business, buy some land here and have a house built exactly to our specifications.  We could swim and sail and go for hikes on the trails.  Though I think you might need to wear shoes for the last one.”

	“I guess so.”  She grew silent for a few moments before reminding him, “But you’re forgetting something here - your kids.  If you lived here all the time, you wouldn’t get to see them very often.  And I’m just assuming Lindsey wouldn’t agree to give you custody.”

	“You’re right.  But unfortunately not because she wants them with her.  She’d actually love nothing better than to be footloose and fancy free, and to do whatever she wanted without having to be responsible for them.  But she wouldn’t agree to give me custody as a way to spite me.  Besides, as much as Casey would love living here, Hayley wouldn’t be able to survive for too long without being near a hair salon or Bloomingdale’s.”

	Sasha placed her hand over his.  “Well, no matter.  After all, it’s just a fantasy, isn’t it?  You’ve got a lot of other responsibilities besides your children.  Responsibilities that you aren’t supposed to be thinking about this week.  Feel like a swim?”

	He set aside their glasses before taking her by the hand, and then doing a slow jog through the sand until they reached the edge of the water.  To Sasha, the biggest attraction of this suite wasn’t the huge rock shower or the enormous king-sized bed or the round-the-clock private concierge service.  Instead, it was the proximity to their own secluded stretch of beach, where they could swim and sun and relax to their hearts content without ever seeing another person.  She had learned to swim as a small child during the times she spent with her father and his family in Brazil, and though she rarely had the opportunity to do so nowadays, Sasha still loved to spend time in the water.  There were three different pools located here at the resort, but they had yet to make use of them, preferring instead to swim in the ocean.

	Matthew was a strong swimmer, having spent so much of his youth vacationing on Lake Michigan, and was enjoying this opportunity as much as Sasha was.  Given that this section of beach was located on a secluded inlet, the waves were considerably calmer.  Sasha took advantage of the tranquil waters, flipping onto her back and simply floating for long minutes, closing her eyes against the glare of the sun.

	It had been a long time since she’d had a real vacation, she thought.  The quick visits she made to Katya in Los Angeles didn’t really count, since they were so stressful and exhausting that she’d return home more worn out then when she’d left.  And she had been so intent on building up her massage practice and increasing attendance at her yoga classes that she hadn’t been to Brazil in almost five years.  Of course, she had seen her father two or three times a year, but only when he visited her in San Francisco or accompanied her to L.A.  And it had been even longer than five years since she’d been to Paris to see her aunt and uncle.  

	As she flipped over and began to swim slowly to shore, Sasha wondered if Matthew would be interested in accompanying her some day to visit her family in both Brazil and Paris, and decided she would find a way to pose the question during their stay here.  Matthew seemed so eager to please her, to do things for her, that it was difficult to imagine him saying no, especially since she had yet to ask him for anything.  That didn’t seem to stop him, however, from buying her things anyway.

	When he had initially made the arrangements for this trip to Hawaii, he’d offered to take her on a shopping spree so that she could select whatever she needed.  And when she had refused, as usual, he had taken matters into his own hands.

	She had met him for lunch at his office, something she’d only done a handful of times since they had started seeing each other.  A couple of those times, when Matthew had been especially busy, they had eaten inside his office since he’d only been able to spare a few minutes.  

	Sasha had suspected something was up when she’d spied the huge smile on Elena’s face.  Matthew’s PA had taken an instant liking to Sasha the first time they had met, especially when she discovered that Sasha spoke fluent Spanish.  Elena would often speak to Sasha in Spanish, usually when she was expressing concern about how stressed Matthew was that day, or that he hadn’t taken the time to eat breakfast.  The two women had become good friends, with Elena cautioning Matthew repeatedly to “hold on tight to this one, boss, because you aren’t ever going to get this lucky again.”

	This time, however, instead of sharing her latest concern about Matthew in Spanish, Elena had been grinning ear to ear, and almost fidgeting with barely concealed excitement.

	“Hey, chica,” she’d greeted.  “Wait until you see the surprise the boss has waiting for you.  It was just delivered a few minutes ago, and I have to confess I peeked in one of the bags.”

	Sasha had regarded Elena quizzically.  “Well, I know it’s not lunch since we’re supposed to be meeting Ian and Tessa Gregson today.”

	Elena had shook her head.  “Not food, no.  Go, look.  And don’t argue with him about accepting this, okay?  He’s so excited he reminds me of my kids when they were little on Christmas.  So don’t burst his bubble, chica.”

	Sasha had been even more confused after Elena’s warning, and had entered Matthew’s office warily - only to gasp in astonishment at the sight of half a dozen shopping bags piled on his sofa.  The bags all bore the Neiman Marcus logo, and from the twinkle in Matthew’s eye as he’d stood to greet her, Sasha had known that the bags were for her.

	“Since you wouldn’t let me take you shopping for our Hawaii trip,” he’d told her as he picked up one of the bags, “I decided to do it for you.  Well, I might have asked Tessa for the name of the personal shopper she uses, but I picked out most of this stuff myself.  I, uh, hope you like it all.”

	“Matthew.  I can’t - ” she’d begun to protest, until she had remembered the warning Elena had given her moments ago.  And since she had zero desire to piss off the rather terrifying PA, Sasha had merely sighed as she’d begun to look through one of the bags.

	He’d bought her everything and more than one could need for a week in Hawaii -  bathing suits and cover ups, sundresses, shorts and tank tops, jeans and T-shirts, flip flops, espadrilles, trail running shoes, hats, sunglasses, beach bags.  He had thought of absolutely everything, including three new yoga outfits and a beautiful robe of sage green silk.

	“I won’t tell you that this is far too much and that you really shouldn’t have done this,” she’d begun.  “Especially since I’m guessing Elena is eavesdropping right about now and will chew me out big time if I don’t accept all of these things gracefully.  So -  thank you, Matthew.  Everything is perfect.”

	She’d twined her arms around his neck and pulled his head down to meet her kiss - a long, leisurely meeting of lips and tongues.  But, as she’d lifted her head, she had whispered in his ear, well out of Elena’s hearing, “Even if it is way, way too much!”

	Sasha smiled at the recollection now as she emerged from the surf.  She was wearing one of the half dozen new bikinis Matthew had bought for her - a tropical print of yellows, oranges, and pinks with a strapless bandeau top and low-cut bottoms that tied on each hip.  All of the price tags had been carefully removed from all of the things he’d bought her for this vacation, but Chad, who had helped her pack, estimated that just this one simple bikini had probably cost upwards of two hundred dollars.  Sasha had been appalled at that revelation, and had half-threatened to return everything to the store and then donate the money to charity.  It had been Chad who’d gently reminded her that buying her these things obviously meant a lot to Matthew, and it was his way of giving back to her for everything she’d done to help him.  Sasha had uttered a sigh of resignation, and continued packing her suitcase.

	She was toweling herself off when Matthew finished his swim and began to walk across the sand towards the suite’s secluded veranda.  Four days in the Hawaiian sun had already given him a tan, darkening his previously pale skin.  He’d been a little self conscious on their first day here while stripping down to his swim trunks, admitting that he had spent precious little time outdoors over the past few months.  

	Her gaze traveled slowly from his stubbled face, then down to his naked torso.  There was a sprinkling of light brown hair across his chest, just the right amount for her taste.  He was lean and toned, with a defined six pack and chiseled biceps, but wasn’t overly brawny or muscled.  Thanks to the changes he’d made to his diet - he was practically a vegetarian by now and carefully limited his alcohol intake - his abs were flat and hard, and there wasn’t a spare ounce of fat anywhere on his body.  He reminded her yet again of a triathlete - strong and lean and super-fit.  

	As he reached for a towel, he met her gaze before breathing in sharply. There must have been something in the way she was staring at him - lust, admiration, desire - because suddenly those very same emotions were mirrored in his own eyes.

	“See something you like?” he asked in a husky voice as he tossed the towel over the veranda railing.

	Sasha stepped in close enough to place a hand on his chest.  “There’s a whole lot of things I see that I like,” she replied suggestively, then tugged playfully on the waistband of his trunks.  “And even more things that I can’t see right now.”

	Matthew’s hands bracketed her hips, holding her still as he rubbed his erection against the notch of her thighs.  “I second that opinion.  Though in your case this bikini isn’t hiding very much.”  He bent his head until his lips touched the side of her neck.  “You were right earlier.  You should definitely wear nothing but bikinis ninety percent of the time.  Especially since your body was specifically designed for them.”

	She groaned as he took her mouth in a long, searching kiss, while his hands roamed over her buttocks, belly, and torso - fondling, caressing, arousing.  Moments later he took her by the hand and quietly guided her into the master bathroom, then turned on the taps in the rock walled shower while they stripped out of their bathing suits.

	In a move that left her gasping, Matthew pushed her up against the shower wall, the hot water streaming over their naked bodies.  His chest was flush against her back, effectively trapping her in place as his hands returned to explore the curves and hollows of her body.

	“I love your breasts,” he rasped in her ear, cupping the gentle mounds and tugging at the nipples.  “They’re the perfect size, the perfect shape.  All natural, just like you.”

	“Ohhh.” Her head fell back limply onto his shoulder as he continued to squeeze her breasts.  “They - they aren’t very big.”

	“They’re perfect,” he repeated.  “Absolutely perfect.  There’s not one thing I’d change about them.  Same thing with the rest of your beautiful body.”  His hands skimmed down the sides of her rib cage to rest on her waist, while his wet lips traced a sensual path from her neck to her shoulder blades.  “And I love the color of your skin, especially after you’ve been out in the sun for a few days.  It reminds me of a café au lait.  Or dulce de leche.  Delectable.”

	Sasha whimpered as one of his hands squeezed her ass, then slipped between her legs where she was wet and slick and impatient for his touch.  Both of them gasped as he thrust two fingers deep inside of her vagina, her hips instinctively moving in sync with each pumping motion.

	“I want you just like this,” he growled, even as he began to position the tip of his cock at the entrance to her body.  “All wet and hungry and willing.  Let me, Sasha.”

	She gave a little cry of alarm as he pushed his way inside, burying his fully erect cock all the way to the balls.  She had to stand up on her toes slightly to accommodate him as he began to pick up the pace of his thrusts, his hands on her hips holding her still for him.  Her breasts were crushed up against the surprisingly smooth rock wall, the surface abrading her nipples just enough to make it arousing.  

	As usual, Matthew was a quiet lover, not one for dirty talk or saying much beyond a few whispered endearments or groans of pleasure.  Sasha preferred it that way, content to let their bodies say what needed to be said.  And when he brought her to orgasm, she didn’t feel the need to announce it to him loudly, especially since it was more than obvious by her gasp of pleasure, and the way she shuddered against him over and over.  He was a bit more vocal when he followed her over a few moments later, crying out in satisfaction as he emptied himself inside of her.

	They took a short nap after their shower, their nude bodies cuddled up close against each other as they slept.  It was late afternoon when they rose from the bed, and pulled on some clothes - Matthew a pair of cotton drawstring pants and a colorful luau shirt, and Sasha one of the sundresses he’d bought her, this one of blue chambray with a lace-up neckline and embroidered bodice.  Since they were having dinner brought to the suite this evening, neither of them bothered with shoes.

	As he placed a call to his kids, Sasha walked out to the veranda to give him some privacy.  Matthew had spent very little time checking his work email or returning any business related phone calls, but he’d made it a point to call Hayley and Casey every day since they had been away.  It didn’t bother Sasha in the least that he did so, and she had actually been the one to encourage him to call each day.  As for herself, she realized somewhat guiltily that she hadn’t once checked her own email or voice mail, and quickly retrieved her phone to do so now.

	She was relieved to see that there were only a handful of emails to reply to, one each from her parents, Chad, Julio, and Tessa, all of them asking how she was enjoying her vacation.  While Matthew continued to talk to the kids, Sasha quickly replied to each email, keeping her responses brief for the most part.  To Tessa, however, she typed out a lengthier reply.

	Thanks for checking in.  We’re having a wonderful time, and everything you told me about this place is 100% true!  I’ve never stayed in anyplace even half as nice as this resort, and the suite is like some sort of tropical palace.  As for Kauai itself, well, it sort of feels like home here.  I know that might sound odd to you, given that I’ve never been anywhere near Hawaii before, but the minute I stepped off the plane everything just felt familiar.  

	The week is going by way too fast, and I wish we could stay a month!  But Matthew is already going to have a whole lot to get caught up on when we return, and Serge and Morgana wouldn’t be too happy if I was away more than a week.  So we’ll be returning to San Francisco on Sunday, and I’ll be back in the studio to teach class on Monday morning.

	My best to you and Ian and thanks again for arranging this stay for us.  It’s been truly magical.

	Matthew finished his call a few minutes later, and came to join her on the veranda, carrying a glass of chardonnay for each of them.  Sasha had admittedly been indulging herself far more than usual this week, having a glass or two of wine or a mai tai, eating sugary breakfast pastries, and enjoying dessert after dinner.  Matthew had dismissed her concerns when she’d fretted about her unhealthy eating habits, insisting that both of them deserved a break from their usual daily routines.

	“Mmm, this is good,” she told him after taking a sip of the perfectly chilled wine.  “Everything okay with the kids?”

	He shrugged, taking a much more generous drink from his own glass.  “Casey’s doing great, as usual, while Hayley is - well, being Hayley.  I think I might have managed to pry a whole ten words from her.”

	“I’m sorry,” she sympathized, wrapping an arm around his waist and resting her head on his shoulder.  “Hopefully she’ll come around sooner than later.”

	“Hey, I’m not going to worry about it right now,” he declared.  “Hayley knows how to get in touch with me if she needs anything, and we’ll be home in three more days.  So let’s forget about whatever teenaged drama is going on in her life and enjoy ourselves.  Okay?”

	Sasha nodded.  “Okay.”  She took another sip of her wine, then sighed with pleasure as she glanced up at the magnificent colors of the sunset.  “I’m not sure what the best time of the day is over here - sunset or sunrise.  They both have their appeal.”

	Matthew brushed a kiss on her temple.  “You really like it here, don’t you?”

	“Oh, yes,” she agreed fervently.  “I was just answering some emails a few minutes ago, including one from Tessa, and I told her that the minute we stepped off the plane it felt like I’d finally arrived home.  Out of all the places I’ve been to in the world, Kauai is definitely my favorite.  Thank you for bringing me here, Matthew.”

	“My pleasure.” He bent and kissed her on the lips this time.  “I’m happy that you like it here so much.  And that it feels like home to you in some way.  I don’t imagine you’ve known that feeling too much in your life.”

	“No.  I mean, there were several places that were familiar to me, where I visited regularly - my dad’s family home in Brazil, my aunt’s flat in Paris, the little apartment my mother and I had in New York for a few years.  But it wasn’t until I moved in with Linda that I had a permanent place, somewhere to leave all my belongings and know I wouldn’t have to pack them all up again in a few weeks.”

	“It must have been something of an adjustment for you, though,” commented Matthew.  “Especially attending a regular school for the first time.”

	“You have no idea,” lamented Sasha.  “I didn’t know much about American customs or fashion, or how to go about making friends or talk to boys. And while I spoke English fluently, I had a noticeable accent, sort of a mesh of Russian and Portuguese.  Fortunately, the high school I went to included students from a wide range of ethnicities, so I never completely felt like an oddball.  Still, it was hard fitting in for the first year or so.”

	He regarded her curiously.  “Now that you mention it, I do detect traces of an accent every so often.  I’m not sure I would have really noticed unless you mentioned it, though.”

	“I worked on perfecting my English a lot during high school,” she acknowledged.  “But my accent still appears from time to time.”

	“It’s charming,” he assured her.  “Just like you are.”

	They were interrupted then by the ringing of the doorbell to their suite, and Matthew hurried to open the door for the wait staff.  Dinner was set out on the veranda with quiet efficiency, complete with the lighting of candles and torches.

	“Enjoy your evening, sir, madam,” said one of the waiters as he discreetly exited the suite.

	Matthew held out a chair for her, and Sasha smiled her thanks as he took the seat across from her.  The wait staff had already filled their water glasses, and left the bottle of wine chilling in a metal bucket.  Matthew topped off both their wine glasses, then clinked his against hers.

	“Here’s to night number four,” he toasted.  “Each one has been equally special, equally memorable.”

	“I agree.”

	Matthew picked up his salad fork, but paused a moment before taking a bite.  “I hope you know,” he told her quietly, “that you’ll always have a home with me, Sasha.  I know you get along well with your roommates, but that place isn’t really your home.”  He squeezed her hand.  “Have you given any further thought to moving in with me?”

	She gave a small nod.  “I actually have, believe it or not.  But I’m afraid I’m no closer to a decision now then I was the first time you asked me.  I - I will think about it, though, Matthew.  I promise.  And thank you - for what you just said.  About always having a home with you.  That’s one of the kindest things anyone has ever told me.”

	He picked up her hand and brought it to his lips.  “Then take me up on my offer, Sasha.  Move in with me.  I know the condo isn’t really your style, but I’d let you redecorate it however you pleased.  And I don’t plan on making that my permanent home, you know.  One of these days, hopefully very soon, I intend to look for another place, a real home.  A home that I hope you’ll share with me.”

	Sasha fought back the sudden surge of panic that threatened to choke her, reminding herself to practice what she preached and take deep, calming breaths.  The idea of making such a commitment to anyone, even to Matthew, wasn’t something she felt capable of dealing with just yet.  

	But he looked so hopeful, so happy, that she didn’t have the heart to completely dissuade him tonight.  Instead, she merely gave his cheek a fleeting caress, and murmured, “I’ll keep giving it some thought, okay? I promise.  Now, let’s eat.  I see that you ordered way too much food again, so we’d better get started if I’m going to finish even half of this.”

	It was a deliberate distraction, and Sasha knew that Matthew was well aware of her diversionary tactics.  He tactfully didn’t press her further for an answer, but she knew it would only be a matter of time before the subject came up again.  And the next time he would expect an answer.




Chapter Fifteen

 

	Late April

	 

	“Hey, boss.  Sorry that I have to make such a lousy day even shittier, but your ex is on the phone and trying to say it’s an emergency.  Now, I can sniff out a load of bull a mile away and I say she’s full of it, but she’s continuing to be a major pain in my ass.  Which considering how big my butt is, you can imagine how much that must be hurting right now.”

	Matthew didn’t know whether to laugh at Elena’s outlandish remark, or throw up his hands in frustration.  It had been a really, really lousy day, one of the worst in recent memory, wrought with one crisis or problem or delay after another.  And no matter how many times he’d reminded himself to take deep breaths, or to practice the various relaxation techniques Sasha had taught him, nothing really seemed to help.  He’d barely picked at the lunch that Elena had unceremoniously plunked in front of him, and was admittedly well over his modest quota of coffee for the day, which wasn’t helping his stress level one bit.

	Dealing with Lindsey and her drama was the very last thing he needed right now, but it wouldn’t be fair to expect Elena to deal with his ex.  Sighing in resignation, he instructed Elena to put her through.

	He hadn’t even said hello when Lindsey’s frantic, almost hysterical voice filled his ear.

	“Matt, you have got to do something about Hayley!” she pleaded.  “She is so out of control these days that I have no idea what to do anymore!  Swear to God, I’m ready to ship her out to a boarding school.  Or a convent.  Can you please come over tonight and talk to her, see if you can get her straightened out?  I just can’t cope with her by myself any longer, Matt.”

	Matthew rubbed his right temple, where a headache had begun to throb nearly an hour ago.  “Can you calm down and stop yelling for a second?” he begged.  “Now, is there something in particular Hayley has done to set you off?  Considering that she’s been a major pain in the ass for the last few months.”

	“What hasn’t she done?” exclaimed Lindsey.  “She argues with me over the tiniest thing, ignores me when I try to ask her questions, laughs at me when I tell her she needs to be home at a certain hour.  She’s secretive and rude, and is hardly ever home these days.  I tried taking her car keys away more than once, but the little witch just has one of her friends pick her up or calls Uber, and then sneaks out one of the back entrances.  She’s cut classes at least five times this month, and I’m getting a little tired of taking calls from the school.  And then of course, there’s all the stuff I found when I went snooping in her room the other day.”

	The headache was quickly beginning to spread to the other temple as well, and he started searching around in his desk for some Advil.  “I won’t even ask why you decided it was a good idea to search around her room,” he replied wearily.  

	“Well, it was a damned good thing that I did, Matt!” Lindsey burst out.  “Not only did I find a packet of birth control pills and a box of condoms, but a plastic baggie of marijuana, too!  I know she’s been sneaking out of the house late at night, too, and stays out till all hours on the weekend.  And she disabled the Find My Friends app on her phone so I don’t have any way of tracking her.  She is totally and completely out of control, and I’m not sure how much longer I can take this.”

	“Have you confronted her about what you found in her room?” he asked patiently.

	“Are you out of your mind?” asked Lindsey in horror.  “She’d freak out if she thought I was snooping around.  And we already spend so much time fighting, that the last thing I want to do is set her off.  Can’t you talk to her, Matt?  Tell her that this has to stop, that she needs to start obeying the rules and being more respectful?  I’m so stressed out by all of this that I’m hardly sleeping at night.  It - it’s hard being solely responsible for two teenagers, you know.”

	Matthew ignored Lindsey’s very pointed dig, refusing to let her make him feel guilty.  “When we separated, I offered right from the start to let one or both of the kids live with me,” he reminded sternly.  “And I’ve repeated that offer multiple time, Linz.  You were the one who fought me on that, who insisted that the kids wanted to keep attending their schools and be near their friends, even though we both know they would have made the adjustment easily.”

	“It wouldn’t have been as easy as you think, Matt,” she argued stubbornly.  “And now I’m stuck here taking care of them while you’re free to do whatever you like.”

	He was incredulous at her self-centered attitude.  “Should I remind you that I work twelve to fourteen hour days, and often six days a week, so that I can support you and the kids in the very lavish lifestyle you all enjoy?  And I seem to recall that I’m still paying the bills every month for a full-time nanny - who the kids certainly don’t need any longer - so that you can go to Pilates or the spa or out to lunch with your girlfriends whenever you want.  I’d say that between the two of us, Linz, you’ve got a helluva lot more free time on your hands than I do.”

	“I’m still the one who has to deal with all of this crap on a daily basis,” she pointed out.  

	“I talk to Hayley and Casey every single day, no matter how busy I am or where I happen to be,” he reminded her in a tight voice.  “Plus, they know darned well they can call or text or email me whenever they need something and I always respond almost immediately.  I have dinner with the two of them once a week, unless I’m away on business, and they’re with me every other weekend.  Or at least Casey is, since Hayley would rather party with her friends or get her nails done than spend time with me.”

	Lindsey sniffed.  “It’s because of that - that girlfriend of yours, you know.  Hayley doesn’t like to stay with you because she feels you care more about your girlfriend than you do about her and Casey.”

	“Bullshit.”  Matthew ground the word out fiercely.  “Complete and utter bullshit.  Sasha is more than willing to give me time alone with my children when they visit. And she never spends the night, as you already know after grilling Casey on the subject multiple times.  And Hayley is well aware of that fact, so don’t be using Sasha as an excuse.  Now, look, I’m having the day from hell here, and I have to get back to work.  I’ll give Hayley a call tonight and have a long talk with her.”

	“That’s not going to do any good,” warned Lindsey.  “But maybe if you came by the house after work you could spend some time with her.  You could have dinner with the three of us, then take Hayley aside afterwards and lay down the law to her.”

	He hesitated before replying, not wanting to admit that he was supposed to be having dinner with Sasha tonight.  “I guess I could come by,” he agreed reluctantly.  “But don’t plan on my staying for dinner.  I’m going to be here at the office for hours yet, so I might not get down there until eight at the earliest.”

	Lindsey’s tone instantly brightened.  “That would be great, Matt!  I think it would really do Hayley some good to have you remind her of the rules.  You are still the man of the house, after all, and I think she’ll respect that.  Thank you, Matt, you have no idea how relieved this makes me.”

	It was on the tip of his tongue to correct her, to remind her that he was not the man of the house in any way, shape, or form.  But that would have provoked another argument, and he was so exhausted and stressed out already that continuing to fight with Lindsey was the last thing he wanted to do.  He grudgingly told her he’d stop by the house this evening, and to make damned sure that Hayley stayed at home tonight.

	He buried his face in his hands for long seconds after he ended the call, wondering wildly how much crappier this day could possibly get.  A quick glance at his schedule showed that he had a conference call starting in less than ten minutes, followed by two more meetings, so he had precious little time to talk to Sasha.

	Fortunately, she was in between massage appointments and picked up his call on the second ring.

	“This is a surprise,” she told him.  “I usually don’t hear from you during the day.  Is everything okay?”

	“No, it’s a veritable nightmare, actually,” he admitted. “I was already having one of the lousiest days on record when I got a phone call from Lindsey.”

	Briefly, he filled Sasha in on what had transpired during the call, while she quietly let him vent.

	“Knowing Lindsey, she’s blowing all of this way out of proportion, but I feel like I need to see for myself what’s going on,” he explained.  “And I really, really hate to do this, especially since it’s the one thing that’s been keeping me going all day, but I’ll have to bow out on dinner tonight.  I’m so sorry, Sasha.  I feel like a rat for cancelling at practically the last minute like this.”

	“Don’t worry about it,” she replied calmly.  “It’s just dinner, after all.  And I agree that you should pay Hayley a visit and try to find out what’s wrong.”

	He was instantly relieved - and deeply grateful - at her  easy acceptance, but he’d already known that Sasha would be understanding and supportive.  Matthew wondered if she even had an angry bone in her body, or if she was capable of uttering a single nasty word.  

	“Have I told you lately what an amazing woman you are?” he told her tenderly.  “Or how much I love you?  I don’t deserve you, you know.”

	She laughed softly.  “That debate could go both ways, you know.  Honestly, though, I do understand.  Besides, Serge and Morgana need someone to substitute one of the classes tonight since the regular teacher has food poisoning.  They’ll be relieved when I tell them I can do it after all.”

	Matthew felt slightly less guilty at canceling their dinner date at this news, since it meant she wouldn’t be alone the entire evening.  “Would you still be willing to spend the night at the condo?  I shouldn’t be back too late, especially since the kids have school tomorrow and I know I’m going to be dead on my feet sooner than later.  But it would sure mean a lot to know you’d be waiting at home for me after what’s probably going to be an ugly scene with Hayley.”

	“I could do that, yes,” Sasha agreed easily.  “The class ends at eight-thirty, so I’ll just plan on heading over to your place afterwards.”

	“Use Uber or Lyft,” he reminded her.  “You know I hate the idea of you taking a bus anywhere at that time of the night.”

	He had insisted on setting up accounts with both ride services for her so that she didn’t have to take the bus home after the evening classes she taught.  When he wasn’t out of town on business, or having dinner with the kids, he would pick her up himself.  But on those occasions when he wasn’t available, like tonight, for example, he was able to rest easy knowing she had a ride home.

	“I know you do,” she replied.  “Even though I’d been doing it for years before I met you, and never had any problems.  But I know how much you worry, so I promise to use one of the services.”

	“Okay.”  He glanced at the clock, realizing that his conference call would be starting any minute now.  “Look, I’ve got to go.  But thanks again for being so understanding.  And I’ll get home just as soon as I can.”

	“Drive safely.  I love you, Matthew.”

	He replaced the receiver reluctantly, unwilling to end the call.  Talking to Sasha for even a few minutes always filled him with a sense of calm, and helped him focus his attention.  He hated, really hated, the thought of not spending the evening with her as planned, and thought darkly that Hayley had better get her act together fast.  Because he damned sure didn’t want to have to re-schedule any other evenings like this anytime soon.

	 

	 

	 

	Unfortunately, that evening turned out to be just the beginning of a string of similar such occurrences over the next few weeks.  He would give Hayley a stern talking to, telling her that she needed to be more respectful to her mother, stop cutting classes, cease and desist sneaking out of the house, and spend more time studying rather than partying or shopping.  Each time Hayley would rather meekly agree, apologizing over and over for her bad behavior, and she would shed a few tears telling him how much she missed him.  There were even a couple of instances where Hayley had tearfully begged him to move back home, to reconcile with Lindsey so that they could all be one big happy family again.  It had broken Matthew’s heart to deny his daughter’s requests, telling her gently but firmly that couldn’t happen.

	“I know it’s tough, honey, but you need to accept the fact that your mom and I are over,” he’d explained each time.  “And while I’m always here for you, Hayley, that doesn’t mean I’m going to move back in.  Even though your mother hasn’t signed the papers yet, I consider the divorce over and done with, and I moved on months ago.  Hard as it is, you need to find a way to do the same.”

	After each visit to Hayley, things would be quiet for a few days, and Matthew would keep his fingers crossed that this time he had finally gotten through to her.  But then Lindsey would call yet again, sounding more hysterical and upset each time, and fill him in on Hayley’s latest escapades.  And she, too, began to hint that maybe if Matthew moved back in - at least for a few months - that it might be the trick to help Hayley through this bad patch.

	Matthew had given a weary sigh.  “Jesus, did Hayley put you up to this?  Never mind, because my answer is the same.  No, I am not moving back in.  No, you and I are never getting back together.  Yes, I am still pursuing this divorce and one of these days I’ll find a way to get you to sign those damned papers.  I will do whatever I can to help Hayley deal with her issues, but moving back to Hillsborough is definitely not one of the options.  So drop it, Linz.”

	“Well, we have to figure this out sooner than later, Matt.  I swear I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” she had wailed.

	“Look, the kids have just about a month or so left in the school year.  I still maintain it would be much better for Hayley to transfer to a different school in the fall.  It would get her away from some of those friends you insist are such a bad influence on her.  There’s a couple of excellent private schools here in San Francisco I’ve been researching that would be perfect for her - small class size, lots of individualized attention, that sort of thing.  I think the change would be good for her.  She could live here with me, and you know how much she likes San Francisco.”

	“No.”  Lindsey had been stubbornly adamant.  “First, I doubt she’d agree.  She’s very close to her friends and it won’t be easy to separate her from them.  Second, what’s she supposed to do when you’re out of town on business for a week or two at a time?  I’m not allowing my sixteen-year-old daughter to be on her own in a big city.”

	“Haven’t you been telling me every single time you call that her friends are part of the problem?” he’d argued back.  “This would take care of that problem nicely.  As for the other, I’d have to hire someone to live in while I travel.  Not a nanny, since she and Casey are both far too old for that, in spite of what you say.  More like a companion or personal assistant, that sort of thing.”

	Lindsey had given a disdainful sniff.  “And you’re forgetting another reason why an idea like that would never work.  Hayley can’t stand your girlfriend, so you wouldn’t be able to have her over anymore.”

	“Like hell I wouldn’t,” Matthew had replied sternly.  “Hayley needs to make way more of an effort to get along with people.  There is absolutely no reason why she shouldn’t like Sasha, none at all.  Sasha has been nothing but kind to Hayley, far more than she deserves.  And before you say it, Linz, I am not taking sides here.  Yes, Hayley is my daughter but that doesn’t mean she’s always right, or that I always have to take her side.  Especially when she’s acting like a spoiled brat when it comes to Sasha.  So if she can’t grow up and learn to treat people decently, and accept the fact that Sasha is a part of my life, then I suppose another alternative is a good boarding school somewhere.”

	“But I don’t want to be separated from her!” Lindsey had wailed.  “I’d hardly ever get to see her if she went away.  And it’s been lonely enough without you here, Matt.  I can’t imagine what it would be like without my baby girl.”

	Matthew had stopped himself just in time from asking Lindsey in a very scathing tone how she could possibly be lonely given the number of men she’d been sleeping with - more than ever according to the weekly reports he still received from the private detective.  “Well, unfortunately, you can’t have it both ways,” he’d told her instead.  “On the one hand you’re constantly complaining that she’s too much for you to handle, that you’re going out of your mind trying to cope with her antics.  And then when I offer up two different solutions, you argue bitterly against them both.  Make up your mind, will you, Linz?”

	Lindsey had started crying again, though to Matthew her tears sounded as fake as her tits.  “I just don’t know what to do,” she’d cried.  “This is too much for me to deal with alone, Matt.”

	“Well, I’ve already given you two ideas on how to handle Hayley.  Here’s a third -  we send her to counseling.  In fact, when I was down there last week I might have threatened her with that possibility if she doesn’t start behaving better.  But maybe the threat should become a reality.”

	Lindsey hadn’t liked that idea any better than the others, and had finally hung up on him in something of a snit.  It had occurred to him then - and certainly not for the first time - that this whole situation with Hayley was a set-up of sorts, intended to make him feel badly enough that he would cave in and move back into the house.  But while Lindsey was more than capable of something so devious, Matthew couldn’t believe that his little girl would be a willing party to that sort of deception.  Besides, he’d reasoned, Hayley had been moody and withdrawn for almost a year now, even before he had filed for divorce, so her issues couldn’t be blamed entirely on his moving out.

	It had been a rotten month for sure, he thought now, running a hand through his hair tiredly.  In addition to all of the drama with Lindsey and Hayley, there had been all manner of issues to deal with here at MBI - the release of a new product line, several speaking engagements that he’d agreed to, hiring a replacement for the company’s longtime marketing manager who’d been lured to a rival firm.  And that was on top of all of his usual obligations, meetings, and daily tasks.  

	The only thing - correction, the only person - who had managed to keep him sane during this very trying time had been Sasha.  Whether she had been giving him a massage, taking a few minutes to meditate with him, making love with him, or simply letting him vent about how horrible his day had been, she had offered her support and understanding and love every single day.  Matthew honestly didn’t know how he would have survived these past weeks without her, and vowed anew that no one and nothing would compel him to give her up.

	 

	 

	 

	“This isn’t working, Hayley.  Whatever you’ve been telling your father hasn’t done the trick.  I just got off the phone with him, and he won’t even consider the possibility of moving back in here.”

	Hayley glowered at her mother.  “I told you this was a stupid idea,” she reminded Lindsey.  “And Dad is definitely not stupid.  No matter how many times you whine and cry and beg him, he’s not coming back to you, Mom.  Honestly, don’t you have any pride at all?  I mean, you’re in good shape for your age, and you obviously don’t have any problems getting guys.  So why are you still hung up on Dad?  Frankly, he’s a big dork.  So go find some hot guy ten or fifteen years younger than you are, and have a good time with him.  You know, like Dad is doing with Sasha.”

	Hayley’s indifference to the matter, not to mention the careless reminder that Matt’s girlfriend was so much younger than she was, only made Lindsey angrier and more determined.

	“Good thing you don’t have any ambitions to be an actress,” she snapped.  “Because you obviously suck at it.”

	Hayley scowled.  “Sorry if I’m not Sandra Bullock or Cate Blanchett.  I haven’t exactly had any drama classes or anything you know.  Let’s just call this whole thing off, okay?  I’m tired of all this bullshit.  If you want Dad back that badly, figure out how to do it yourself.  I’m done with your stupid games.”

	Lindsey bristled with indignation.  “I don’t think so, young lady,” she hissed.  “Did I forget to mention that one of the solutions to your so-called problems your father mentioned involved shipping you off to boarding school?”

	“You wouldn’t dare,” hissed Hayley.  

	Lindsey smirked.  “Oh, I’d dare all right.  In fact, I was just reading up on a wonderful school the other day, one that’s guaranteed to have results with rebellious teenager.  It’s a lovely campus, out in the countryside in central Utah - no cell phones, no cable TV, no internet unless it’s for homework.  Oh, and since it’s a Christian school, there are prayer services twice a day plus a wonderful Bible study group.  I think it would do you a world of good, Hayley.”

	Hayley gaped at her mother in horror.  “There is no possible way that Dad would ever agree to send me to a place like that,” she whispered.  

	“Oh, but I wouldn’t really need his consent,” assured Lindsey.  “I have primary custody of you and Casey, after all, and I can make those sort of decisions all by myself.”

	Hayley shook her head emphatically.  “Dad would set his foot down and you know it.  All I would have to do is call him.”

	“Really?” Lindsey arched a brow.  “Be sure to tell him at the same time that all of these dramatics have just been an act on your part, then.  That you agreed to act out in order to lure him back home.  Bet he’ll be really proud of you for that, Hayley.  And not even a tiny bit disappointed.”

	Hayley chewed at her bottom lip uncertainly.  “You wouldn’t really tell him that, would you?” she asked in a quavering voice.

	Lindsey’s green eyes narrowed menacingly.  “I won’t if you agree to cooperate with me.  If you fulfill your end of the bargain and do whatever has to be done to get him back.”

	“Fine.” Hayley threw up her hands in surrender.  “I’ll go along with whatever nutty schemes you and your crazy friend Nicole have cooked up.”

	Lindsey smiled.  “That’s my good girl.  Now, obviously what we’ve done so far isn’t quite enough.  So, speaking of Nikki, she and I will have to really play dirty now.  I’m meeting her for lunch tomorrow, and knowing her she’ll think of something good.  There’s a reason why she came out of all three of her divorces with a bucketload of money.  Having the best divorce attorney in the state was only part of that.”

	Hayley shook her head.   “I still don’t get why this is such a big deal to you.  Why can’t you just let it go?  Sign the stupid divorce papers and move on with your life.  It’s not like you still love Dad or anything.  And please don’t try and bullshit me otherwise, Mom.  If you loved him so much, then why did you fuck every guy who crossed your path?”

	“Watch your mouth, little girl,” warned Lindsey.  “And butt out of things that aren’t your business.  As for why I want your father back - I guess it’s a matter of pride.  I mean, can you even believe that he left me?  When I first met your dad, he was probably the biggest nerd I’d ever seen, with those glasses, and jeans that were too short for him, and he’d practically trip over his own feet half the time.  He was damned lucky I still thought he was kind of cute in spite of all that.  And if I hadn’t been pregnant with you, I would have broken things off with him sooner than later.  He just wasn’t my type, you know?”

	Hayley rolled her eyes.  “Is there a point to this?  Because, believe it or not, I actually need to get some homework done.”

	“The point,” replied Lindsey angrily, “is that your father had some nerve in leaving me!  Like he’s ever going to do better.  And he’s already taking that bitch Sasha with him to events, the ones I should be going to.  Do you have any idea how humiliating all of this is?  I miss going to those parties and receptions, meeting important people, and seeing my picture in the paper or online.  If it wasn’t for me pushing him, your father wouldn’t even know any of those people.  He’d just be some nobody, some small-time computer nerd working for someone else.  He owes me, dammit, and I want my life back!  And between the two of us, we’re going to make sure I get everything that I deserve.”

	As Lindsey stormed out of the room, Hayley breathed a sigh of relief.  Dealing with her mother had never been easy, but over the past few months it had become a living nightmare.  Sourly, Hayley thought that maybe the boarding school in Utah didn’t sound quite so bad after all.

	 

	 

	 

	“They’re so beautiful, Julia.  Just the most precious little angels I’ve ever seen.  Don’t you agree, Sasha?”

	Sasha smiled serenely as Tessa cooed at the baby boy she was cuddling.  “I do, yes.  But I think it was almost a given that Julia and Nathan would have beautiful babies.”  She cuddled the other twin - she was fairly sure this one was Justin while Tessa held Noah - and stroked her knuckles over his chubby baby cheek.

	Julia gave a little groan.  “How come they’re both calm as can be when you two hold them, but they scream bloody murder when I pick them up?”

	Sasha gazed at Julia sympathetically.  “Probably because you’re exhausted and stressed and frustrated, and the twins pick up on all those negative vibes.  Whereas Tessa and I have only been here for a little while, and weren’t up half the night tending to two babies.  You need to cut yourself some slack, Julia, and you definitely need to take better care of yourself.”

	“I know.”  Julia sniffled miserably.  “I’m a mess.  I don’t sleep more than an hour or so at a time, can’t remember the last time I ate a meal sitting down, and I haven’t washed my hair in almost three days.”

	“Well, Sasha and I can stay all day,” soothed Tessa.  “Since today is Friday, she isn’t teaching and doesn’t have any massage appointments.  And my schedule is wide open, too.  So just show us a couple of basics about changing diapers and such, and we’ll look after the boys while you have some time to yourself.”

	Julia’s weary expression brightened instantly.  “You guys are the best!” she enthused.  “I didn’t think it would be this hard taking care of two babies alone.  But I guess I got lulled into a false sense of security, given that for the first six weeks after they were born I either had Nathan at home with me, or one set of our parents staying over.  And Lauren and Ben spent a week helping out after that.  Now with everyone gone and Nathan back at work, I’ll freely admit to being completely overwhelmed.”

	“Have you considered hiring a nanny?” inquired Sasha.  “At least part-time?”

	Julia nodded.  “I more or less told Nathan that we either get some help or he’s taking a baby with him to the office every day.  I’ve been in touch with a couple of agencies and they’re sending over some applicants next week.  But it will probably be at least another two to three weeks before someone can start.”

	“I know Sasha has to work, but I’ll try to come over a couple of times a week until you get help,” offered Tessa.  “Ian and I aren’t due to leave on another business trip until the middle of May, so I’ll do what I can.”

	“And I’m happy to come over on Fridays,” confirmed Sasha.  “I’ll also ask my friend Freya if she knows anyone interested in the nanny position.  She’s the midwife I mentioned to you a couple of times.”

	“That would be great,” enthused Julia.  “I’d actually prefer to use someone who’s a personal referral.  At this point, though, I’m pretty desperate.  Enough that I begged Anton to come over on his day off next week.”

	Tessa and Sasha exchanged a look of mingled surprise and alarm.  They had both met Anton on several occasions, including Julia’s bachelorette party and baby shower.  He was married to Travis, who co-owned the architectural design firm with Nathan.  Anton was easily excitable, more than a little prissy, and the mere thought of him changing a diaper or rocking one of the twins to sleep was almost comical.

	“Look, why don’t you go take a nice long shower or bath, and then I’ll cook breakfast for all of us,” urged Tessa.  “After that, I suggest you take a nap.  Maybe Sasha and I can take the boys out in their stroller for awhile while you’re sleeping.”

	Julia gave each of her friends a fierce hug.  “Thank you both so much,” she replied, unsuccessfully stifling a yawn.  “At this point, I’m not sure what sounds the most appealing - the shower, a real meal, or a nap.  Or in what order.”

	Sasha eyed the tangled mass of golden brown curls that Julia had piled messily on the top of her head.  “I vote shower.  Especially since I’m pretty sure those are crumbs in your hair.”

	Julia looked mortified at this revelation, and dashed off without another word to clean herself up.  

	Tessa’s blue eyes were twinkling mischievously as she grinned at Sasha.  “I didn’t want to be the one to tell her that she had food in her hair,” she admitted.  “You know how Julia is about always having to look like she just stepped out of a fashion magazine.  Though I’m guessing her priorities have changed in a big way lately.”

	“Yes.”  Sasha continued to gently rock her twin, humming a soft tune beneath her breath as she did so.  She smiled to notice that the baby’s eyes had drifted shut and he appeared to be asleep.  

	Both twins slept peacefully for over an hour, more than enough time for their harried mother to shower and dress and do her makeup, and for Tessa and Sasha to prepare a hearty breakfast.  The three women sat around Julia’s breakfast nook sipping coffee or tea, and enjoying a vegetable frittata, home fries, and fresh fruit.

	“Mmm, I think I’m actually beginning to feel human again,” sighed Julia.  “Please, God, just let them sleep a tiny bit longer so I can finish my coffee.”

	Tessa smiled.  “I think Sasha is like the baby whisperer or something.  All she did was hum a tune or two and Justin was out like a little light.”

	“Maybe I should get you to record whatever it was you were singing,” joked Julia.

	Sasha shook her head.  “That’s only part of it.  It was also the physical contact.  But more importantly, the baby could sense that I was calm.  And in my experience, calm begets calm.  In other words, Julia, when you’re calm the boys should be, too.”

	“You’d like to think so, huh?” asked Julia wearily.  “Maybe I’ll feel calmer after that nap.  Are you sure you guys are okay with looking after the twins for awhile?”

	“Absolutely,” insisted Tessa.  “Get some sleep and we’ll take it from here.  Between the two of us we’ll manage the diapering, and you showed us where you left the breast milk in the fridge.  Now get along with you, hmm?”

	Barely able to keep her eyes open, Julia stumbled out of the kitchen sleepily in the direction of the master bedroom.

	“I’ll do the dishes since you did most of the cooking,” offered Sasha.

	Tessa shrugged.  “No rush.  Let’s enjoy our tea before the boys wake up.  I’m hoping we have a few more minutes.  Plenty of time to catch up with what’s been going on in your life.”

	Sasha took a sip of her tea.  “The usual, I suppose - work, seeing Matthew as often as I can, calling my mother every Sunday.”

	“Ian and I really need to have the two of you over for dinner again soon,” lamented Tessa.  “It’s just been a really busy spring, what with Ian’s birthday last month and our travel schedule and my college classes.  I know what would be fantastic!  You and Matthew should spend Memorial Day weekend up at the beach house with us.  You’d love it there, Sasha.”

	“That sounds wonderful,” mused Sasha.  “But I’ll need to check with Matthew about his schedule, see if he’s supposed to have his children that weekend.  I’ll ask him tonight when we have dinner.”

	Tessa had a thoughtful expression on her face.  “How’s that working out these days - the situation with his kids, that is.  The last time we spoke you said that the daughter was being a royal pain in the ass.”

	Sasha smiled.  “Actually, I think that was your assessment of the situation when I told you about Hayley.  But to answer your question, things have actually gotten worse.”

	She told Tessa about Hayley’s all-too-frequent outbursts lately, the frantic phone calls from Matthew’s ex, all the times he’d gone rushing down to the house to deal with the newest crisis.

	“Hmm.”  Tessa tapped her index finger against her chin.  “You know, forgive me for saying this, but something smells really fishy about everything you just told me.”

	Sasha nodded.  “I’ve thought the exact same thing, Tessa.  But I don’t dare share my concerns with Matthew.  He feels so guilty as it is about his kids, even though I assure him all the time he’s a great father.  I can’t even imagine his reaction if I suggested that Hayley might be making all of this up just to get his attention.”

	“You’re right.  Unfortunately,” commiserated Tessa.  “He might or might not believe you, but I fear he’s going to have to come to that conclusion on his own.  Just don’t let that little witch drive a wedge between the two of you, okay?  Matthew needs you more than ever right now.”

	“I know.  In fact,” admitted Sasha, “I’ve been giving his offer a lot of serious thought lately - the one about moving in with him.  And I never thought I’d say this, Tessa, but I think I’m going to take him up on it.”

	Tessa gave a little squeal of delight, and reached over to hug her.  “That’s fantastic news!” she exclaimed.  “And I know Matthew will be insanely happy at your decision.  In fact, maybe it will be the motivation he needs to get tough with his daughter.  If you’re right in your suspicion that she’s acting out in order to break the two of you up, then moving in with Matthew would put a real damper on her little schemes.”

	“I thought about that, too.  But it’s not the reason why I’m inclined to take him up on his offer.  It just feels like the right time is all.”

	Tessa nodded.  “I agree.  So when are you going to tell him?”

	“Tomorrow night, I think.  We’ve got tickets to the final ballet program of the season, and are going out to an early dinner first.  I thought about telling him over dinner.”

	Tessa clapped her hands in glee.  “Perfect timing!  Oh, he’s going to be so happy, Sasha.  And I’m thrilled for both of you.”

	Before Sasha could reply, one of the twins began to fuss and then let out a low wail, quickly followed by his brother.  

	Sasha laughed softly.  “What was that you were just saying about perfect timing?  Guess the dishes are going to have to wait until later.”




Chapter Sixteen

	 


	Matthew was whistling cheerily as he chose a suit, shirt, and tie from his closet, his mood about the best it had been in several weeks.  For the first time in nearly a month, he hadn’t felt the need to go into the office today - a Saturday - and had not only slept in but spent a good two hours at his health club working out.  He had run into Ian there, and accepted his invitation to brunch after their workouts.  Coincidentally, Tessa was attending Sasha’s yoga class at the same time, and having tea with her afterwards.

	He had spent the afternoon answering some emails, calling his parents, and Facetiming with Casey, who was away for the weekend at a school trip to Disneyland.  And tonight he and Sasha had a special evening planned - dinner at a chic French Vietnamese restaurant, followed by a performance of the San Francisco Ballet.  Sasha, with her dance background, was especially excited to be attending the performance, and had been looking forward to this evening for the past few weeks.

	And he had every intention of making this a night to remember for her, especially since he felt like a heel for cancelling out of several dates lately.  The frequent phone calls from Lindsey begging him to come and deal with Hayley’s latest tantrum or episode of bad behavior had forced him to back out of dinner dates or quiet evenings at home with Sasha, and he was determined to make all of that up to her tonight.  Of course, she had assured him multiple times that she understood his dilemma, that she wasn’t the least bit angry or upset, and that she applauded his efforts to be a good father to his daughter.  But none of her reassurances had done much to assuage his guilt, and he vowed that the next time Lindsey called he would be firm in his resolve not to go rushing down to Hillsborough.

	Tonight during dinner he planned to ask Sasha again to move in with him.  He hadn’t brought the subject up since their trip to Hawaii, sensing that she still needed more time to think it all over.  But he was becoming increasingly impatient to have her with him all the time, to wake up beside her every morning, and know that she would be here each night.  And that included the weekends he had the kids.  

	Lindsey would have a royal fit about that part, of course, but he was more than ready to do battle with her if it came to that.  Casey certainly wouldn’t have any problem at all if Sasha moved in, since the two of them got along famously.  He was even practicing yoga with her here at the condo, and had been over the moon recently when he’d been able to kick up into a handstand on his own.  Casey also enjoyed visiting Linda at her cottage in Marin, and always looked forward to playing with her dogs and cats and the rest of her menagerie.  He’d even started to hint about wanting a dog or cat of his own, something Lindsey had always been adamantly opposed to, and he’d asked if this supposed pet could possibly live here at the condo.

	As for Hayley - well, she would have to get over her issues in a big hurry and simply accept the fact that Sasha was moving in.  Matthew was getting damned tired of his daughter’s antics and the negative impact they were having on his personal life.  Boarding school was beginning to sound more and more appealing, he thought dourly.

	As if on cue, his cell phone buzzed with an incoming call, and he scowled fiercely to see it was from Lindsey.  He hesitated for a couple of seconds before turning the volume control to vibrate as he continued to get ready.  When he checked his phone ten minutes later, he was annoyed beyond belief to find a total of ten missed calls from Lindsey - literally one per minute - and sighed in frustration as he listened to the first voice mail.

	“Matt, where the hell are you?  Jesus, we’ve got a huge problem on our hands here.  You are not going to believe what kind of a mess Hayley has gotten herself into this time.  Call me right away, there is no way I can deal with this one by myself.”

	The second message was equally as dramatic, as was the third where Lindsey really started to lose it, weeping and becoming increasingly hysterical.  But by the fourth message his annoyance with his ex quickly turned to concern as she revealed more specifics about the problem with Hayley.

	“Would you please fucking pick up your phone, Matt?  Look, I didn’t want to tell you this over the phone, but since you aren’t answering my calls, I guess I don’t have a choice.  Apparently Hayley is pregnant - yes, you heard me right - pregnant!  I went into her bathroom while she was still asleep looking for some tampons since I was out, and I found a used pregnancy test in her wastebasket - a positive test.  I freaked out when I saw it and woke her up, and we had the screaming match from hell.  So you have got to get down here and help me deal with this.  This - oh, Christ - this is a fucking disaster!”

	Matthew stared at his phone in horror, unwilling to believe what he had just heard.  Surely this was just Lindsey being her usual over-the-top self, and there was some reasonable explanation for what she’d seen.  Like maybe the test had belonged to one of Hayley’s friends.  Or she had misread the results.  

	But since he could hardly ignore a message like that, he returned Lindsey’s call in resignation, bracing himself for the angry barrage he was sure to face from her.

	“Well, it’s about fucking time you called,” bit out Lindsey, not bothering to even say hello.  “Where the hell have you been anyway?”

	“Taking a shower,” he lied, already bristling at her confrontational tone.  “I didn’t realize I needed your permission for that.  And FYI, ten messages in ten minutes is overkill even for you.  One would have been adequate.  Now, what the hell is this about Hayley being pregnant?  How in God’s name did that happen?”

	“The usual way, I expect,” spat Lindsey sarcastically.  “And she’s being extremely closed-mouthed about the whole thing, won’t say a word to me.  But I just walked by her room and heard her crying her eyes out.  You’ve got to get down here, Matt.  This is a huge, huge crisis!”

	He cursed beneath his breath, running a hand through his hair until it stood up in messy spikes.  “I thought you told me she was on the pill,” he growled.  

	“That’s what I assumed, too.  But when I asked her about that, she said she stopped taking them because they were making her gain weight.  Like having a baby isn’t going to do that and a whole lot more.”

	Matthew was horror stricken.  “For Christ’s sake, she’s not actually thinking of having the baby, is she?  She’s only a kid, just sixteen.”

	“Plenty old enough to get knocked up.  As for the other, I have no idea what she wants to do since she refuses to talk to me.  But she’ll probably talk to you.  How soon can you be here?”

	He glanced at his dresser where the tickets to tonight’s ballet were waiting to be placed in his jacket pocket.  He closed his eyes, taking a couple of deep breaths before telling Lindsey, “I actually have plans for tonight, Linz.  Plans that would be very difficult to cancel.  Maybe I could just talk to Hayley on the phone for now, and then come down in the morning.”

	“Are you freaking kidding me?” screamed Lindsey so loudly that he had to hold the phone away from his ear.  “Our baby girl is pregnant, she’s crying and upset, and you can’t come down because you have a fucking date?  Once again, your whore is more important to you than your own daughter.”

	Matthew’s control snapped.  “How dare you!” he hissed.  “For you to call another woman a whore is the most hypocritical thing you’ve ever said, given that high priced call girls don’t spread their legs as often as you do.  And for you to call Sasha - the finest, most decent person I’ve ever known - such a disgusting term is beyond belief.  So shut the fuck up about her, Linz, because you aren’t even worthy of breathing the same air as she does.  As far as Hayley is concerned, you know damned well that I’ve been there every single time you’ve called.  I fail to see how waiting until the morning to deal with this is going to make any difference.”

	“Why don’t you tell her that yourself, Matt?” jeered Lindsey.  “Here, Hayley.  Your father wants to talk to you.”

	He was caught completely off guard, not having anticipated that Lindsey would wash her hands of the matter and hand the phone off to Hayley.  And there was no way he could prevent the tug on his heart when he heard his daughter’s tearful, choked-up voice.

	“Daddy?” she whispered, sounding far more like the little girl of six who had once followed him everywhere than the sullen sixteen year old of late.  “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t mean for this to happen.  And I’m so scared.  Can you please come over?  I really need you right now, Daddy.”

	Matthew scrubbed a hand over his face in abject frustration, quietly cursing his ex for intentionally placing him in such a despicable position.  “All right,” he agreed reluctantly.  “Give me a few minutes to make a phone call, and then I’ll be over.  And be prepared, young lady, to give me some answers.  I want to know how this happened, who the father of this baby is, and what your intentions are.  Don’t think for a minute that you’re going to dodge my questions.  I’ll see you soon.”

	Angrily, he tossed his phone on the bed after ending the call, wishing instead that he could throw it against the window.  With jerky motions, he stripped off the suit and tie he’d taken such care in selecting, tossing the discarded garments carelessly on the bedroom floor.  As he re-dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, the ballet tickets caught his eye again, and the reminder of what he had to do next made the gorge rise in his throat.  Reluctantly, he picked up his phone and placed the call.

	“Hi,” greeted Sasha.  “I’m almost ready.  I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to this evening.  ”

	Matthew wondered helplessly what rotten thing he had done in his life to warrant this much misery.  “I know, sweetheart.  Believe me, I was, too.  And you’re going to hate me forever, but I’m going to have to back out of our date tonight.  I’m so sorry, Sasha.”

	There was silence for several seconds on the other end, before she replied.  “Oh.  That’s - well, kind of heartbreaking, for lack of a better word.  Should I even bother to ask or just assume this has something to do with Hayley again?”

	He was taken aback by the terse, almost angry tone of her voice, given that he’d never once seen or heard her getting upset.  But he figured that even someone as tolerant as Sasha had her limits, and cancelling their plans this evening - the ones she’d been so excited about - might have pushed her just a bit too far.

	“Yeah, it’s about Hayley,” he admitted tiredly.  “It seems that she’s pregnant.  Lindsey found out accidentally and all hell is breaking loose right now.  I tried to put this off, honestly I did, but she’s sixteen years old and crying her eyes out, and I’d feel like the worst father ever if I didn’t go sort this whole mess out tonight.”

	“Pregnant?” asked Sasha in disbelief.  “She’s just a little girl, Matthew.  I mean, obviously she’s old enough biologically to get pregnant, but emotionally - wow.  I can’t even imagine how upset you must be right now.  What are you going to do?”

	“Hell if I know,” he acknowledged.  “But I told Hayley that I expect answers - plenty of them - and I think she knows I mean business.  Meanwhile, I feel like a heel - once again - for canceling on you tonight, Sasha.  I know how much you were looking forward to this evening.”

	“I won’t lie and say I’m not disappointed, Matthew.  There was something really important I wanted to talk to you about over dinner, too, but I suppose that will have to wait.  You’d better go see what the situation is with Hayley.”

	Matthew was both startled and shaken to realize that Sasha was crying, given the way her voice had broken on her last sentence.  She was always the strong one, always the sensible one, and he had no idea of how to deal with her sudden vulnerability.

	“Sweetheart.”  He massaged the back of his neck, feeling the muscles there already beginning to bunch up with tension.  “I know there’s no possible way I can make this up to you, and you should definitely be very, very angry with me right now.  And I know I’ve had to say this way too often as of late, but I’m so sorry, Sasha.”

	She gave a little sniffle, obviously struggling to gain control of her emotions.  “I know you are,” she told him quietly.  “But that doesn’t make this any easier.  You’d better go, I won’t keep you any longer.”

	“Wait.”  He forestalled her before she could end the call.  “Look, why don’t you still go out to dinner and then the ballet?  I’ll call the restaurant and give them my credit card, you can order whatever you like.  And I’ll have the tickets messengered over to you on my way out.  The concierge can take care of that.  I realize it isn’t the same thing, but maybe you could ask Julio or Chad to go with you.  That way you can still enjoy your evening.”

	“You’re right.  It’s not the same thing at all,” she chastised him.   “And Chad and Julio are in Las Vegas this weekend at a wedding.  But I suppose I could ask one of the other teachers from the studio if she’d like to go to the ballet with me.  She used to study ballet so she’d probably be interested.  Not the dinner, though.  That was supposed to be something special for us.  I don’t want to go if you’re not with me.”

	“We’ll go another time,” he promised.  “I swear to you, Sasha.  And I will make this up to you, one way or the other.  Look, you’re right, I do need to go, but I’ll make sure these tickets get delivered to you within the hour.”  He paused briefly before telling her in a husky voice, “I love you so much, Sasha.  I hope you know that.”

	“I do, yes.  Good night, Matthew.”

	She ended the call without echoing his sentiments,, and the disappointment in her voice was so heart wrenching that this time he wasn’t able to suppress his anger and frustration as he hurled his phone against the wall.

	 

	 

	 

	“It’s about goddamned time you got here.  Once again you’ve forced me to deal with all of this crap by myself.”

	Matthew didn’t even spare his enraged ex a glance as he walked inside the foyer of the house.  “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m not here for you,” he retorted, walking briskly in the direction of Hayley’s room.

	Lindsey, however, stayed right on his heels, not an easy task considering that even inside the house she insisted on tottering around on those ridiculous stilettos.  He wondered vaguely if she’d been getting ready for a night on the town, given her attire of short, tight black skirt, sheer gauzy white blouse, and wearing so much makeup that his fingernails would come away filthy if he raked them down her cheek.  

	Hayley’s bedroom was an untidy mess as usual, but Matthew figured that was the least of her problems at this point.  She was curled up in a fetal position on her bed, a fleecy throw pulled up nearly over her head, and her eyes were red and puffy from crying.  She glanced up as he entered, and gave him a watery smile.

	“Hi, Daddy,” she whispered miserably, holding out her arms to him.

	As he eased himself onto the bed and pulled her into a hug, it occurred to him that Hayley hadn’t called him Daddy in years, probably not since her tenth birthday when she’d decided that wasn’t cool anymore, and wondered for a moment at the timing of this sudden change.

	“Hey, baby,” he murmured instead, stroking his daughter’s long, silky hair.  “You doing okay?”

	Hayley shrugged.  “Not really, no.  This has been kind of a shock, you know?”

	Matthew gave a short, sardonic laugh. “Yeah, no kidding.  I didn’t even know you had a boyfriend, Hayley.  Have you told him that you’re pregnant?  And who is this guy anyway?  Your mother and I are going to need to get his parents involved, figure this whole situation out between us.”

	“No!” exclaimed Hayley.  “Dad, no!  I - I mean, oh, God, this is going to sound so awful, I’m not even sure how to say this.  But I don’t - oh, God - ”

	“What she’s trying to say,” interjected Lindsey tersely, “is that she doesn’t know who the father is.  You don’t think I’ve been trying to pry a name out of her since I found that damned test, Matt?”

	Matthew stared at his daughter in horror.  “What does your mother mean  you don’t know who the father is?  Jesus, how many boys have you had sex with, Hayley -  two, three, more?”

	Hayley’s pale cheeks reddened.  “This is so embarrassing,” she groaned, burying her face in her hands.  “Do we really have to talk about this now?”

	“We sure as hell do!” boomed Matthew.  “I told you, young lady, that I was going to insist on having answers to all of my questions tonight.  There is no way you’re going to wheedle your way out of this.  Now, tell your mother and I who the potential father - or should I say fathers - of this baby are.”

	“I don’t know their names,” replied Hayley reluctantly.  “And I’m not even sure what they look like.  I met them at a party, had never seen them before, and haven’t seen them since.   I’m don’t think they’re from around here.”

	Matthew struggled mightily to keep his temper in check as he prodded further.  “What party?  When was this exactly?”

	“About six weeks ago.  And, well, I’m not exactly sure where the party was either.  I mean,” she added hastily at her father’s look of disbelief, “I didn’t notice where we were driving to.  And Brianne didn’t remember either.  It was dark and raining outside, and no streetlights so neither one of us know where the house was.  Somewhere up in the hills, maybe Los Gatos or Saratoga, around there.  I don’t really know that area very well, and it might not even have been there for all I know and - ”

	Matthew held up a hand.  “Stop.  You’re rambling on and on and not making a lick of sense.  First of all, who’s Brianne?”

	“She’s Hayley’s new friend,” explained Lindsey.  “She and her older brother just transferred to the school this semester, and since Hayley has a big crush on the brother she’s sort of latched onto Brianne.”

	“Is he the one who got you pregnant?” demanded Matthew.  

	Hayley shook her head emphatically.  “God, no!  He’s a senior, two years older than I am, and doesn’t even know I exist half the time.  But supposedly he was going to be at this one party that Brianne convinced me to attend, only he wasn’t there after all.  And, well, that party turned out to be a big dud, so when Brianne met these two older guys there who said they knew where a real party was going on, we went with them.”

	Matthew closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose as he felt a headache coming on fast.  “And you have no idea where this other party was, hmm?”

	“No.  We, uh, might have had a few beers at the first party, and smoked a joint,” she confessed sheepishly.  “So I was already kind of out of it during the drive.  And all I remember about the second party was one of the guys who brought us giving me a drink.  Next thing I know we’re waking up in Brianne’s room the next morning, and neither of us can remember how we got there.”

	He counted to ten beneath his breath, trying desperately to quell his mounting rage.  “Are you trying to tell me,” he asked in a dangerously low voice, “that you were date raped and haven’t said a word about it until now?  My God,  Hayley, what the hell were you thinking?”

	Hayley quavered in fear at this uncharacteristic display of anger from her normally placid father.  “I - I guess I didn’t think of it that way,” she answered in a small voice.  “Being raped, that is.  I don’t even remember any of it, to be honest.”

	“Of course you don’t.”  Matthew exhaled sharply, shaking his head in disbelief.  “Because those bastards drugged you, and then did whatever the hell they wanted while you were unconscious.  Did they hurt you, baby?”

	Hayley shrugged.  “Not really.  I mean, I had an awful headache after and was sick to my stomach.  So was Brianne.  But I didn’t have any bruises or anything like that, if that’s what you’re asking.”

	“Why in God’s name didn’t you tell someone what happened, Hayley?” he asked incredulously.  “If you had said something right away one of us could have called the police, taken you in for an examination.  They would have taken a blood test, figured out what sort of drug you were given, and might have been able to track down those bastards.  Or at least where this party took place.  What about the first party you went to?  Did you ask anyone who attended if they knew who these two guys were?”

	“Oh my God, Dad - no!” exclaimed Hayley, horror-stricken.  “You really think that Brianne and I are going to admit to all of our friends that we were stupid enough to go off with some strangers and let ourselves get drugged?  Do you have any idea what people would have said about us, the gossip that would have gone around?  Brianne and I haven’t even talked about it since that morning, we agreed it was best to pretend it never happened.”

	“Well, you can’t exactly do that any longer, can you?” retorted Matthew.  “Did these rapists have a first name?  And what sort of car were they driving?”

	Hayley shrugged.  “Um, everything is still pretty hazy, but I think they told us their names were Brent and Greg.  No idea at all about their last names.  As for the car, maybe a Mercedes?  Or a Lexus?  It was a dark car, and really dark outside so I didn’t pay attention.”

	Matthew blew out a frustrated breath, running a hand through his already mussed hair.  “Okay.  Speaking of feeling hazy, there’s still a few things that I’m really unclear about here.  So why don’t you start over from the beginning, and we’ll go through all of this step by step.”

	Hayley opened her mouth as though to protest his request, but he figured the look on his face must have quickly convinced her otherwise.  With poorly concealed impatience, she took him and Lindsey, who was still hovering in the doorway, through the events from that night six weeks ago.

	It was one of the weekends that she was supposed to have been with Matthew, but had refused to go because of the party, as well as Brianne’s invitation to spend the weekend at her house.  Since Casey would be with his father, Lindsey had taken the opportunity to fly to Palm Springs for the weekend with Nicole and another girlfriend.  The party had been on Friday evening, at the home of a senior at their school, and the house had been packed with nearly a hundred partygoers, most of whom Hayley hadn’t known very well.  Despite the crowd, Brianne had declared the party “dullsville”, and had eagerly latched on to the two guys who were probably in their early twenties, likely college students.  Hayley figured they were party crashers, since word of this particular party had spread quickly among their circle of friends.  

	Already more than a little drunk and high, she had gone along willingly with Brianne and the two males, but had been too out of it to pay attention to where they were driving.  She vaguely remembered entering a big house high up on a hill, where another, even bigger party was in full swing.  One of the guys who’d brought them there handed her a drink of something that she had chugged down without a second thought.  The next thing she remembered was waking up in the spare bed in Brianne’s room the next morning, hungover and completely out of it.  

	“At first, I just figured I’d had too much to drink and passed out,” she related.  “But then when I went to take a shower, I realized that, uh, well, other stuff must have happened.  Same with Brianne.”

	“How in the hell did you manage to get back to Brianne’s house if you were both so out of it?” demanded Matthew.  “I hope to God neither of you tried to drive in that condition.”

	Hayley shook her head.  “We actually took Uber to the first party.  I, uh, guess Brent and Greg must have dropped us back home.  I know we didn’t take Uber because neither of us have a record of calling them for the return trip.”

	Matthew placed his hands on his daughter’s shoulders, looking her square in the face.  “When you realized what had happened, why in the world didn’t you tell someone?” he asked solemnly.  “I would have come for you immediately, and I’m sure your mother would have flown home right away.  Were you just going to keep this to yourself for the rest of your life?”

	Tears glimmered in Hayley’s eyes again as she shrugged.  “I was ashamed.  And embarrassed,” she admitted.  “And I didn’t want to make either of you mad at me for all the stupid stuff I did - getting drunk, going off with a couple of guys I didn’t know.  Brianne’s parents would have gone through the roof if they’d found out, so we promised each other to keep quiet about it.  I mean, I know it sounds real bad, but neither of us were actually hurt.  Though the part about winding up pregnant really, really sucks.”

	“Well, I still want to call the police,” declared Matthew, taking out the phone that fortunately hadn’t suffered any serious damage after he’d flung it against his bedroom wall.  “I doubt that they’ll be able to do much at this point, with so much time having past, and you and Brianne not remembering anything.  But they might have had reports about related incidents, and can tie them to the same suspects.  It doesn’t hurt to try.”

	“No, Daddy!” protested Hayley, snatching the phone from his hand.  “Please, please don’t call the police!  I think I would die of embarrassment if I had to tell that story to someone besides you and Mom.  And - and it upsets me to have to keep talking about it, you know?  Can we please just let it be and go on from here?  Even if by some miracle the cops found these guys, so what?  It’s not going to change the fact that I’m pregnant now.”

	“What about my feelings, Hayley?” demanded Matthew.  “I want to find these two bastards and beat the crap out of them for what they did to my little girl.  Do you blame me for feeling that way?  Or at least trying to bring them to justice.”

	“Matt, not now, okay?” interjected Lindsey, who’d remained largely silent until now.  “It’s been a rough day for Hayley, and I think we should give her some space now.  You’re just upsetting her more by pushing this issue with the police.  And I hate to say it, but it’s not going to do any good at this point.  It will just make you and I look like irresponsible parents, not knowing where our daughter was that night, or having her feel that she could trust us enough with the truth.”

	“Fine.”  Matthew threw up his hands in frustration.  “I’ll drop that part of it for now.  But we still need to discuss this whole pregnancy issue, what you plan on doing about it.  First of all, have you been to a doctor?  Or are you just assuming you’re pregnant based on the home test you took?”

	Hayley glanced back and forth between her parents uncertainly.  “Um, no.  I - I haven’t been to the doctor yet.  Mom’s going to make an appointment for me on Monday.  But I’m positive that I’m pregnant, Dad.  I’ve felt sick to my stomach and tired and all the other symptoms.  And it wasn’t just the one test.  This is the third one I used and they’ve all been positive.”

	“Okay.”  He nodded.  “Now, what do you intend to do about this?  Your mother said that you were actually thinking of having the baby?  Under the circumstances, Hayley, wouldn’t you prefer to - ”

	“Have an abortion?” she burst out.  “No, I don’t want to do that, Daddy.  I want to have the baby and raise it myself.”

	“What?”  Matthew was both shocked and horrified at this revelation.  “Hayley, you can’t mean that.  For God’s sake, you’re sixteen years old and can barely look out for yourself.  How in the world are you going to take care of a baby?  You still need to finish high school, and then go to college.  And you won’t have the baby’s father to help out.  I can understand why you wouldn’t want to have an abortion, but surely adoption would be a much better solution.  They have open adoptions these days, so you would know who the parents are and could keep in touch with them, still be a part of the baby’s life.  Don’t you think that would be a much better idea?”

	Hayley shook her head stubbornly.  “No, that’s not what I want.  I don’t want to give my baby away.  And we’re rich, we can hire a nanny or someone to look after the baby while I’m at school.”

	“Honey, I really think you’re oversimplifying this whole thing,” cautioned Matthew.  “You have no idea what’s involved with raising a child.  And you’re so young, Hayley.  I can’t imagine that you’d want to tie yourself down this way.  I really, really think you need to give this some very careful thought and weigh your options more closely.”

	“That’s exactly what I’ve been telling her,” interjected Lindsey.  “She’s going to ruin her life if she has this baby.  I have no idea how she’s going to keep this hidden from her friends, or what kind of social life she can have with a baby.  You should listen to your father, Hayley, and either terminate the pregnancy or give the baby up for adoption.”

	“No!”  Hayley shook her head stubbornly.  “You can’t force me to do either of those things, Mom, in spite of what you told me earlier.  Can I talk to Dad privately now?”

	Lindsey glared at her daughter.  “Fine.  But if you somehow manage to convince him to let you have this baby, then he’d damn well better be prepared to do his part in helping to raise it.  Because if you think you’re going to dump a baby on me to raise, young lady, then think again.”

	Lindsey stormed out of the room, her heels clicking in a fast, furious patter on the wood floors.  Hayley waited until her mother was out of earshot, then turned to Matthew with a look of desperation on her face.

	“Daddy, you’ve got to help me!” she pleaded.  “Mom has been having a fit ever since she found out I was pregnant, and she keeps saying she’s either going to force me to have an abortion or ship me off to some school or home where I can have the baby in secret and then have it adopted.  Please don’t let her do that, please?”

	“Shh, it’s okay,” soothed Matthew, as Hayley flung himself into his arms.  “I promise I won’t let her force you into anything.  We’ll work through this together, all right?  It’s going to be a family decision, Hayley, and we’ll consider all the options.”

	She nodded, burrowing her head against his chest.  “I knew you’d stick up for me, Daddy.  Mom has been so horrible to live with ever since you left, you have no idea.  She’s mean and selfish and hardly ever here.  But she says she won’t let me go live with you, especially since you have a girlfriend now, says that her lawyer would file some sort of order to prevent me and Casey from moving in with you.  Can she really do that?”

	“I don’t know, baby,” he told her, pressing a kiss to her forehead.  “I’d have to talk to my lawyer about it.  But is that what you really want?  You’ve never once given me the impression that you want to live with me.”

	Hayley shrugged.  “I don’t really want to move to San Francisco, no.  I mean, I like my school and all my friends and this house and all my things.  But dealing with Mom on my own has been so hard.  Couldn’t you come back, just for a little while?  I mean, I know you and Mom aren’t getting back together, but couldn’t you stay here for a few weeks?  At least until we figure all this stuff with the baby out.”

	Matthew was visibly taken aback at this request.  “Honey, I really don’t think that would help this situation.  Your mother and I are as good as divorced, you know, and I’m not sure how my living here is going to help anything.”

	“It would help me!” insisted Hayley.  “Especially now when I’m so upset and trying to figure everything out.  Please, Daddy?”

	He hesitated.  “Hayley, you’ve only got a few more weeks left of school before summer starts.  As soon as you’re through you can come and stay with me while we sort all of this out.  And I guarantee your mother won’t stop you.”

	Hayley sniffled loudly.  “But I can’t leave Casey here alone with her.  She’s so mean at times, I wouldn’t feel right sticking him with her.”

	Matthew shrugged.  “He can come, too.”

	“No.”  She shook her head.  “Did you forget he’s signed up for summer baseball league?  He has practice or a game almost every day of the week.”

	“Shit, I did forget.”  He heaved a sigh of frustration.  “Yeah, that won’t work.  And I understand your concern about leaving him here with your mom.  You’re a good sister to worry about Casey that way, honey.  Look, I’ll - I’ll give it some thought, okay?  Maybe I could stay for a few weeks until we figure out what we’re going to do.  But don’t start thinking this means your mother and I are getting back together.  If I agree to stay, it’s strictly temporary, okay?”

	“Okay,” agreed Hayley happily, giving her father an enthusiastic hug.  “Thank you, Daddy, thank you so much!  You have no idea how much this means to me, how happy you’ve just made me.”

	The kiss she pressed to his cheek made Matthew feel warm all over, and he hugged her back comfortingly.

	“Do you think you could stay tonight?” begged Hayley.  “You can use Casey’s room.  Or one of the guest rooms, of course.  It would make me feel so much better.  Please?  That way we could talk about all of this some more, start figuring out what options we have.”

	“Tonight?” asked Matthew in disbelief.  He’d been hoping to get back to San Francisco in time to spend the night with Sasha.

	“Could you?  Please?” asked Hayley in a woeful little voice.  Tears began to track down her flushed cheeks, and her chin wobbled as she visibly struggled not to weep.

	He sighed for probably the fortieth time that night, fully aware that his daughter was manipulating him.  But given the trauma that she’d endured, the terrible secret that she’d been keeping to herself for weeks, and the burden that was weighing heavily on her mind, he  reluctantly agreed.

	“Just let me go out to my car,” he told her.  “I always keep an overnight bag in the trunk for emergencies.  But,” he warned her, “this is just for tonight, okay?  No guarantees about anything beyond this.  I told you I would think about it and I will, but I’ve got a lot to consider before I make any decision.”

	“Okay.  Thank you, Daddy.  This means so much to me.  You’re the best dad in the whole world, you know?” Hayley asked as she gave him a ferocious hug.

	But whatever warm feelings his daughter’s gratitude had stirred up weren’t nearly enough to ward off the much stronger concerns that overwhelmed him as he headed out to his car – in particular how in the hell he was going to break all of this to Sasha without breaking her heart in the process.

	 

	 

	 

	“I take it all back, Hayley.  That was an Oscar worthy performance you just gave.  Natalie Portman couldn’t have done a better job.”

	Hayley gave her mother a pointed look.  “Dad’s going to be back in a few minutes, Mom.  You might want to hold off on the gloating for now.”

	Lindsey grinned, looking like a cat who’d just swallowed a canary.  “Oh, but he fell for it all hook, line, and sinker!  Just like Nikki predicted he would.  I really owe her big time, you know, for dreaming all of this up.  She’s even more devious and conniving than I am, and that’s saying a lot.”

	“Whatever,” replied Hayley, already tired of the charade she’d been coerced into acting out.  “And Dad hasn’t said for sure that he’s going to move back in.  Even if he does, he made it pretty clear that he had zero intention of getting back together with you.  So I wouldn’t be celebrating just yet.”

	Lindsey shrugged.  “He’ll give in to you, I know he will.  Your father already feels guilty that he isn’t here enough for you and Casey.  You just need to keep putting the pressure on.  All you need to do is get him to move back in.  Leave the rest up to me.  I guarantee that he’ll be calling off the divorce and we’ll be one big happy family again in no time.”




Chapter Seventeen

	 

	The condo was almost eerily quiet as she let herself in, and for a minute or two she wondered if Matthew was here or not.  But then she heard the sound of a door shutting in another room, and set her bag down on the sofa as she waited for him to emerge.

	Sasha had thought for a time about not coming over when he had texted her earlier this morning, practically begging her to meet him here after her class.  She was still more than a little upset, and definitely hurt, after he had abruptly cancelled their evening out, an evening that was supposed to have been the start of the next phase in their relationship.  It was totally out of character for her to be in such an unforgiving mood, but her level of tolerance had been sorely tested these past few months.  

	But she was here now, and struggling to keep an open mind and listen to what Matthew needed so badly to tell her.  Sasha assumed he was going to apologize, and try to make up for the fiasco from last night in some way.  And while most people she knew would have stayed mad for at least a week, it wasn’t in her placid nature to make someone grovel and beg.  Besides, she admitted with a sigh of resignation, she was in love with the man, after all, and it was awfully hard to remain angry with him for very long.

	And when the man in question entered the living room a few minutes later, any remaining annoyance she might have felt towards him disappeared in a flat instant, replaced instead with concern.  Matthew looked exhausted and more than a little disoriented as he gazed at her somberly.  He had dark circles under his eyes, and hadn’t shaved, and his hair was sticking up into wild, unkempt spikes.  He wore a wrinkled T-shirt and a pair of baggy sweat pants that looked like something he might have owned since college.  

	But it was the look on his face that concerned Sasha the most - a look of both sorrow and regret - and her hands suddenly felt ice cold.  She had become quite adept over the years at being in tune with other peoples’ emotions, at being able to sense their feelings, and she knew immediately that something bad was troubling Matthew.

	“Hi,” she greeted uncertainly, struggling to keep her voice steady.  

	He didn’t reply, simply crossed over to where she stood and took her into his arms.  He buried his face against the side of her neck, breathing in deeply of her scent, and squeezing her so tight that she had trouble taking a breath.  She forgot that she was supposed to be mad at him, that he was the one who ought to be comforting and consoling her right now, and instead stroked his back comfortingly, her slender fingers massaging the tight muscles at his nape.

	Matthew gave a muffled groan.  “God, that feels good.  My whole body feels like one big knot right now.  And that includes my brain.  I keep hoping that I’ll wake up, and realize the last eighteen hours or so have just been a really bad dream.”

	“That bad, hmm?  Why don’t we sit down and you can fill me in on what happened?” suggested Sasha, urging him in the direction of the sectional sofa.

	“What happened.”  Matthew shook his head despairingly.  “The whole damned world went to hell overnight, that’s what happened.  But I’ll get to that in a minute.  God knows it’s the last thing I want to talk about.  How are you, sweetheart?  I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am for standing you up last night.  Or how grateful I am that you agreed to come over today.”

	“It’s okay,” she replied.  “I know that you would have been there if you’d been able to.”

	“Did you enjoy the ballet?”

	Sasha nodded.  “It was wonderful, thanks.  And Chandra, my co-worker, was over the moon that I invited her.  Though, of course, it wasn’t the same without you there.”

	“I know.”  Matthew expelled a long, frustrated breath, his head falling back wearily onto the sofa.  “And if there was some way I could make it up to you, I’d be doing it right now.  But I’ve got a feeling you aren’t going to be in a very forgiving mood after I tell you what happened with Hayley last night.”

	His words sent a chill up her spine, for he sounded so sad, so defeated, that she could only gaze at him in bewilderment.  “What are you talking about?”

	Matthew took her hand in his, squeezing it tight as though he was hoping to borrow some of her strength.  “Besides the shock of finding out that my teenaged daughter is pregnant, I learned last night that she was also date raped.  It happened about six weeks ago, on one of those weekends she was supposed to spend with me but begged off to go to a party instead.  A party where she was drugged and had who knows what done to her.  And that she doesn’t remember a damned thing about, including the names or faces of the thugs who raped her and her friend.”

	Sasha’s whole body froze at this revelation, and all at once the terrible memories that she’d worked so hard at suppressing for the past dozen years came rushing back at her, as though it had all happened yesterday.  Matthew seemed unaware of her plight, oblivious to the fact that she’d begun to quiver in reaction, or that the hand he continued to clasp so tightly had quickly turned ice cold.

	“She was too ashamed about what happened to tell Lindsey or me until yesterday,” continued Matthew.  “And she would have probably continued to keep the information to herself if Lindsey hadn’t found a pregnancy test in her wastebasket.”

	Matthew told her additional details, about how upset Hayley was, and how Lindsey had been pushing her to have an abortion, or threatening to ship her off to some home for unwed mothers, but his words failed to register in Sasha’s numbed brain.  The whole situation seemed eerily unreal to her, and she struggled to ward off the panic threatening to consume her as she realized that the monsters she’d kept hidden away for so long had broken free from their imaginary prison cells.  

	“Hayley’s convinced herself that she wants to keep the baby,” Matthew was telling her.  “Christ, she’s barely capable of making herself a piece of toast.  How the hell she thinks she can take care of a baby is beyond me.  She’s got it all figured out, though, it seems - insisting that we can just hire a nanny to watch the baby while she’s at school since we can easily afford it.  And I understand her reluctance to have an abortion, especially considering all the trauma she’s already gone through, but I’m going to try to keep convincing her that adoption is a much more sensible solution.”

	She gave a brief nod, acknowledging what he had just told her, but didn’t feel capable of speaking at the moment.  

	Matthew, too, seemed at a loss for words for long seconds, and she could tell that he was struggling mightily with whatever he was about to tell her.

	“You’re going to think I’m out of my mind - and believe me, I’m pretty sure I am -  when I tell you this next part,” he began slowly.  “And if it wasn’t for Hayley’s sake, for helping her get through all of this, then I wouldn’t have considered it for even a second.  But - Christ, here goes.  She begged me to move back in, at least for a little while, until we can figure all of this out.  Apparently Lindsey has been horrible to her these past months, but Hayley has kept all of that to herself, and it isn’t fair to expect her to keep dealing with her mother’s hostility alone any longer.  So, as dumb as it sounds, I’m going to do it.  Strictly to help support Hayley, and only until she’s got her head on straight.”

	Sasha felt as though she’d been slapped across the face and kicked in the stomach at the same time, and that all the air had been sucked out of her lungs.  She stared at Matthew in speechless shock, her hand going limp in his.

	“You’re moving back to Hillsborough?” she whispered hoarsely.  “Does - does this mean the divorce has been called off?”

	“God, no!” declared Matthew fervently.  “There is nothing on this earth that could ever compel me to reconcile with Lindsey.  And I’ve made damned sure she and Hayley are both very well aware of that fact.  I’ll be using one of the guest rooms, and having as little contact with my ex as possible.  And considering how many hours I spend at the office, I won’t even be at the house very often.”

	“I see.”  Sasha drew her hand away, wrapping her arms around her torso as the chill began to slowly permeate her entire body, and she had to force herself not to start shivering uncontrollably.  “Wouldn’t it have been easier to have Hayley just move in here with you?  I mean, if the purpose of your moving back to Hillsborough is to offer her support and protect her from Lindsey, I would think you could do both of those things just as easily from here.”

	Matthew gave a brief nod.  “I agree.  And believe me, I tried more than once to convince Hayley to just move in here with me.  But she still has a few weeks of school left, and doesn’t want to be away from her friends.  And neither of us want to leave Casey there alone with his mother.”

	Sasha began to inch a bit further away from Matthew every few seconds.  “When is all of this happening?” she asked dully.  

	“Today.  This afternoon.”  He shut his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose, a surefire signal that he had a headache.  “I was starting to pack some stuff when you arrived.  Sasha, I need you to understand that this has nothing to do with us, that there’s no reason you and I can’t still keep - ”

	She held up a hand.  “Don’t say anything more.  Please.  Because if you think for even one second that I’m going to agree to keep seeing you - to keep sleeping with you - while you’re living in the same house with another woman, you’ve lost your mind.  It was always bad enough that you were still legally married, Matthew.  I never told you how much that bothered me, how I always felt uncomfortable about it.  But at least you were legally separated, living apart, and had split up months before you walked inside my massage room that day.  At least I could assure myself that I’d had nothing to do with breaking up your marriage, or that I was the reason you wanted a divorce so badly.  But this - I’m sorry, but this is more than I can handle.”

	Matthew reached out a hand to cup her cheek, only to recoil in surprise when she turned away from him.  “Sasha, I had no idea you felt that way,” he replied, visibly shaken by her revelation.  “Why didn’t you tell me?  I thought I’d made it very clear that I felt absolutely nothing for Lindsey any longer, and that our marriage was merely a technicality, something that her signature on a piece of paper would end in a second.  And nothing has changed in that respect, not one damned thing.  Living in the same house - on an entirely different floor, for that matter - and only on a temporary basis, hasn’t changed my feelings about getting Lindsey out of my life for good.”

	Sasha shrugged.  “You say that now, Matthew.  But who knows what could happen after you’ve been living there a few weeks or months?  I’m sure Casey will be thrilled to have you back home, and who could blame him considering how close the two of you are.  And if Hayley is serious about keeping her baby, it’s only natural that she’ll need your help and support, especially if the father isn’t in the picture.  It will become more and more difficult for you to leave her after the baby is born, and when she expects you to become a surrogate father to her child.  So you can fool yourself into thinking that this is only temporary, Matthew, but I’m not seeing it that way.”

	He paled noticeably at her declaration.  “Sasha, no.  That’s not the way it’s going to play out.  I promise you.  I’m only going to stay there for a few weeks at most, until Hayley makes some decisions about the future, and I can make sure that everything’s okay between her and Lindsey.  Then I’m planning on moving back here, and putting extra pressure on Lindsey to sign those divorce papers.  Please, don’t give up on me.  And don’t shut me out.  I’m not sure I’ll be able to cope without your support.”

	“No.”  She stood then, holding onto the back of the sofa for support, since her legs felt wobbly.  “I won’t ask you to choose between us, Matthew.  That wouldn’t be fair of me, and I don’t want to make things harder on you.  But none of this has been fair to me, either.”

	He surged to his feet, taking hold of her shoulders before she could move away.  “I know it hasn’t, sweetheart,” he replied in a husky voice.  “You’ve been the kindest, most understanding, and supportive girlfriend a man could ever ask for.  You’ve put up with all kinds of crap from me - not just with my kids, but with work as well.  And you’ve never once complained, even though you’ve had every right to, and I’ve been sort of amazed that you’ve never said anything until now.  But please - don’t give up on me now, Sasha.  Don’t give up on us.”

	Sasha shook her head.  “I can’t do this, Matthew.  I can’t share that much of you.  And even though you wouldn’t actually be with Lindsey, it would kill me to think of you living in the same house with her, no matter what the circumstances are.  So, this - this is over between us.  I understand your concern for Hayley, though I don’t necessarily agree with the way you’re handling the situation.  And I won’t give you an ultimatum, or force you to choose.  Especially since you’ve obviously already made your choice.  Now, I think I should get the things I’ve left here and then leave, so you can go back to your family.”

	She wiggled out of his grasp before he could stop her, then quickly but methodically began to gather up the various personal belongings she’d brought to the condo these past few months - clothing and toiletries, books and CD’s, the cashmere throw she liked to wrap around herself while they watched movies.  

	Matthew watched solemnly as she piled all of her things neatly in one corner of the sectional, his eyes sad and shimmering with tears.  When she’d placed the last of her things on top of the pile, it occurred to her belatedly that she had nothing to pack them in.

	“I don’t have any bags here at the moment,” she murmured distractedly.  “Could you possibly ask Xavier or one of the others to box these things up and have them delivered to my place?”

	He nodded sadly.  “I’ll take care of it, if that’s what you really want.  Though I was sort of hoping that you would just stay here while I’m gone.  Alone, if that’s the way you want it.  This could be your place, Sasha.  Or I’m happy to find you an apartment or condo of your own, arrange to have it all furnished and get you moved in.  It’s the least I can do for you, some small way I can take care of you.”

	“I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time, Matthew,” she reminded.  “And while I appreciate the offer, I’d rather remain where I’m at.  I’d better go now.”

	“Wait.  Please,” begged Matthew.  “I don’t want to part this way, to make this good-bye.  And while I have no right to ask you to wait for me, to be patient while this whole fucked-up mess plays itself out, I’m - Christ, I don’t know what I’m asking.  I just know that the thought of losing you, of not being able to talk to you or hold you again, is killing me.  You’re the most wonderful thing to ever happen to me, Sasha, the very best part of me.  And having to let you go right now is like cutting out half of my heart.”

	Sasha closed her eyes, willing back the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks.  “You know, I should have expected something like this.  Those first few times you came in for a massage, I already knew how attracted I was to you.  And I was also very aware of the fact that you were still legally married, and that your kids meant the world to you.  I mentioned you to Linda once, admitted to her that I liked you a lot.  And she warned me then that I was setting myself up for heartbreak, that a man would nearly always choose his children over another woman.  I forgot along the way how wise a woman my aunt is, and how I’ve never known her to be wrong about anything.  I should have heeded her warning back then, should have never become involved with you.  Maybe if I had listened my heart wouldn’t be breaking into a million little pieces right now.”

	She could no longer hold back the tears, and couldn’t summon up the will to resist when Matthew pulled her into his arms.  She sobbed quietly against his warm, comforting chest, and didn’t pull away when he continued to press soothing kisses along her temple and cheek, or when his hand rubbed her back.  She wanted nothing more than to fall asleep in the shelter of his embrace, then wake in a few hours to find this had all been a horrible nightmare.

	“This doesn’t have to be over, Sasha,” he pleaded, the desperation in his voice mounting.  “Look, I don’t expect sex, I understand the moral dilemma you’re experiencing about that.  But can’t we at least be friends?  It would mean the world to me to at least be able to call you on the phone, or see you for lunch occasionally.  You’ve made me so happy, sweetheart, the happiest I’ve ever been.  And while I’m well aware that I’ve never deserved you, I’m still selfish enough to want to keep you in my life in one way or the other.”

	“I can’t,” she whispered brokenly.  “Please try and understand.  I can’t keep waiting for this to be over, and for you to come back to me, Matthew.  I’d die a little inside each time you called or that we saw each other, and then not know when we could be together again.  So, please.  Just let me go, okay?  I know it’s going to be hard for both of us, but it will be so much harder for me to keep in touch with you, only to have my hopes smashed each time we talk.”

	Matthew had a look of such despair and sadness on his face that she very nearly caved in to what he was asking.  But while it broke her heart to do so, Sasha remained firm in her resolve.  

	“I need to go,” she murmured absently, looking around for her bag.

	But he was still holding onto her fiercely, every bit as reluctant as she was to say good-bye.  “I wish you’d let me do something for you,” he pleaded.  “Not just as a way to say thank you for everything you’ve done for me, but so that I wouldn’t feel like such a heel right now.  I could set you up in a yoga studio of your own, no expense spared.  Or arrange for you to go back to school and finish your courses to be a certified herbalist.”

	Sasha shook her head firmly.  “Thank you for your offer, but I’ll have to turn it down.  I’ve never had any desire to run my own studio, especially not after seeing how much work Serge and Morgana put in behind the scenes, what with paying bills and ordering supplies and dealing with leases.  As for the other, I’ll take a pass on that, too.  It’s just not something I feel an overwhelming need to do at this point in my life.”  She cupped his cheek tenderly.  “And you don’t need to make anything up to me, Matthew, or give me things.”

	Matthew grasped her hand.  “I can’t help feeling like I’m abandoning you, Sasha.  That I am in fact choosing my children - my daughter - over you, just like Linda warned you.  But you’ve got to believe me when I say that’s not what’s happening here.  Not exactly, anyway.”

	“I know,” she assured him softly.  “You’re just being a concerned parent, trying to be there for his daughter when she needs him the most.  You’ve always been a wonderful father, Matthew, and Hayley is a very lucky girl to have you.  I just wish my own father had been there for me under similar circumstances.  Instead, he was half a world away in Australia performing at a Latin music festival.”

	He stared at her in bewilderment.  “What do you mean by similar circumstances?  Were you ever pregnant?’

	Sasha shook her head.  “No, thank God.  But I - I was date raped.  When I was seventeen.  And, unlike Hayley, unfortunately I remember the entire, horrific incident all too well.  In fact, hearing about what Hayley went through just brought all of those terrible memories rushing back.  So I do understand, all too well, why you feel the need to protect her and help her through this.  Because I never had my own father to do the same for me.”

	Matthew recoiled in shock, as though someone had just used a taser on him.  “Sasha – my God.  Why have you never told me any of this before?  Why am I just hearing this now?”

	“Why do you think?” she replied faintly.  “Because it’s obviously traumatic for me to think about, much less talk about.  I’ve pretty much tried to repress the memories for the last twelve years.  And the only other person who knows about this is Linda.  I’ve never told my parents what happened, and I never intend to.”

	He continued to stare at her for long seconds, until he took her completely by surprise as he scooped her up into his arms, and carried her with long, purposeful strides into the master bedroom.

	“Matthew, don’t,” she protested weakly, as he deposited her on the bed.  

	But he paid her no heed, wrapping her up in his arms instead, and simply holding her for untold minutes.  

	“How did something so unspeakable happen to you?” he whispered against her curls.

	Sasha hesitated, knowing that she could trust Matthew implicitly, more so perhaps than anyone she’d ever met before.  But twelve years of keeping this particular secret hidden away, of forcing the memories into the deepest, darkest corners of her mind, made her wary.

	“I’d really prefer not to talk about it,” she hedged.  

	“Please.  Sasha, I’ve told you a whole lot of things about myself these past few month, shared things with you that I’ve never done with anyone else.  I’d like to think that sort of trust goes both ways.”

	She felt a bit ashamed at his gentle rebuke, and sighed in resignation.  “All right.  But what I’m going to tell you never leaves this room, Matthew.  My parents can never, ever find out.  Do you promise?”

	He entwined his fingers with hers, holding their joined hands against his chest.  “With all my heart,” he vowed.

	“All right.”  Sasha exhaled sharply, knowing that this would be far from easy.  “I’ve already told you how difficult it was for me to fit in during high school - how I looked and dressed differently from the other girls, the accent I hadn’t managed to get rid of, and mostly not being familiar with American customs or trends.  I was incredibly shy around most people, but especially boys.  So when this one guy asked me out, I was so excited, flattered even.  I barely knew him, but he was good looking and popular and had always seemed like a nice boy.

	We went out about three times, and each time he got a little more aggressive, a little more demanding physically.  It went pretty quickly from just wanting a good-night kiss to petting, and then he started putting the pressure on me to go further.  I was still a virgin, of course, and had very little idea about sex.  By the fourth date, he lost patience and basically just forced me against my will.  He brought me to his home on the pretext of meeting his parents, but the house was empty when we went inside.  And there was no one there to hear me scream when he - he raped me.”

	“I’ll kill him,” muttered Matthew in a deadly voice.  “I will fucking rip him apart with my bare hands for what he did to you.  Tell me his name, Sasha.”

	“No, Matthew.  I’m not going to tell you.  Violence has never solved anything, and it certainly wouldn’t help in this case.  And it was a long time ago, I’ve managed to get past it and get on with my life.  Now, can you please let me go so I can leave?”

	“Not yet.”  He tightened his arms around her, preventing her escape.  “What happened after that?  You called the police, I take it?”

	Sasha gave a short, bitter laugh.  “Given that his father was the local chief of police, and his mother some sort of high-priced defense attorney, that wasn’t exactly an option.  And he took great pleasure in reminding me of those facts while I was running out of his house, warned me that any complaint I made would just get dismissed.  It made me wonder if he’d done this to other girls, knowing that his parents would always keep the truth hidden away.  I got out of there as fast as I could, made it to a gas station on the main street, and called Linda.  I’m not sure she’s ever made the drive from Stinson Beach to Mill Valley quite so fast.”

	“And she agreed with you about not pressing charges?” asked Matthew incredulously.

	“Not at first, no.  But the more we talked the whole incident over, the more we realized that we needed to keep it quiet.  For my sake, more than anything else.  I was having a difficult enough time fitting in and making friends at school, and if word had gotten out about the attack I would have been an outcast.  Everyone would have taken his side, and the last thing I needed at the time was to be gossiped about and shunned.  And then of course there would have been my parents to deal with.”  Sasha shook her head.  “My father wouldn’t have bothered with the police.  He would have gone after the boy himself, beat him unconscious, and not given a damn about the consequences.  The same way I’m sure you feel about the boys who did this to Hayley.”

	“Yes,” agreed Matthew solemnly.  “Except that it’s not likely I’ll ever find out their identities since she and her friend don’t remember anything about them.”

	“I’m sorry,” she consoled.  “But as awful as it sounds, maybe it’s better in a way that the girls don’t remember anything about that night.  Believe, me, there have been many times over the years when I wish I could have just forgotten it all.”

	“Your mother doesn’t know, either?”

	“God, no.  In a way, that would have been worse than my dad finding out.  Because my mother would have insisted I leave Linda’s, that I obviously wasn’t safe there, and she would have probably taken legal action to force me to return to her.  And that was the very last thing I needed at the time.  Having Linda there was the only thing that got me through it all.  My parents would have meant well, but they would have made everything ten times worse if they’d known.”

	Matthew threaded his hands through her curls, holding her head still as he gazed at her fiercely.  “I’m going to find out who this bastard is, mark my word, Sasha,” he vowed.  “And when I do, I’m going to ruin him, one way or the other.  There are multiple ways to exact revenge on someone without resorting to violence.  He’s finally going to pay for his sins.”

	Before she could offer up a further protest, Matthew’s mouth was on hers, kissing her like he’d never kissed her before - with mingled anguish, passion, despair, and possession.  At the same time, his hands were tugging at her clothes, pulling the long cotton skirt up above her waist, and tunneling beneath her tank top to cup her breast.  Sasha whimpered half-heartedly in protest, too shaken by everything that had just happened to want sex.  But Matthew’s kisses and caresses spoke clearly of desperation, of overwhelming need, and in the end she let him take what he wanted.  

	When he sensed her surrender, his mood changed immediately, and he became the tender lover he could so often be.  The kisses he placed along her cheek, the side of her neck, and her lips were soft and sweet, seductive and persuasive.  He took more care as he undressed her, his hands reverent as they touched her bare skin.  She shivered as he plucked at her nipple, then replaced it with the gentle lick of his tongue.  

	She sensed that he didn’t want or expect her participation right now, that this was his way of giving to her, of taking care of her.  And it felt like his farewell, as though with each sweeping caress and each hungry kiss he was trying to imprint the memory of her on his soul.  

	But even as she allowed him to control their lovemaking, Sasha couldn’t help the low moan that escaped her lips as he thrust carefully inside of her.  Nor could she resist wrapping her legs around his waist as his strokes gradually became deeper, faster, hungrier.  And when she came, he swallowed up her groans with another deep, drugging kiss.

	Her cheeks were wet with tears when Matthew found his release moments later, and the urge to stroke his back and hair comfortingly couldn’t be suppressed.  He kissed her tears away, whispering against her lips, “I will love you until the end of days, Sasha.  Please don’t let this be over with, sweetheart.  Don’t shut me out of your life.  I know it’s a lot to ask, but I’m begging you to be patient for awhile.”

	Regretfully, she shook her head.  “Let’s not do this again,” she pleaded.  “I can’t bear it, Matthew.  And now I really do need to go.  Before I let you talk me into something that’s only going to break my heart over and over.”

	He didn’t try and restrain her when she got out of bed and walked inside the en suite bathroom to clean up.  And when she returned to the bedroom stark naked, the look in his eyes was one of bleak sadness instead of the lust that would normally be there.

	“What was it that you were going to tell me over dinner last night?” he asked hollowly as she began to pull her clothes on.

	Sasha shrugged as she fastened her bra.  “That’s pretty much a moot point right now, so no sense in discussing it.”

	“Please.”  He sat up, the sheet falling away from his bare chest.  “Just tell me.”

	She stepped into the long skirt, readjusting the elastic waistband once it was in place.  “Matthew, let’s drop it, okay?”

	“No.”  He shook his head stubbornly.  “Give me at least that much, Sasha.  I could tell that whatever you wanted to say last night had to be important, so tell me now.  Please.”

	“Fine.”  She took a deep breath before expelling it slowly.  “I was going to finally take you up on your offer - the one about moving in here with you.  But, like I said, that’s sort of a moot point now, isn’t it?”

	Matthew paled visibly, and his hands were trembling as he placed them on either side of his head.  “And just when I think this situation can’t be any more fucked up than it already is,” he muttered bitterly.  “Instead of just muting my phone yesterday afternoon, I should have turned it off.  That way we would have kept our date, you would have told me you were moving in, and all of that would be resolved now.”

	Sasha looked at him sadly.  “You know it’s not that simple.  Whether you heard the news last night or this morning about Hayley, you’d still be going to her now.  Turning your phone off would have only postponed the inevitable for a few more hours.”

	She walked on bare feet back into the living room to get her bag and shoes, not glancing behind her to see if Matthew followed.  She had her hand on the front door when he said her name, and she turned to look at him one more time.

	“Take care of yourself, sweetheart,” he whispered hoarsely.  “I have no idea how I’m going to go on without you, but I realize now how selfish I’m being to expect you to put up with all this crap.”

	“You’re not being selfish,” she replied sadly.  “I think maybe I’m being the selfish one.  But I’m not strong enough to handle this, Matthew, not strong enough to have my heart broken night after night.  I’m sorry it has to be this way, but it’s the only way I know to save myself.”

	Matthew nodded sorrowfully.  “I won’t stop thinking about you for even a minute, Sasha.  Or loving you.”

	She closed her eyes for a moment, summoning up the will not to have an ugly breakdown right here and now.  “Same here,” she whispered, before walking out the door.

	 

	 

	 

	Julio knew the moment she walked through the front door that something was really, really wrong, and if Sasha had held out even a smidgen of hope that she could hide what had happened from her overly astute landlord, it was crushed into miniscule pieces within seconds.

	“Querida,” crooned Julio, already enveloping her in a comforting hug.  “What’s wrong, baby?  Tell your big brothers what’s bothering you.”

	In reply, Sasha let her bag slip through nerveless fingers to land on the floor of the foyer, then promptly sobbed on Julio’s shoulder as though her heart was breaking - which it definitely was.

	Once Julio had settled her on the living room sofa, sandwiched between him and Chad, Sasha tearfully choked out all that had happened.  Her landlords let her talk, which was a small miracle for the chatty Julio, only offering her an occasional pat on the back or a low murmur of sympathy.

	“I - I did the right thing, didn’t I?” sniffled Sasha.  “I mean, should I have stuck by him, waited to see how this thing played out?”

	“Absolutely not.”  

	“Possibly.”

	Predictably, the spouses had differing opinions on the situation, with Julio remaining adamant that Sasha had done the right thing, while Chad continued to ponder the matter more closely.

	“Well, I can tell you right now, that if my man told me he was going to move back to the same house where his ex was still living, I would have told him to kiss my ass,” declared Julio.  “I don’t care what he might have told you about how things have been over for a long time, and that he’s only doing this for his kids.  Bitch is still sharing an address with him, isn’t she?  Who knows how long it will be before she starts sharing other stuff again.”

	Chad thwacked his husband on the forehead with his open palm.  “Very sensitive of you to bring that up right now,” he chastised.  “Don’t listen to him, Sasha.  He’s been watching too many episodes of Scandal lately.  As for your Matthew, there’s no denying that he’s crazy in love with you, girl.  I’m sure it’s killing him inside right now to have to do this, to have to make this choice.  But I also understand your point.  He’s cancelled enough dates with you these past few weeks that even a saint would be pissed off and fed up.”

	Julio wrapped an arm around Sasha’s shoulders and gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek.  “She is a saint, Chad.  And I don’t blame her in the least for finally setting her foot down.  Matthew could have dealt with the problem child without moving back in with la familia.  He’s feeling guilty right now, and responsible.  And I’m guessing that little brat is taking full advantage of poor Daddy and putting the pressure on him.  But something doesn’t feel right about this whole thing, you know?  I can’t put my finger on it right now, but it will come to me eventually.”

	Chad exchanged a knowing look with Sasha.  “Told you he’s been watching too many soap operas.  Speaking of which, we need to get your mind off of all this for awhile.  How about we order in from that Indian place you love, and then we can watch one of your favorite movies?”

	Julio made a face.  “You know I can’t eat curry,” he complained.  “It doesn’t agree with me.  And I can never read the little tiny subtitles on those French films Sasha loves.”

	Sasha smiled in spite of her misery.  “I’ll take pity on you, then,” she assured Julio.  “Especially since I need cheering up right now.  Why don’t you pick out a good comedy we can watch?  As far as dinner is concerned, believe it or not, I’m actually in the mood for pizza and red wine.”

	Julio clapped his hands in glee.  “Now you’re talking, querida!  Let me go see if I can pry Elliott out of his bat cave for a night so he can join us.  And Sadie’s at home for once.  She has Sundays off from the strip club.”

	Chad shook his head.  “For the fiftieth time - at least - Sadie does not work in a strip club.  It’s officially called a gentleman’s club.”

	“Yeah, right,” snorted Julio.  “Call it what you like, but I know what I saw the one time I went to watch her perform, and the girls might as well have been buck naked for the little scraps they were wearing.  And the guys didn’t look much like gentlemen to me.”

	“Just go ask them if they want to join us,” instructed Chad.  “But don’t tell them all the details, would you?  I doubt Sasha wants all of her personal business shared with the whole household.”

	“Fine.  What should I tell them then?” asked Julio with an exaggerated sigh.

	Sasha’s chin wobbled as she blinked back tears.  “That I’ve got a broken heart,” she whispered.  “And that the only short term cure I can think of is eating something greasy and trying to drink away my sorrows.  Both of which are always easier when you’ve got as many friends as possible around you.”




Chapter Eighteen

 

	June

	 

	Matthew waited impatiently for the single serve coffeemaker to finish brewing, almost desperate for his morning caffeine fix.  In the nearly four weeks since he’d been living back here in Hillsborough, he had yet to have a good night’s sleep, and most nights was lucky to get three or four hours.  Last night had been no exception, and he didn’t expect the situation to improve anytime soon.

	He couldn’t recall a time in his life when he’d been so unhappy, so depressed, and the only real bright spot in his daily existence was his son.  The one upshot of living here again had been being able to spend more time with Casey, and that was practically the only thing keeping him sane.  The two of them would have dinner out at least twice a week, and Matthew made it a point to attend as many of Casey’s summer league baseball games as possible.  And since school was out for the summer, Casey had more free time in the evenings to watch movies or quiz his father about computer programming.  Matthew was more than a little astonished to realize just how smart his son was, how adept at figuring things out, even more so than he and his genius-level IQ siblings had been at the same age.  

	Hayley, meanwhile, seemed at times to completely forget the fact that she was expecting a baby.  She hadn’t breathed a word about the pregnancy to any of her friends, and had sworn Matthew and Casey to secrecy.  She didn’t seem to have a care in the world otherwise, and went about her life as though nothing at all was different, or was going to change in a very big way within the next few months.  She was always asleep when he left for the office, and slept in until at least noon on the weekends.  Hayley was rarely home in the evenings, preferring to spend time going to the mall or the movies with her girlfriends, and she seemed impatient and bored to tears whenever Matthew tried to engage her in conversation.

	But when he had commented in a sarcastic tone the other night that she didn’t seem to care one way or the other if he was here or not, Hayley had given him a hug and a little kiss on the cheek, assuring him that it meant the world to her to have him back, and that she hadn’t been this happy in months.  Matthew hadn’t been entirely convinced that she was sincere, however, especially when she promptly turned down his invitation to join him and Casey for dinner the following evening, claiming she’d already promised Brianne to go shopping with her.

	The coffee finished brewing, and Matthew grabbed the mug almost desperately, not caring that he burned the roof of his mouth by gulping a third of the hot liquid down at once.  It was one of those mornings, he thought caustically, that he wished he could hook himself up to a coffee drip and have the caffeine delivered right to his veins.

	His thoughts drifted automatically to Sasha, as they did so frequently these days, and wondered if she was already up and about.  He knew her to be an early riser, particularly on the days like this one when she taught a morning class, and he tried to picture her at the studio going through her own practice.  He missed those mornings when he had woken early, only to find that she’d been up for more than an hour already, putting herself through a grueling routine.  If he shut his eyes, he could picture her now standing in a one-legged tree pose, or dropping back effortlessly into a graceful backbend.  Or simply sitting in a cross-legged lotus position, her eyes closed, and her hands in prayer at her heart.  He had timed her once as she sat unmoving that way, and for more than five minutes she hadn’t so much as flinched, deeply immersed in silent meditation.  She had looked so lovely, so utterly calm and peaceful, that he’d been envious in a way – envious because he himself had never known that sort of serenity before.  And now, because fate had dealt him this very unexpected hand, Matthew feared he’d never come close to feeling the way he had during his time with Sasha - happy, content, and loved.

	He had finished his coffee and was in the middle of brewing a second cup for the road, when Lindsey tottered inside the kitchen, her high-heeled, marabou-trimmed bedroom slippers clicking loudly on the flagstone floor.  Matthew wasn’t sure what the most startling thing about her appearance was - the short, ultra-sheer black lace robe and G-string that was all she had on, or the fact that she was actually up and about at six o’clock in the morning.  Her long, glossy hair was carefully mussed, and she was already fully made up, complete with false eyelashes and bright red lipstick.

	He realized with a sickening sensation that Lindsey had dolled herself up, and risen at what was for her an ungodly hour, with the intention of attracting him.  There was no other reasonable explanation for her provocative appearance, and especially now, when she knew he’d be alone and ready to leave for work.  But rather than be aroused by her near-nudity, Matthew had never been more turned off in his life.

	“Good morning!” greeted Lindsey cheerily, something else she never did.  “I’m glad I caught you before you left.  Would you like me to cook you breakfast?”

	Matthew couldn’t help himself from laughing out loud.  “Is this some sort of a sick joke, Linz?” he asked sardonically.  “I think the last time you offered to make me breakfast was when you were pregnant with Casey.  Come to think of it, that’s probably the last time you were awake this early, too.  And, no.  I’m leaving now.”

	He poured his coffee into a travel mug, ignoring the fact that Lindsey had sidled up next to him, so close that one of her breasts brushed against his arm – most assuredly a calculated move on her part.  He jerked his arm away immediately, not bothering to hide his distaste, and received a displeased hiss from her in response.

	“I don’t have cooties, for God’s sake,” she replied huffily.

	“Hmm.  I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” he sneered.  “I hope, given as much as you sleep around, that you get tested regularly for STDs.”

	Lindsey gasped.  “That is incredibly rude of you, Matt.  And I’ll have you know that I’ve been completely faithful to you these past few months.”

	Matthew snorted in derision.  “Why?  It’s not like I give a shit who you fuck anymore.  As long as you make damned sure the kids aren’t aware of what’s going on - and that you never bring your fuck buddies here to the house - you can screw whoever you want.”

	Her green eyes were shimmering with tears, and her pouty lower lip quivered.  “You’re so mean, Matt,” she whispered.  “I’m just trying to be nice to you, and all you can do is insult me.”

	He gave her a scathing look.  “Is that what you call this little farce - being nice?  Offering to cook me breakfast for the first time in over a decade, prancing into the kitchen half-naked, getting up before dawn so you can catch me before I leave for the office?  Forget it, Linz.  I don’t need your idea of nice.  I’ve got to get going.”

	He picked up his travel mug and laptop bag, and started to head out of the kitchen without a backwards glance when Lindsey called out to him.

	“What time are you going to be home tonight?” she asked.  “And is there anything special you’d like for dinner?”

	Matthew reluctantly turned to face her, intentionally keeping his gaze averted from Lindsey’s semi-nude body.  “You’re not really doing this, are you?” he asked her tiredly.  “Pretending that we’re all one big happy family again.  I told you when I agreed to move back in temporarily that this was solely for Hayley’s sake, to help her through this trauma she suffered, and figure out what to do about her baby.  I am not here for you, Lindsey, and I have zero interest in interacting with you.  I have the great misfortune of temporarily sharing a house with you, but that’s as far as it goes.  And to answer your question, I’m picking Casey up after baseball practice and taking him out to dinner.  I invited Hayley to join us but apparently she already has other plans.”

	Lindsey made a big show of wiping away her fake tears.  “Can - can I join you and Casey for dinner?” she asked hopefully.

	“No, you can’t,” he told her bluntly.  “And for Christ’s sake, go put some clothes on, will you?  Just because you’re a whore doesn’t mean you have to parade around the house looking like one.”

	He marched out of the kitchen before she could react to that bombshell, but he could only imagine the curses his ex was heaping on his head right now.  Fortunately for his peace of mind, he’d stopped giving a damn about anything having to do with Lindsey a long time ago.

	At this early hour, the traffic heading into San Francisco was light, and the Tesla Model X ate up the miles smoothly.  As usual, he had a hectic day ahead of him, jam packed with meetings, conference calls, and reports to review.  In fact, the only good thing about his entire day would be spending time with Casey this evening. 

	He couldn’t even count on Elena these days to provide some much needed comic relief or sympathy here and there, considering how pissed off she was with him.  Matthew shuddered to recall the day he’d fessed up to his terrifying PA that he and Sasha were over, and that he had moved back to Hillsborough temporarily.  Elena had gone off on him, but since the entire rampage had been delivered in rapid, furious Spanish, he could only assume that she’d called him twenty different kinds of a fool.  But nearly a month later, her displeasure was still evident, her attitude frosty and impersonal, and he basically tiptoed around her most of the time.

	Not that he blamed her, thought Matthew with a sigh.  He’d expected too much from Sasha, just assumed that she would always be gracious and understanding and supportive of all the demands on his time.  But even someone like her had a breaking point, and his decision to move back to Hillsborough had been it for Sasha.  Over the past few weeks, he had tried to imagine how he would have felt if the situation had been reversed, and knew that he would have reacted exactly the same way.  No matter how many times Sasha might have insisted that she felt nothing for her ex, and that their relationship was definitely over, Matthew would have still been furious at the mere thought of her cohabitating with a man she had once had an intimate relationship with.

	He longed to call her, just for the sheer pleasure of hearing her soft, melodious voice, but had stopped himself every time he pulled out his phone.  And he’d fought off the urge to ask Tessa about Sasha, especially since he was well aware that both she and Ian weren’t exactly happy with him at the moment.  

	His parents, too, hadn’t been able to hide their dismay when he had called to tell them the news, and his father had come right out and asked Matthew if he’d thought this move out carefully.  His mother, on the other hand, had inquired about Sasha, and expressed her disappointment that she and Matthew weren’t together any longer.

	It seemed that no one was especially happy about his current status, including himself.  In fact, the only person who seemed blithely unconcerned about the havoc she’d created was Hayley herself.

	Matthew frowned as he took the freeway exit for his office, thinking again that something just felt – well, off – about this whole pregnancy issue.  For one, both Hayley and Lindsey were being extremely secretive and uncommunicative on the matter.  He’d pushed for details about Hayley’s visit to the doctor and what had been said, only for her to stammer and stutter uncertainly.  Lindsey had answered for her instead, stating that Hayley was simply embarrassed to be discussing such personal details with her father, and that the doctor had given her a clean bill of health.

	But it was when he’d insisted on accompanying Hayley on her next doctor’s visit that she and Lindsey had both gone off.  Hayley had been visibly startled, and looked at her mother in something of a panic, and then both women had babbled almost incoherently about all the reasons why that was a bad idea.  Hayley had reiterated what Lindsey had mentioned earlier, insisting that she would be mortified to have her father along while she was being examined and talking about “female stuff” with the doctor.  She’d practically begged Matthew to drop the subject, and very reluctantly he’d agreed – at least for the moment.  He had vowed to himself, however, to pay much closer attention to what was going on with his daughter, and that very soon she was going to have to answer some tough questions about her future.  

	The office was nearly deserted when he arrived, and he was able to plough through a considerable amount of work - answering emails, reading over some reports, making notes for a speech he would be presenting at a conference next week - all before Elena arrived.  He communicated with his pissed-off PA largely by electronic means these days, since she barely spared him a word.  Even when she grudgingly deposited his morning coffee and breakfast on his desk – plopping it down hard enough for the coffee to slosh over a bit - she didn’t say a word or smile.  Matthew thanked her profusely, telling her how much he appreciated it, but all he received in response was a glare and a grunt.

	His workday was as busy and stressful as usual, and since there was a lunch meeting with his staff scheduled, he didn’t leave the office all day. By the time four o’clock rolled around, he was exhausted both mentally and physically, and was more than eager to head out to watch Casey’s baseball game.  

	Matthew hoped like hell that Lindsey wouldn’t decide to make an unannounced appearance at the game, as she had a couple of times so far.  Normally she disliked attending the kids’ sporting events, and had invented multiple excuses over the years to avoid them.  And he knew it was a deliberate move on her part to all of a sudden take an interest in such things.  Lindsey was taking full advantage of his presence at the house to try and insinuate herself into his life, and thereby convince him to reconcile.  On more than one occasion, she had tried to act as though they were all one big happy family again.

	He’d arrived home from work one evening last week to find nearly a hundred people milling about drinking and eating and lounging around the pool.  Lindsey had teasingly chastised him about forgetting that they were hosting a party, and had promptly dragged him along with her to greet the guests.  More than half the people there had been virtual strangers to Matthew, but there were others that he knew well and who had actually been good friends at one time.  Awkwardly, he’d dodged questions about whether he and Lindsey were reconciled now, muttering that he was really here because of the kids, and that the living arrangements were temporary.  Lindsey had glowered at him after overhearing a few such comments, and then accused him afterwards of embarrassing her and making her look like a fool in front of their guests.

	Matthew had given her a scathing look.  “Don’t you mean your guests, Linz?  I didn’t invite any of these people here tonight.  In fact, I had no idea you were hosting this party.  Because if I had I would have spent the night at the condo. And a word of warning, hmm?  If you try to pull a stunt like that on me again, I don’t care who I offend or how pissed off you get.  I won’t get dragged into staying, and I also won’t hesitate to tell everyone exactly why I’m living here again.  Temporarily, of course.”

	Lindsey had reacted in mingled anger and panic.  “You can be such a cold-hearted bastard at times, Matt,” she’d snarled.  “And don’t you dare tell anyone about Hayley.  She hasn’t said a word about the baby yet to any of her friends, so if you spill the beans ahead of time she’d never forgive you.”

	He had thrown up his hands in frustration.  “Christ, what’s she waiting for - the baby’s first birthday?  She’s not going to be able to keep her little secret hidden for much longer.  Once she reaches the four month mark, she’s going to start to show.”

	Lindsey had given a casual shrug.  “Maybe not quite that early.  Hayley’s a tiny little thing, you know, and probably won’t gain much weight.  It could easily be her seventh month before she starts showing.”

	“Well, she’s going to need to stop hanging out by the pool all day with her friends, or going shopping or out to lunch, and make some hard decisions.  If she’s serious about raising the baby - which I’m still dead set against - then she’ll need to find a nanny at some point.  And if she chooses adoption, the far better solution under the circumstances, we should be meeting with a lawyer now and interviewing adoptive parents.”

	But Lindsey had dismissed his concerns, stating that he was overreacting as usual.  “She’s got plenty of time for all that, Matt.  Though I seriously doubt she’s going to consider giving up the baby.”

	Matthew had stared at her incredulously.  “Please tell me that you are not encouraging her to keep this baby,” he had said, dumbfounded.  “I’m amazed that you would be in favor of your teenaged daughter having a baby, especially since that would make everyone stop and think about how old you are.  And for someone who works as hard as you do to look fifteen years younger, and who thinks it’s the greatest thing ever when people mistake you for Hayley’s sister, that’s a little surprising.”

	Lindsey had seemed a bit taken aback, as though that had never occurred to her until now.  “Well,” she’d demurred, “that’s not what’s really important, is it?  I mean, think of it this way - the baby might be just what we need to bring us all together.  To have us all be one big happy family again.”

	He had burst out laughing at that point - actually, hooted would have more accurately described the noise - and given a shake of his head.  “I never figured you to be delusional this way, Linz.  So stop spinning your crazy fantasies, hmm?  Hayley can have half a dozen babies, and it’s not going to bring me back to you.  I will always be here for my children, but so far as I’m concerned I no longer have a wife, and haven’t for almost a year now.  So if you’re nudging Hayley to keep this baby as a means to keep me, forget it.  You and I are over, done, finished, and there’s nothing on this earth that’s ever going to change that.  

	Once again, her green eyes had shimmered with tears, and her voice had sounded hurt.  “Why can’t you be nice to me once in awhile?” she’d pleaded.  “Why are you always so mean, Matt?  You never used to be this mean.”

	“And you never used to sleep with every hot young stud you chatted up in a bar,” he’d replied lazily.  “You reap what you sow, Linz.  Never forget that.  Now, you can have as many damned parties here as you like.  Just try to give me a heads-up next time, hmm, so I can make other plans for the evening?  And don’t bother sending me an invitation because I have zero interest in socializing with any of your friends.  Or you, for that matter.”

	That hadn’t been the end of it, however, as he’d fully expected.  When he’d announced plans to take Casey back to Wisconsin with him for a week to visit his family, Lindsey had hinted broadly about coming along.  Matthew had quite bluntly told her that she wasn’t invited, and moreover that she wasn’t welcome at his parents’ home any longer.  She’d stormed off in yet another of her hissy fits, and he had hoped like hell that she had finally gotten the message.

	Given her seductive, half-naked appearance in the kitchen this morning, though, he doubted that Lindsey would be giving up anytime soon.  Fortunately, he knew exactly what she was trying to do, and resolved to go to even greater lengths than usual to avoid her completely.

	He arrived at the baseball field just in time to see the first pitch thrown, and settled in to watch the game.  Casey was the centerfielder for his team, and was usually always the leadoff batter given his excellent base running speed.  Matthew cheered and clapped with the smattering of other parents watching, especially when Casey got a base hit, stole second, caught a long fly ball on the run, and then capped his game off with a double.  His team won the game easily, and Matthew grinned to see how excited all the boys were as they congratulated each other on the win.

	As he waited for Casey to gather up his things, Matthew couldn’t help imagining Sasha here at the game with him, cheering his son on even though she wouldn’t really understand most of what was going on.  He chuckled to himself as he recalled a time when Casey had done his best to explain the basic rules of the game to Sasha, who’d been the first to admit she knew next to nothing about professional sports.  Nonetheless, she had listened intently to Casey, asking him a question here and there, and he had been extremely pleased at her attention.  Matthew scowled as he thought back to the game Lindsey had shown up at a couple of weeks ago, feigning an interest in her son that she’d never shown before.  But instead of watching the game and making an attempt to cheer Casey on, Lindsey had spent almost the entire time checking her email or texting friends or touching up her makeup and hair.  Matthew had thought sardonically that it was small wonder Hayley had picked up the same rude habits, considering what sort of a mother she had as a role model.

	Dinner was a relaxed affair at a barbeque joint that was one of Casey’s favorite places.  He licked the sauce off his fingers as he ate a rib, then washed it down with a gulp of lemonade.

	“How’s your dinner, Dad?” inquired Casey as he speared a forkful of coleslaw.  “You aren’t eating much.”

	Matthew offered up an apologetic smile, and forced himself to eat a piece of brisket.  “Dinner’s great, as usual.  Never had a bad meal at this place, have we?  But I guess I’m just not all that hungry tonight.  Too much stuff going on at work as usual.”

	Casey swallowed his food, then hesitated before continuing.  “You, uh, seem kind of depressed these days, you know.  Depressed and sad.  Is it just work, or are you maybe missing Sasha?”

	Matthew’s head jerked up in astonishment.  “Jesus, are you really only fourteen years old?  Sometimes I feel like you’re the adult and I’m the kid.”

	Casey grinned.  “Well, you’re the one who keeps telling me that I know way more about math and computers and programming than you did at my age.  But it’s pretty obvious that you aren’t happy, Dad.  And I’m sorry that you’ve got to go through all this.  Especially since Hayley was always such a bitch to Sasha.”

	“Casey,” warned Matthew.  “What have I told you about using that word?  And particularly about your sister.  Not cool, buddy.”

	Casey shrugged, unconcerned.  “Sorry, but it’s true.  And Sasha was always so nice to her.  She was nice to everyone, you know?  I miss her too, Dad.  She was really cool, and I was just getting the hang of some yoga poses she was teaching me.  Bummer.”

	“Yeah, you can say that again.”  Matthew set his fork down, even though his dinner was barely half-touched.  “And you’re right.  I’m sad because I can’t see her anymore.  Or even talk to her on the phone.  I wanted to keep in touch, maybe see her for lunch once in awhile, but she thought it was best to just call it quits.  I asked a lot of her, you know, expected her to always be understanding.  And that was wrong of me.”

	Casey drank down the rest of his lemonade, an uncertain expression on his face.  “Uh, would you be mad at me if I told you that I still email Sasha sometimes?  Like maybe once or twice a week.  You know, just to say hi and all since she was nice to me.”

	Matthew chucked his son on the chin playfully, his smile warm.  “Of course I wouldn’t be mad.  I think that’s great of you to keep in touch.  How- how is she?”

	“Okay.  She doesn’t say much, you know, especially when it comes to email.  But I think she’s okay.  Just - well, she sounds kind of sad, too.  I’m guessing she misses you as much as you do her.”

	Matthew thought about Casey’s words the rest of the evening, fretting that his son was exactly right about Sasha also being sad.  He longed to call her himself, or send her an email.  Or, even better, to see her in person.  But he refrained, wanting to respect her wishes, and knowing that he still had nothing to offer her, that his life was as screwed up as ever with no end in sight to the misery.

	He watched a movie with Casey and Hayley, grimacing when Lindsey joined them - uninvited, of course - and made sure he sat as far away from her as possible.  Afterwards, he spent an hour or so doing some research for MBI’s next big project, before deciding to call it quits for the night and head for the shower.

	As he emerged from the en suite bathroom a few minutes later, he frowned to notice the lights in the bedroom were dim, and wondered if a bulb had just burned out.  But it quickly became apparent how the lights had suddenly grown so much dimmer, and who was responsible.

	A stark naked Lindsey was reclining provocatively on the bed, a deliberately seductive smile on her crimson lips.  Briefly, clinically, his gaze traveled over her nude body, and observed absently that she was even skinnier than usual, her ribs clearly defined.  Her extreme slenderness made the overlarge breast implants look even more ridiculous, more out of balance.  And made him feel more than a little sick to his stomach, the barbequed brisket churning in his stomach.

	“Get the fuck out of here,” he told her through gritted teeth, finding the robe she’d coyly draped over a chair and tossing it at her.  “And cover up.  I’ve never found the sight of pornography especially appealing.”

	Lindsey’s mouth tightened at the implication that she looked like a porn queen, but remained stubbornly nude.  “You used to like all of this,” she purred, cupping her breasts and tugging at the nipples.  “When we first met, you couldn’t get enough of my body.  Don’t you remember how eager you always were to fuck me, Matt?  How you could barely last long enough to shove your big cock inside me?  Mmm, we used to fuck like rabbits back then, you could go all night long.  Want to see how well your endurance has held up over the years?”

	“With you?” he scoffed, turning his back as he pulled clean clothes from his dresser.  “Not in a million years.  Now, get out so I can get some sleep.  And don’t pull a little stunt like this again, got it?  Otherwise, I’ll have a lock installed on the door.”

	But instead of leaving, Lindsey crept up behind him on bare feet and wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing the length of her petite body against his back.  She began to slide one hand down towards his cock, which was fortunately covered by the towel he’d wrapped around his waist.  

	He clamped a hand viciously around her wrist, hard enough for her to cry out in pain.  “What part of get out don’t you understand?” he hissed.  “I realize your multitude of lovers aren’t in the habit of tossing you out of their bed, but then again we haven’t really been lovers for a long time, have we?  Not in any way that matters.”

	“Come on, Matt,” she purred, rubbing her rock hard implants - he refused to think of those revolting things as breasts - against his back.  “You must be horny as hell by now, it’s been weeks and weeks since you’ve seen your little yoga teacher.  And you may claim you don’t love me anymore, but you will absolutely love how I’m going to make your cock feel.”

	Enraged that she would dare to mention Sasha, he broke away easily from her clinging hold.  “I would happily go without sex for the rest of my life before I ever touched you again,” he bit out.  “And,” he added slyly, “how do you know I haven’t seen Sasha?  Since my living here doesn’t have shit to do with you, that means I don’t have to tell you a damned thing about my life.  Now, for the last time, get the fuck out of my room.”

	Lindsey had paled at his taunt.  “I don’t believe you,” she whispered.  “You don’t have it in you to be unfaithful to me.”

	He hooted in disbelief.  “You mean like you do?  I wouldn’t be so sure of that, Linz.  Besides, I never considered it as being unfaithful to you since in my mind we’ve long since been divorced.  And now, since you seem so reluctant to leave, I’ll do the honors.”

	He dressed quickly in the bathroom, making sure he bolted the door securely behind him, then grabbed his laptop bag, wallet, and keys upon his return to the bedroom.  Lindsey still stood there in the middle of the room, though she’d thankfully pulled her robe back on.

	“Where the hell are you going at this hour?” she asked in alarm.

	“Well, there’s no way I’m sleeping in this bed again until the sheets have been changed,” he declared, “so I’ll spend the night at the condo.  And stay the hell away from me from now on, Linz.  Not only don’t I want you in my bed, I don’t want you in my life, either.”

	Matthew was out of his room and down the stairs in a flash, and within minutes he was behind the wheel of the Tesla.  He drove much faster than usual, given that it was a crystal clear summer night with practically no other cars on the road, and that he was struggling to keep his rage under control.  He was furious with Lindsey, furious with himself, furious with the world.  It had been scarcely a month since he’d moved back to Hillsborough, but sometimes it felt like a year.

	He made it to the condo in near record time, barely acknowledging the concierge as he strode briskly to the bank of elevators.  Fortunately he hadn’t moved all of his things out of the condo, and still had plenty of clothing, toiletries, and non-perishable food on hand.  

	He hadn’t been inside the condo since that awful day last month when he’d watched Sasha walk out the front door, taking his heart along with her.  And as he stood just inside the foyer he could still see her tear-stained face, could still hear her soft voice as she sadly bid him good-by, and his heart ached anew at the recollection.

	He dropped his laptop case on the sofa, then impulsively pulled out his phone and pressed speed dial for the number he had yet to delete.  It rang several times, and since he knew his name would appear on the caller ID on the other end, he doubted whether the call would even be answered.

	But he was startled when Sasha accepted his call, her melodious voice merely saying his name in greeting.

	“Matthew.”

	He recalled that she was one of the very few people who called him by his full name, nearly everyone else using the diminutive of Matt.  And no one had ever said his name quite like she did, making it sound somehow like a caress.

	“Sasha.”  He closed his eyes for a few seconds, sending up a silent prayer that she was actually talking to him.  “God, Sasha.  It’s so damned good to hear your voice, sweetheart.  And I know I promised I wouldn’t call, wouldn’t get in touch with you, but I - I just needed to hear the sound of your beautiful voice.  Just this once.”

	There was silence on the other end before she gently rebuked him.  “You shouldn’t be calling, Matthew.  You know this isn’t right.”

	“Bullshit.”  He knew he had probably shocked her with his passionate declaration.  “Being with you, talking to you, is practically the only right thing I’ve known for the last year.  These last weeks have been total hell, sweetheart, complete torture.  I miss you so much, need you so much.  I - I’m at the condo right now, long story, but Lindsey pissed me off big time and I just couldn’t stay at the house tonight.”

	“I see.”  She paused again before asking. “Was there a reason for your call, or did you just need to vent?”

	He sighed, the slight edge in her voice noticeable even though she seemed as polite as ever.  “I didn’t plan to call you,” he admitted.  “Not that I don’t fight off the urge every single day.  It was just - this was the first time I’ve been back here since that day.  And, well, all I can think about, all I can see, is the way you looked when you left that afternoon.  It’s the same image that’s been haunting my dreams every night.”

	“It hasn’t exactly been easy for me, either, you know,” she replied.  “And having you call like this out of the blue isn’t making it any better.”

	“I’m sorry,” he apologized.  “I know I don’t have any right to call you, to use you as a sounding board.  I just miss you so damned much, Sasha.  My whole life has gone to hell since that day you left.  And while I know I shouldn’t be contacting you this way, I just don’t give a damn tonight.  I want more than anything for things to go back the way they were, to be with you again.  And I know that my daughter needs me right now, but I need you just as badly.  Will you - that is, if I came to pick you up, or sent a car for you, would you be willing to come over for a little while?  Just to talk, have a cup of tea.  Please?”

	“Matthew.  You know I can’t,” she chastised him quietly.  “So long as you’re living in the same house with Lindsey, I just - can’t.  So please don’t ask that of me.  And please - don’t call me again.  I do love you, Matthew, but nothing has changed.  I have to protect myself from getting hurt, and seeing you, even for something as innocent as a cup of tea, would just break my heart all over again.”

	He pressed a fist against his forehead, feeling the beginnings of a headache coming on.  “Okay,” he whispered.  “I’ll abide by your wishes and won’t call you again.  But I won’t stop thinking about you, Sasha, or loving you.  Or wishing that I wake up tomorrow morning and find this has all been one long nightmare.”

	“Good-bye, Matthew.”

	He stared at the phone for long seconds after she ended the call, not realizing he’d been crying until a fat tear plopped onto the screen.




Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Late June

	 

	“You have no idea how much I’ve missed mornings like this - getting my ass kicked for ninety minutes while sweating my brains out, and then rewarding myself with a cappuccino and a muffin.  Not to mention hanging out with two of my very favorite people.”

	Julia took a sip of her foamy coffee drink, sighing in bliss as she swallowed, then broke off a piece of the oversized caramel chunk muffin she’d ordered.

	Sasha eyed the muffin skeptically.  “Since you’re still nursing twins and obviously need the calories, I’ll skip the nutritional lecture for once.”

	Julia shrugged.  “Good. Because I wouldn’t have listened to you, especially after the week I’ve had.  Both of the boys had ear infections, and I swear I wanted to cry every time they did.  Thank God for my part-time nanny.  At times Alina is the only thing standing between me and a complete nervous breakdown.  Be sure to tell Freya thank you again for the referral.”

	“I will.”  Sasha scooped up a spoonful of blueberries and Greek yogurt.  “She was happy to help, and will be pleased to hear that Alina is working out so well.”

	Tessa smiled impishly as she sipped her tea.  “Who knows?  Maybe I’ll be needing a referral for a nanny one of these days.  Maybe sooner than later.”

	Julia gasped in delight.  “Omigod, are you pregnant?  Tessa, that’s fantastic news!”

	Tessa shook her head.  “Not yet.  At least, it’s probably too soon to tell.  But I’ve stopped taking the pill, and Ian and I are definitely trying.”  She gave a very, very satisfied smile.  “We’re trying very, very hard.  And very, very frequently.”

	This time Julia stuck her tongue out.  “Quit rubbing it in, okay?  I can’t tell you how many times Nathan and I have gotten this close to making it happen, only to get interrupted by one or both of the boys.  It’s almost gotten to the point where we have to get a babysitter so we can sneak out to have sex somewhere.”

	Sasha’s eyes twinkled in amusement.  “It will get better,” she said confidently.  “Look at how much has improved in just two months - you have a part-time nanny, you’re eating better - well, except for that muffin - and getting more sleep.  And you’re back to yoga.  Patience is the key, Julia.  And taking a few minutes to meditate every day helps, too.  God knows it’s one of the only things that’s helped me cope as of late.”

	Tessa gave Sasha’s hand a squeeze.  “I’m so sorry,” she replied sympathetically.  “Here Julia and I have been prattling on about the wonderful things happening in our lives, and being totally insensitive to what you’re going through.”

	“You’re not being insensitive, Tessa,” assured Sasha.  “And I’d much rather hear about the happy things going on in your lives than dwell on my own misery.”

	“I wish I could think of some way to help,” fretted Tessa.  “Ian and I would be happy to let you stay at the beach house for a week or two.  Maybe it would be good for you to get away.”

	Sasha shook her head.  “As much as I love your beach house, I’d be going there alone right now.  And being by myself is probably not a great idea.  In fact, I’ve been thinking about maybe going to Paris for a couple of weeks and seeing my aunt and uncle.  My mother suggested the idea, and would go with me.”  She gave a small shudder.  “That right there shows you how desperate for a distraction I am, the fact that I’m even considering spending two whole weeks with my mother.”

	Julia popped the last piece of muffin into her mouth.  “But you’d have your aunt and uncle there to run interference, wouldn’t you?”

	“You’d like to think so.  However, all three of them are Russian, and sooner than later one or two or all of them get angry about something and pretty soon there’s a huge shouting match going on.  Then they make up and break out the vodka, and get a little drunk.  And then start arguing again.”  Sasha grimaced at the recollection.

	Julia sighed in bliss.  “Ah, but it would still be worth it to spend two whole weeks in Paris.  God, I love that city!  And not just because it’s where Nathan proposed.  Great food, beautiful clothes, fabulous art - what’s not to like about it?”

	Tessa nodded enthusiastically.  “I agree.  Paris is one of our favorite cities, and Ian has promised me another quick trip there when we go to England for the Christmas holidays.  You should seriously consider going, Sasha.  Even if your family might be a little on the dramatic side.  It would do you good to have a change of scenery.”

	“Maybe,” mused Sasha.  “Though we’re already a little shorthanded at the studio with so many teachers taking summer breaks.  Serge and Morgana would freak out if I asked for two weeks off right now.”

	“Tough,” declared Julia fiercely.  “You work your butt off at that place, and hardly ever miss a class.  I’m sure they could find a substitute for you if they try hard enough.”

	“I’ll think about it.  I need to find out if my mother is really serious about the idea first.  And then decide if I can cope with spending that much time alone with her.  Especially since she’s incredibly angry about what happened with Matthew.”

	Sasha winced as she recalled breaking the news about the breakup to Katya.  Her mother had been predictably incensed, calling Matthew a dozen different unflattering names - in Russian, English, and French - and telling Sasha that she was better off without him.

	“It’s not a good situation when a man has children from his first marriage, Aleksandra,” her mother had clucked disapprovingly.  “He will always choose them over the girlfriend.”

	“That’s almost exactly what Linda told me once,” admitted Sasha.  “And both of you are right. I never minded when he had to cancel or re-schedule a date because something came up with one of the kids.  And we always worked around the nights and weekends he saw them.  But this - this was just more than I could deal with, Mama.”

	“Well, of course it is!” Katya had declared fiercely.  “You have more pride than that, Aleksandra.  You are worth more than that.  And one day you will find a man who appreciates what a good woman you are.”

	Sasha had found herself defending Matthew in spite of herself.  “Matthew appreciated me, Mama.  And he treated me like a queen.  It’s just an impossible situation is all.  Maybe I shouldn’t have been so stubborn, and found a way to make it work.”

	“Don’t you dare!” Katya had burst out.  “You do not give in, ever!  Make him come to you.  Make him grovel.  Just like I’ve always done with your father.  Never once in thirty years have I apologized to that man.  But then all of our arguments have always been his fault, so why should I make the first move?”

	“It’s not exactly the same thing as you and Papa,” Sasha had reminded her mother.  

	“No, you’re right.  You’re smarter than I am, Aleksandra.  And stronger.  After everything we’ve been through, I still love that stupid man, still take him back every single time.  God knows why!”

	Sasha had laughed in response.  “Because the two of you were always meant to be together, Mama.  Maybe one of these days you’ll both stop fighting it and just get married.”

	“Married!  To your father?  Maybe you are not as smart as I think, Aleksandra,” Katya had snarled.  “No, your father and I are better off the way we are.  It’s probably the only reason one of us hasn’t murdered the other after all these years.”

	“I miss him, Mama,” Sasha had admitted tearfully.  “And it hurts so much more than I could have ever imagined.”

	“You shouldn’t cry over a man who has treated you this way, bebé.  And he will pay for hurting my Sasha.”

	Katya had let loose with a string of angry Russian words.  “There!  I have placed a curse on him.  An old family curse I learned from my grandmother.  You know that your great-grandmother was half-gypsy, don’t you?  The people in her village would go to her and have their fortunes read, or sometimes ask her to curse someone.  The curse I just spoke is meant for bringing someone bad luck.  Oh, and it might also cause their teeth to fall out.  I don’t remember exactly.”

	Sasha hadn’t taken her mother seriously, for she could often say outlandish things, but at least she’d appreciated Katya’s motherly concern - something she hadn’t always expressed properly over the years.

	Sasha couldn’t help chuckling a little now at the recollection.  “My mother actually placed an old Russian curse on Matthew.  Fortunately, none of the many curses she’s cast on my father over the years have actually come true, so no harm done.  But my mother by nature is a very vengeful person, and she can carry a grudge like no one else I’ve ever met.”

	Julia snorted.  “I don’t blame your mom for being pissed off.  And I can’t believe you’re dealing with all of this so well.  Doesn’t anything make you angry, Sasha?”

	Sasha exhaled deeply.  “Of course it does,” she admitted.  “And I’ve definitely experienced my share of ups and downs since I broke things off with Matthew.  Somedays I miss him more than I can bear, while other days I’m tempted to gather all of the gifts and things he gave me and burn them.  Most of the time, though, I’m just sad.  And of course it didn’t help when he called me a couple of nights ago.”

	She told her friends briefly about the late night call from him, and how he’d pleaded with her to meet with him.

	“And I’ll admit to being really, really tempted,” confessed Sasha.  “He sounded so unhappy, so upset, that all I wanted to do was comfort him and tell him everything was going to be okay.  And then it dawned on me that I’d been doing exactly that from the very beginning of our relationship.  I was always the understanding one, the one who never got upset or annoyed.  So I stood my ground and asked him not to call me again.  Because for once I was the one who needed comfort.”

	Tessa reached over and gave her a little hug.  “Good for you,” she murmured.  “You’re always doing nice things for other people, always being kind and supportive.  And as much as I like Matthew and feel badly for the situation he’s landed himself in, I think he needs to find a way out of it on his own.  It isn’t fair of him to expect you to keep supporting him and not giving the same back to you.”

	Julia waggled a finger in Sasha’s direction. “Stand your ground, girl.  Don’t give in to him unless he’s got those damned divorce papers signed.  And for God’s sake don’t feel sorry for him.  Tessa’s right.  You need to think about yourself for once, Sasha.  And I think a trip to Paris is an excellent way to start.”

	Sasha thought back on her friends’ advice during the bus ride back home.  Taking a vacation to Paris was certainly tempting, and it would even be worth dealing with all of the family drama that would accompany the trip.  Linda had also invited her along on a trip to Sedona, where she and some friends would be renting a house, and planned to hike through the red rocks and vortexes.  Sasha had only been to Sedona once, and been enthralled by its magical, mystical beauty, so the temptation to accompany Linda on her trip was high.

	There was also a week-long yoga retreat and teacher training near Lake Tahoe that she’d been asked to help teach, as well as Tessa’s offer just today to use the beach house she and Ian owned on the Sonoma coast.  

	She needed to do at least one of those things, needed to get away for awhile where she wouldn’t have too much time on her hands to mope and feel sad and lonely, and miss Matthew something fierce.  Sasha knew that she’d fallen into a deep funk, and no matter how often she meditated, or how hard she pushed herself through an intense yoga practice, nothing seemed to be helping.  

	Even Julio was quickly growing frustrated with her, since the bulk of his efforts to cheer her up didn’t seem to be doing the trick.  He’d cheerfully accompanied her to art shows, a modern dance performance, and a poetry reading, and never complained once - though he had fallen asleep during the latter.  He had watched movies with her, even the foreign ones with subtitles, and accompanied her on long walks and hikes.  Chad, who fancied himself something of a gourmet chef, had cooked up a number of her favorite vegetarian dishes, and coaxed her to eat when her appetite had been lacking.  And she’d even let the two of them drag her along to watch Sadie perform a brand new dance at the so-called gentleman’s club she moonlighted at.  Nothing, however, had seemed to help for very long, and no matter how hard she tried to remain positive and upbeat, Sasha quickly found herself descending back into a funk.  And she feared that getting out of town for a week or two wouldn’t help her to stop missing Matthew, or cure the bad case of the blues she’d come down with.

	She did smile, however, after arriving home and checking her phone for messages.  There was a text from Elena, who had kept in regular contact with her, and had made no secret of the fact that she was good and pissed off at her boss.  Rather than act supportive and sympathetic, Elena seemed intent on making Matthew’s life as difficult as possible, as evidenced by this morning’s text.

	Hey, chica.  Comé está?  The boss looks like crap this morning but what else is new.  And he’s so out of it he doesn’t realize that I brought him decaf instead of regular.  He’ll figure it out when he falls asleep at his desk after lunch. #Revengeissweet.

	Sasha shook her head in reluctant amusement, feeling an odd sort of satisfaction that Elena was obviously taking her side, but also feeling sorry for Matthew at the same time.  She tapped out a quick reply.

	No revenge, please?  At least not on my account. He actually needs you more than ever right now so please do what you can for him.  Some caffeine would be a good place to start.  

	Her phone pinged with an incoming text almost immediately, and this time she couldn’t help herself from laughing out loud.

	OK, chica.  But this is for you not him. Besides I already got my revenge for the day when I brought him a blueberry bagel and strawberry banana yogurt after he asked for sesame seed and vanilla.  He must have been hungry tho since he ate them anyway.

	Sasha made a mental note never to piss the fearsome Elena off, even as she tapped out another response.

	Muchas gracias, Elena.  Please take care of him for me.  I’ll feel better knowing that he has you to look out for him.

	Elena’s reply was quick and to the point.

	OK, I’ll do my best.  Even tho I still want to punch him in the face.

	As she continued to check her messages, Sasha was thrilled to see that Casey had sent her an email, complete with a photo of himself doing an arm balancing pose she’d taught him right before the breakup with Matthew.  It touched her deeply that the boy continued to keep in touch, though he was careful not to mention his father or the situation with Hayley.  She replied to his email cheerily, complimenting him on his progress, and offering up some advice on further mastering the pose.

	The house was quiet, since all of her roommates were at work, or in Sadie’s case school, and after showering and changing clothes, Sasha found herself at loose ends.  She had to be back at the yoga studio in a couple of hours to meet a massage client, and then substitute teach a class, but felt oddly unambitious to do much until then.  Normally she would read or do a little housework or gardening, but today she seemed to be suffering from an odd ennui.  

	It had been like this for her, she realized, for several weeks now, and she despaired that things were going to get better in a hurry.  Listlessly, she ran a finger around the edges of the painting that Matthew had given her for Christmas, the one of a woodland fairy with gossamer wings and long, curly hair that he’d sworn looked just like her.  

	“I miss you,” she whispered.  “I didn’t think it would hurt this much, that it would be so hard.  I think about you all the time, and have to fight off the urge to call you.  But it has to be this way, Matthew.  No matter how much I love you, I can’t be with you while you’re living in the same house as her.  My heart is already broken, and I’m pretty sure the rest of me would be, too, if I hadn’t let you go.”

	Impatiently, she brushed away the tear that had trickled down her cheek, and resolutely headed out to the small garden at the back of the house to do some therapeutic weed pulling.

	 

	 

	 

	The new student in her class looked oddly familiar to Sasha, though she knew they had never met before.  It wasn’t very often, in fact, that she had new students in her classes, since her regulars made sure to reserve their spaces days and even weeks ahead of time.  But on weekday mornings like this one, the front desk staff would usually hold back a few spots for walk-ins, particularly during the summer when tourists abounded in the city.  Sasha assumed that the unfamiliar woman had managed to snag one of those spots.

	The dark-haired woman looked to be in her late thirties or possibly early forties, and was both slender and very well groomed.  She shrieked money, lots of it, given her perfect makeup and glossy hair, expensive yoga attire, and the diamond stud earrings that were nearly as large as the rings on her wedding finger.  But while she was undeniably trim and fit, except perhaps for her overly generous bust, she seemed to be having some difficulty keeping up with the demanding pace and flow of the class.  She was frequently out of breath, and took numerous breaks to mop her brow or drink from her water bottle.  Discreetly, Sasha brought over two of the cork yoga blocks that many students used in their practice, at least for poses that they struggled with.  

	“Here,” Sasha murmured in a low voice to the woman, placing one on each side of her mat.  “This should help.  Revolved triangle is a difficult pose, so using the blocks can definitely help you there.”

	The woman stiffened noticeably as Sasha gently tried to adjust her posture, and pulled away.  “I’m fine,” she spit out through clenched teeth.  “And I don’t need the blocks.”

	Sasha was taken aback by the woman’s obvious hostility, and instantly removed her hands.  “Of course,” she agreed easily.  “It’s entirely up to you.”

	She moved away then, puzzled by the angry green-eyed glare the woman had directed towards her, and went to help another student - this one smilingly grateful for the adjustment.  Once in a great while Sasha would encounter a student like this woman - usually someone who was fit and trim and attractive, but who unfortunately also possessed a huge ego that rebelled whenever someone suggested they weren’t doing something quite right.  In most of those cases, she would tactfully back away and give the student their space, unless they were attempting a pose that could cause them real physical harm if done incorrectly.

	Sasha had plenty of other students who both needed and welcomed her assistance and suggestions, and she was kept so busy for the duration of the class that she didn’t give the hostile woman a second thought.  It wasn’t until the class was over, and students began to roll up their mats and filter out of the studio that Sasha paid her much heed.  There was still this niggling little thought at the back of her head that she knew this woman from somewhere, or had at least seen a photo of her, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it - at least until the woman came right up to her, smiling smugly.

	“So we meet at last,” the woman began lazily, her green eyes reminding Sasha of a feral cat that Linda had adopted once - a cat that had hissed and spit and scratched if you got too close.

	Sasha regarded her curiously.  “You do look familiar.  Have you attended my class before?”

	The woman looked disdainful.  “No, and I certainly won’t be back.  I’m actually not a yoga fan, I much prefer Pilates.”

	Sasha’s spine stiffened, for Hayley had once said something similar.  “You’re Lindsey,” she acknowledged, her voice sounding much calmer than she felt.  “I see the resemblance to your daughter now.  That’s why you looked familiar.”

	Lindsey smiled smugly.  “Most people think Hayley and I are sisters.”

	“Hmm.  Well, once Hayley’s baby is born, I’m guessing that won’t be the case any longer.  And let me wish you congratulations in advance. You must be so pleased at the thought of becoming a grandmother.”

	The smiled stiffened on Lindsey’s face, and Sasha silently congratulated herself for thinking up such a pointed dig on the spur of the moment.  She could picture both Julio and Elena giving her an enthusiastic high-five for so thoroughly putting Lindsey in her place.

	“You think you’re so fucking superior, don’t you?” hissed Lindsey, her green eyes narrowing dangerously.  “But don’t forget, bitch, that I’m the one Matt’s living with now, and the one who’s still wearing his ring.”  She waggled the obscenely large diamond in Sasha’s face.  “He got tired of slumming it with you, and is back where he belongs - with his family.  So your little scheme to steal him away has backfired big time.”

	“Steal him?”  Sasha arched a brow in disbelief.  “Just to clarify, when Matthew and I first started seeing each other the two of you had been legally separated for a few months already.  And he also told me exactly why he’s divorcing you.  So I fail to see how I could have stolen him from you when he’d already been long gone.”

	Lindsey’s otherwise pretty face looked ugly now, given the way her features had contorted with rage.  “That’s all in the past now,” she snarled.  “And the divorce isn’t happening.  Matt’s back with his wife and children now, so hah hah - you lose.”

	Sasha gave her a sad smile.  “Is that what you think this is, Lindsey - a game or a contest?  There are no winners and losers here as far as I’m concerned.  And if Matthew is happy, then that’s all that really matters to me.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to do some preparations for my next class.  Oh, and speaking of classes - if you do decide to give yoga a try again, I’d strongly suggest you start with a beginners class.  My classes are very advanced, and you’re obviously not ready for anything that difficult.”

	She walked out the door gracefully, unhurried, though she was half afraid that Lindsey would hurl one of the yoga blocks at her head, or simply unleash a string of curse words at her.  It wasn’t until she reached the small studio and closed the door behind her that she expelled the breath she’d been holding for long seconds.

	‘Well, as Julio would say, that really sucked,’ she thought to herself, even as she began to focus on her breathing, forcing herself to regain her composure and calm down.

	Once again, Sasha turned to her personal yoga practice to find solace, to retreat to a place deep within her psyche where no one could touch her.  By the end of an hour, she was sweaty and sore, but infinitely more serene, and she felt confident that she’d be able to put the ugly episode with Lindsey out of her head. 

	Her confidence was short-lived, however, as the co-owner of the studio – Serge - approached her with a puzzled expression on his face a few minutes later.  Sasha had been chatting with Willow at the front desk when her boss walked up, scratching his round, balding head in bewilderment.

	“Hey, Sasha.  You got a minute or do you have an appointment coming up?” he asked.

	She shook her head.  “Not for almost an hour.  What’s going on?”

	Serge swept a hand towards the back of the studio.  “Let’s chat for a minute in my office.”

	Sasha followed him down the hallway into his office, not at all sure what he wanted to discuss, and equally unsure if she should be concerned at this unusual summons.

	“I’ll make this quick,” began Serge.  “One of your students - must be someone new, since I’ve never seen her before - complained about you.  Said you were rude and disrespectful, and that your class was just about the worst one she’s ever attended.  I asked her three times if we were talking about the same person, and she insisted that it was you.  So - talk to me. What the hell happened?”

	Sasha pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and index finger, willing away the dull headache that was beginning to make itself known.  “Was this woman petite and dark haired?  Around forty years old?”

	Serge nodded.  “Yup.  And with tits out to here.”  He cupped his hands in front of his chest, mimicking the size of Lindsey’s breasts.  “Fake as a three dollar bill, of course, but she makes damned sure you notice them.”

	Sasha heaved a sigh.  “That’s Lindsey Bennett.  Matthew’s ex - well, not so ex-wife nowadays.  I didn’t know who she was until the end of class when she approached me to gloat about the situation.  And I might have gotten a little testy with her about some things, but not during class.”

	Serge looked incredibly relieved at this news.  “Ah, that explains a lot.  The jealous ex, the hot young girlfriend.  Sounds like she came here to check out the competition, and cause some trouble for you in the process.”

	“I’m hardly competition anymore, Serge,” she replied sadly.  “After all, Matthew’s with her now, not me.”

	“Baloney.” Serge waved a hand in dismissal.  “He’s with his kids, not his ex, from what you’ve told me.  And while Mrs. Bennett is definitely hot, she’s also a stark raving bitch.  I’m guessing Matthew is hating his life right about now, and wishing he’d made a different choice.”  He enfolded Sasha in an affectionate embrace.  “You’re one in a million, kiddo, and Matthew knows it.  He’ll figure it out sooner than later, and beg you to take him back.”

	She shrugged.  “I’m not convinced of that, Serge.  And even if he did, I’m not so sure I’d want him back.  I’m the complete opposite of my mother in almost every way except for one - I’m not a very forgiving person at times.”

	Serge patted her on the back.  “But you’re also a softie.  So I’m pretty sure that you’d take Matthew back under the right circumstances.  In the meanwhile, I’m glad you told me about his wife.  I knew there had to be a reasonable explanation for her complaint, given that the only complaints I ever get about you or your class are about how tough it is to actually get into a class.  I’m also going to tell Willow that Lindsey Bennet isn’t welcome in this studio in the future.  No one’s allowed to insult the best yoga teacher I’ve ever known, and the most beloved one at this studio.”

	Sasha hugged her boss.  “You and Morgana are like family to me, you know.  And your faith in me makes up for that nasty encounter with Lindsey.  Thanks, Serge.”

	“Anytime, kiddo.  Especially since keeping you happy is very, very important to my business.  I’m well aware that you could get a job at any other studio in the city just by walking in the door.  So don’t let that jealous bitch ruin your day, okay?”

	But Serge’s words did little to reassure Sasha, or make her forget the ugly scene with Lindsey.  She was still shuddering over the encounter as she readied the massage room for her first client.

	Her phone buzzed with an incoming call, and she glanced at the caller ID out of curiosity, given that she rarely got calls at this time of the day.   The fact that it was her aunt Linda calling was even more unusual, since they typically communicated via email or text.

	“I hope I’m not bothering you, niná,” began Linda.  “But I just heard some really shocking news and I needed to tell you before you read it somewhere else.  It’s - well, about Riley Cullen.”

	Sasha froze, not sure that she had heard Linda correctly, but unwilling to ask because hearing that name mentioned again just might send her a little over the edge.

	“What about him?” she asked in a hollow voice.  “I thought you and I agreed to never bring him up again.”

	“I know.  And believe me, I wouldn’t have mentioned him except for what I’ve just learned about him and both of his parents.  Sasha, you know that old saying about how bad things happen in threes?” inquired Linda.

	“I do.  Just a superstition, though.  One of many my mother believes in.”

	“Well, in this case, Katya would have been right.  I just left Mill Valley, had to pick up some supplies at the pet store for my little zoo here, and it seems like the whole town is abuzz with what’s been going on.  Riley was arrested almost two weeks ago for embezzlement and tax fraud, and he’s already been fired from the investment firm he was working for.  His father has been relieved of his duties as chief of police pending an investigation into charges of corruption.  And Mrs. Cullen is in danger of being suspended from the State Bar for something or other.  What makes all of this so shocking is how it happened to all three of them at practically the same time.”

	Sasha knew without ever having to ask that this was no coincidence.  And she was convinced that somehow Matthew had made all of this happen, just as he’d promised her.  What was it exactly he’d said that night after she had tearfully confessed about being date raped by the vile Riley Cullen - “I’m going to ruin him, one way or the other”.  Somehow Matthew had discovered the identity of her attacker, likely using the clue that Riley’s father had been the chief of police.  It would have been a simple enough matter at that point to figure out who Riley was.  What Sasha couldn’t figure out, though, was how Matthew had brought all this about, how he had exacted revenge on the boy who’d destroyed her innocence and caused her so many nightmares over the years.

	“That - that’s weird, all right,” acknowledged Sasha faintly, not daring to share her suspicions that Matthew had somehow been the catalyst behind the Cullen family downfall.  

	“Well, I suppose that hardly matters, does it?  What’s important here, Sasha, is that justice is finally going to get served.  That bastard unfortunately got away with what he did to you, but one way or the other he’s going to answer for his evildoing.  And I’m sorry I had to drag all this up again, or even mention his name.  But I thought you deserved to know.”

	Sasha thanked her aunt for telling her, then chatted about other matters for a few minutes until it was nearly time for her client to arrive.  She continued to stare at her cell phone for long seconds after telling Linda good-by, wondering if she had the nerve to make another quick call, or whether she should send a text or email instead.  Impulsively, before she could change her mind or lose her nerve, she pressed the call button.

	He answered immediately.  “Sasha. God, I’m so glad you’re calling.  Where are you?”

	“At the studio.  And I’ve got a client coming in any second, so I can’t talk long.  But, well, I just heard about the - the Cullens.  And I have to know, Matthew.  Was it you?” she asked, her voice trembling.  

	There was silence on the other end for long seconds before Matthew replied.  “I vowed to you that the man who hurt you would pay for his sins.  And I always fulfill my promises, Sasha.  Especially the ones I make to you.”

	She closed her eyes, her hand gripping the edge of the massage table for support as her legs began to shake.  “I normally don’t believe in revenge,” she whispered.  “I prefer to leave that sort of thing to my mother.  But in this case - thank you, Matthew.  For chasing away a monster that’s been lurking in the back of my closet for too many years to count.”

	She ended the call abruptly, not trusting herself to remain on the line a second longer.  Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been able to stop herself from telling him how much she still loved him.  And, as his wife had so cruelly pointed out a little while ago, loving Matthew wasn’t Sasha’s right any longer.




Chapter Twenty


	 

	Early August

	 

	“Thanks for the ride, Mrs. Fogerty!  I’ll see you at practice tomorrow, Blake.  Hopefully it doesn’t get cut short again because of the heat.”

	Casey waved good-bye to his friend and his mother who’d offered him a ride home.  When today’s baseball practice had been halted before noon because of the ninety-plus degree temperatures, Casey had started to call his mother so she could come and pick him up.  But Blake had forestalled him, assuring Casey that his mom would be happy to drop him off since they only lived two blocks away.  

	It was just as well, thought Casey as he let himself in the house, since the likelihood that his mother would have actually been the one to pick him up was practically nonexistent.  Lindsey would have insisted that their housekeeper Maribel picked him up, even though that wasn’t one of her duties.  Poor, good-natured Maribel, though, had a difficult time saying no to anything that Lindsey and Hayley asked of her, and ended up doing lots of little things outside of her regular responsibilities.  The situation had only become worse since Matthew had set his foot down about employing a nanny for Casey and Hayley, insisting that they were both well past the age where they needed that sort of help.

	Casey had agreed wholeheartedly, especially since he’d endured all sorts of teasing from his friends whenever he had been dropped off or picked up at school or other events by whoever the current nanny had been.  And since he and Hayley were at school all day, the nanny had had very little to do most of the time, and precious little even when they were at home.  Hayley had treated the succession of nannies like her personal attendants, asking them to get her a snack or tidy up her room or even do her homework for her.  

	He showered, changed into cargo shorts and a T-shirt, and then made his way downstairs to the kitchen.  Not wanting to bother Maribel, whom he’d spied dusting in the living room, Casey made himself a sandwich.  Unlike his high-maintenance mother and sister - both of whom insisted on being waited on practically hand and foot - Casey’s needs were much simpler, and he had always been self-sufficient, even as a little boy. 

	After putting his dishes in the dishwasher, he ambled outside to see how hot it really was.  A swim in the pool sounded awfully good, and he wondered how long he’d need to wait to digest his lunch.  As he began to walk around the side of the house towards the pool, however, he froze in his tracks at the sound of raised voices.  Unsurprisingly, his mother and sister were arguing again, something they seemed to do on a regular basis.  Normally, Casey would have just ignored them and continued on his way, but his ears perked up in surprise at what his mother was saying to his sister.

	“Hayley, for God’s sake.  How many times do I have to tell you?  You can’t just lounge around in a bikini anymore.  You’re supposed to be almost five months pregnant, and you won’t fool anyone this way.  Especially since that bikini doesn’t cover very much.”

	Hayley’s voice floated around the corner, sounding both irritated and bored.  “Relax, Mom.  You and I are the only ones here right now.  Casey won’t be back until close to dinnertime, and Dad’s still away on his business trip.  Nobody is going to walk by and notice that I haven’t gained a pound.  In fact,” she added happily, “I’ve actually dropped five pounds.  My size 00 jeans fit perfectly now.”

	“You stupid girl!” hissed Lindsey.  “No one is going to believe for a second that you’re pregnant if you intentionally keep losing weight!  Don’t you dare wear those jeans around the house when your father’s here.  He’s already too suspicious for my liking.”

	“Yeah, tell me about it,” groused Hayley.  “Before he left on his trip the other night, he cornered me for almost an hour asking a bunch of questions.  And while I realize that Dad is a big nerd, making a two page list of stuff to ask me takes nerdiness to a whole new low.   I thought I was going to faint or have a panic attack or something equally gross the whole time.”

	“Well, I hope like hell that you answered all his questions correctly,” replied Lindsey in a threatening tone.  “We’re too close now to risk you screwing this up.  What sorts of things was he asking you anyway?”

	Hayley emitted a long-suffering sigh.  “God, what didn’t he ask me?  He wanted to know what brand of pre-natal vitamins I was taking - thank God you bought me some, because he insisted on reading the label.  Then he was pushing me to register for something called Lamaze classes, and offering to go with me to be my birth coach or some such crap.  Eww, even if I really was pregnant, there is no way I’d want my father to be in the delivery room with me.  How embarrassing and pathetic would that be?  I mean, all the doctors and nurses would think I was some sort of loser, having my dad there instead of the baby’s father.”

	“Hayley.  Focus, for fuck’s sake, will you?” chastised Lindsey.  “That last part is sort of a moot point, isn’t it?  Since you aren’t actually pregnant, that is.  But you’ve got to keep this little act up for just a few more weeks.  I’m getting closer and closer to convincing your father to call off the divorce.  I just need to make sure he stays close by a bit longer.”

	“Really, Mom?  Because it sure seems to me that Dad is spending more and more time away from here lately.  Besides all of these business trips, I know he’s been staying at the condo a few nights a week.  That doesn’t sound like you’re making much progress to me,” Hayley taunted.

	“I don’t tell you everything, Hayley,” retorted Lindsey.  “Some things are private between husband and wife.  All you need to know is that things are coming along nicely.”

	“Whatever.”  Hayley yawned.  “The only thing I want to know is how much longer I need to keep up this farce.  I’m tired of having to wear layers whenever Dad’s around, or put him off when he starts talking about interviewing nannies and choosing what room would be best for the nursery.  I - I don’t like lying to him, Mom.  It isn’t fair, you know?  I wish now I’d never let you con me into this whole mess.”

	“Don’t you dare cave in now, you little brat!” yelled Lindsey.  “I can still ship you off to that boarding school in Utah, you know.  And after deliberately deceiving your father for almost three months, he won’t want to have anything to do with you if he learns the truth.  He’d probably sign the enrollment papers himself for that school as punishment.  So don’t stab me in the back at this point, Hayley, because you will sorely regret betraying me.”

	“Fine.”  Hayley’s voice choked up a little.  “But how much longer, Mom?  School is going to be starting in a few more weeks, and there’s no way in hell I’m wearing baggy clothes the first day back.”

	“Just a couple more weeks,” begged Lindsey.  “I swear to you.  I’m this close to getting him back, I just need to wear him down a teensy bit more.  Then this will all be over with, and you can go back to the way things were.”

	“And have you figured a way out of this whole mess yet?”

	“Of course.  Well, I have to give credit to Nikki, since all of this was her idea.  But this is the plan.  Your father has another business trip scheduled in about ten days, and he’ll be gone for a week.  During that time you’re going to have a miscarriage.  And of course he’ll feel terrible about it, want to rush home to make sure you’re okay, and obviously stick around to help you through the trauma.”

	Hayley snorted.  “Jesus, Mom.  I’m not sure which of you is more twisted - you or Nikki.  What soap opera did she watch to hatch this ridiculous idea anyway?  Or did she steal the idea from some sappy romance book?”

	“Does it really matter?” snapped Lindsey.  “The important thing here is to keep your focus for just a few more weeks.  I realize your father is getting more and more suspicious, so you really need to lay it on thick, Hayley.  The next time he asks you questions about the baby, for God’s sake show a little more enthusiasm, will you?  We’re so close, don’t blow it now!”

	Hayley changed the subject then, asking Lindsey her opinion about a pair of shoes she wanted to buy, and Casey used the opportunity to very quietly tiptoe back inside the house.  He knew instinctively that it was very, very important not to let on that he’d just overheard this extremely enlightening conversation, or that he had the slightest suspicion that Hayley had been faking this pregnancy thing from the very start.  Or that their mother had apparently been the brains behind the whole charade.

	As he made his way stealthily to his room, Casey realized that the revelation that Hayley had made the whole thing up wasn’t all that shocking to him.  Not that he’d really given it a lot of thought up until now, but it had seemed a bit odd to him that his pregnant sister looked skinnier than ever.  And that she seemed totally unconcerned with the fact that she had gotten herself knocked up.  And try as he might, Casey had never been able to envision his spoiled, selfish, airhead of a sister ever lifting a finger to take care of a demanding baby.  He just wished he hadn’t been so preoccupied with school and baseball and computer camp these past few months; otherwise, he would have likely been highly suspicious of the situation and maybe mentioned his concerns to his father.

	‘Shoot.  I’ve got to tell Dad,’ he thought to himself suddenly.  ‘And as soon as possible.  Man, is he going to be pissed off when he learns the truth.  Especially since he had to break up with Sasha because of stupid Hayley and her phony pregnancy.’

	It certainly wasn’t the sort of bad news that one wanted to break to someone via a text or email, and maybe not even a phone call.  Plus, Casey couldn’t take the risk that his mother or sister would overhear him.  He feared that if they found out he was on to them they would spin another, even more fantastic story, and completely deny anything Casey might tell Matthew.  No, he would have to find a way to get his father alone and tell him everything he’d just overheard.

	Matthew was flying home from his business trip in Dallas later today, but Casey couldn’t recall what time he was due in.  He closed the bedroom door for privacy as he placed a quick call to his father’s PA.

	“Hey, Elena.  How’s it going?” he greeted.  

	Elena, who could frequently be grumpy with other people, was always nice to Casey.  “I’ve had worse days,” she replied matter-of-factly.  “But this is a nice surprise to hear from you.  Keeping busy over the summer?”

	“Yup.  Baseball league and computer camp.  Hey, can you tell me what time my dad’s due in today?  And is he on the company plane?”

	“Sure.”  Elena sounded a little wary, given that Casey rarely called her directly, but she was able to give him the information he wanted without a fuss.

	“Thanks, Elena.  I, uh, just needed his help with some computer stuff tonight.  You know, for that camp I mentioned.”

	“Well, since his flight gets in around four this afternoon, I’d say he should have plenty of time to give you a hand.  Nice to talk to you, Casey.  And don’t be a stranger, hmm?  I haven’t seen you or your sister in almost two years.  Have your father bring you to see me sometime.”

	Casey readily agreed, anxious to get off the phone and start figuring out the next steps in his plan.  He had almost two hours to get to the airport terminal where the private plane his father was traveling on would be landing, which should be plenty of time.  The tricky part of this plan was going to be sneaking out of the house without his mother or sister noticing he’d returned from baseball practice so early.  

	But he received the break he needed a few minutes later, when his mother sent him a quick text, informing him that she and Hayley were going out to a late lunch and then shopping, and that Maribel would pick him up from practice.  Casey breathed a sigh of relief, then watched discreetly from his bedroom window until he saw his mother’s Aston Martin pull out of the driveway, his sister ensconced in the passenger seat.  He waited a full fifteen minutes after they left before putting the next part of his plan into motion.

	He snuck out of the house using one of the numerous side exits, the overwhelming heat of the day momentarily sucking the air out of his lungs.  He walked around the block, staying out of sight, then used the Uber app on his phone to summon a car.  After dismissing their last nanny, Matthew had set up accounts for both Casey and Hayley with the car service so that they would never have to worry about getting a ride when they needed one.  

	While he was waiting for his ride, Casey texted Maribel, telling her that he was going to Blake’s house after practice and that she didn’t need to pick him up after all.  He was glad that he’d found a shady spot to stand while waiting for his ride, since the temperature was now in the high nineties, and wished he had taken the time to grab a bottle of water.  

	Fortunately, the car arrived right on schedule to pick him up, and if the driver thought it a bit odd that his passenger was a fourteen year old boy he didn’t offer up a comment.  Casey drummed his fingers on the seat impatiently as they encountered several pockets of traffic on the drive to the airport, and fidgeted as the minutes continued to count down until his father’s flight was due to arrive in.

	The Uber driver left him off at the terminal where Matthew’s flight would be landing, and Casey dashed off to wait for him in the arrivals area, hoping that it was the correct spot.  It had been awhile, probably close to two years, since he had accompanied his mother and sister here to the airport to pick up Matthew, and while the waiting area looked mostly familiar, he wasn’t entirely sure.  

	But a short time later, Casey breathed a sigh of relief as he spied his father trudging wearily through the terminal.  Matthew looked both exhausted and depressed, and Casey now knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he’d done the right thing in coming here this afternoon.  Gleefully anticipating his father’s reaction to the news he was about to share, Casey practically jogged ahead to meet him.

	 

	 

	 

	Despite drinking at least three cups of very strong coffee so far today, Matthew was visibly dragging as he forced himself to keep walking through the airport terminal.  He’d left for Dallas three days ago, and kept up a whirlwind schedule for the duration of his trip.  He rarely slept well when he traveled on business, usually too wired up to be able to fully relax, and this trip had been no exception.  He was looking forward to sleeping in his own bed tonight, even though it meant locking his bedroom door to keep his overly amorous ex out of his room.

	Lindsey had continued to throw herself at him shamelessly, despite his stern and downright hostile admonitions that she would be the very last woman in the world he’d ever be attracted to again.  And with each pathetic attempt to tempt or seduce him, Lindsey had seemed increasingly desperate, almost panic stricken that her wiles simply weren’t working.  

	He was really going to have to do something about this whole fucked-up situation, and soon - like any day now.  He was frustrated as hell with Hayley and her apparent disinterest in anything having to do with the baby she was carrying.  He felt like shaking her at times, anything to shock her into action and start facing reality.  His daughter seemed blithely unaware of just how much her life was going to change in a few more months, and Matthew’s doubts continued to increase about the wisdom of Hayley keeping this baby.  He made a mental note to ask his divorce attorney for a referral to an adoption agency, fully intending to steer Hayley more firmly in that direction.  It would be the best solution for everyone involved, especially the baby.  In fact, he might as well place that call right now while he was thinking about it.

	‘No time like the present, I always say,’ he thought to himself, taking his phone from his jacket pocket and scrolling through the contacts list.  But before he could press the number for his attorney, he heard a familiar voice calling out to him.

	“Dad!  Hey, Dad, over here!”

	Matthew glanced up in astonishment to see Casey waving at him frantically.  Instantly alarmed, because he couldn’t fathom why his son would be waiting for him here at the airport if there wasn’t some sort of emergency, he hurried over to where Casey was waiting impatiently.

	“Hey, buddy,” he greeted, pulling his son in close for a hug.  “What’s going on?  Must be something big for you to meet me like this.  Is your mother here, too?”

	Casey shook his head.  “Nope, just me. I, uh, got your flight info from Elena and took Uber here.  Mom doesn’t know I’m here, she thinks I’m still at baseball practice.”

	Matthew eyed him warily.  “And why aren’t you there?  Are you in some sort of trouble, Casey?”

	“No, nothing like that at all.  I swear, Dad.  And practice ended early today because it’s like a hundred degrees outside.  A couple of the guys almost fainted from the heat yesterday, so Coach made us stop before lunchtime.”

	“So why all the secrecy, hmm?” inquired Matthew as he steered Casey towards the exit, where a driver employed by MBI would be waiting to pick him up.  “It’s pretty obvious you don’t want your mother to know you’re here, so what gives?”

	Casey gave a furtive glance around, as if to make sure no one else could hear what he was about to say.  “I, uh, sort of overheard some stuff that Mom and Hayley were discussing.  They didn’t know I was home, and after hearing what they were talking about I knew I had to tell you as soon as possible.”

	“Why didn’t you call me then?  You didn’t need to come all the way out here to meet me,” rebuked Matthew gently.

	Casey shrugged.  “You’ll understand when I tell you.  It’s - well, you’re going to be really ticked off, Dad.  And I thought it was better to tell you in person.  Besides, I didn’t want one of them overhearing me.”

	Matthew frowned.  “Okay, now you’re starting to worry me a little.  What exactly did you overhear, Casey?”

	Casey grimaced.  “Maybe we should wait until we’re inside the car before I tell you.  Because you’re gonna be really, really mad.”

	Matthew sighed.  “Just tell me.  I promise I won’t lose it.”

	“Hayley isn’t really pregnant.  She’s been faking the whole time.  And not only does Mom know but I think she was the one who thought up the idea in the first place.”

	Matthew froze in place, even as his driver pulled up to the curb.  “You must have heard them wrong, buddy,” he said faintly.  “Your mother is capable of a lot of things, but something like this seems way beyond even her warped mind.  And I can’t believe that Hayley - my little girl - would willingly go along with something so cruel.”

	“Nope.  It’s all true, Dad.  Look, the car is here.  Let’s get inside and I can tell you all of it.  From the beginning.”

	Numbly, Matthew obeyed his son’s urging and slid inside the backseat of the Town Car.  Once he and Casey were both inside, he pressed the button to raise the privacy panel so that they could speak freely without the driver overhearing them.

	Matthew turned to his son, trying desperately to keep his simmering anger from reaching the boiling point.  “Now, tell me all of it, Casey.  From the beginning.  And don’t leave anything out.”

	He listened in growing disbelief and fury as Casey patiently and thoroughly relayed the conversation between Lindsey and Hayley.  And even then Matthew still couldn’t believe it was really true, questioning Casey over and over on specific points.  But after nearly twenty minutes of this, he leaned back in his seat wearily, closing his eyes as he scrubbed a hand over his face.

	“Jesus.”  He shook his head in disbelief.  “And you know what the worst thing about all of this is, Casey?  Not the fact that your mother and sister cooked up this elaborate charade, but that I was stupid and naïve enough to fall for it.  How the hell could I have been so dumb?”

	“It’s okay, Dad.”  Casey squeezed his shoulder reassuringly.  “It sure sounds like the two of them spent a lot of time dreaming all of this up.  And I guess Mom had help from Nikki.”

	Matthew grimaced.  “Yeah, that might explain some things.  Nikki is the queen of lies.  That’s how she swindled so much money out of her ex-husbands.  But I should have been smarter than that, Casey.  Jeez, I’ve got a Mensa-level IQ.  You’d think I would have known better.”

	Casey grinned.  “You were the one who told me that brain smarts don’t always equal street smarts.”

	Matthew chuckled, despite the burning anger he felt at having been so thoroughly deceived.  “Yeah, I seem to remember that.  And you are probably the smartest person I’ve ever known, buddy, despite the fact that you’re only fourteen.  More like fourteen going on fifty, in my opinion.  And I owe you big time, Casey.  I can’t tell you how much it means to me to finally realize the truth.”

	“So what are we going to do now, Dad?”

	Matthew grinned.  “So it’s “we”, is it?  Glad to have you on board, buddy.  And as far as our next steps, I think we should grab a bite to eat somewhere and discuss our strategy.  Are you hungry?”

	Casey gave him a look of disbelief.  “Dad, do you really have to ask that question?  This is me, after all.  I’m always hungry.”

	He rumpled Casey’s hair.  “That’s what I figured.”  He lowered the privacy panel, then directed the driver to take them to one of Casey’s favorite restaurants, a place where the burgers were greasy, the beers ice cold, and the air conditioning would be on full blast.  It sounded like the perfect place to plot strategy with his son on what their next moves should be.  And, for the first time in months, Matthew was actually hungry.  Starving, actually, enough that ordering two giant burgers was starting to sound like the best idea he’d had all day.

	“Hey, Dad,” ventured Casey somewhat timidly, as the driver exited the freeway.  “Does this mean that you and Sasha can maybe get back together?  I know you miss her a lot.”

	“Maybe,” mused Matthew.  “But it’s a little premature to start thinking about that, buddy.”

	In actuality, the possibility of getting Sasha back had been nearly the first thing that had crossed his mind after Casey had blurted out that Hayley’s pregnancy was all a lie.  But he couldn’t get too far ahead of himself, he thought cautiously.  He was going to have to tread very carefully over the next day or so in order to bring this whole ugly mess to a head, and use the opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.

	And right after they settled into a table and ordered their food, Matthew took out his phone and placed a call to his attorney after all - except that the purpose of the call was no longer to inquire about potential adoption agencies.  Instead, it was to share the good news that he’d finally figured out a way to force Lindsey to sign those damned divorce papers.




Chapter Twenty One

	 

	“Well, this is so nice,” gushed Lindsey.  “I can’t remember the last time we all sat down to dinner as a family.  I hope it’s just the first of many more nights like this.”

	Matthew didn’t offer up a reply, simply taking a sip of his iced tea as he observed the others at the table.  Casey was tucking into his meal hungrily, since very little seemed to affect his appetite.  Hayley, predictably, was merely picking at her food while texting one or more of her friends at the same time.  Only Lindsey looked happy, her features practically glowing at this opportunity to have everyone together.  And Matthew was willing to bet that she was silently congratulating herself on finally getting the results she’d plotted and schemed for these past months.  He was pissed off enough -  not to mention vengeful - to let her go on believing that for a few more minutes.  After all, it would be that much more satisfying to see the look on her lying, deceitful face when he confronted her with the truth.

	Lindsey had been ecstatic when he’d called her earlier today and said he’d be home to have dinner with her and the kids this evening.  She had almost squealed with excitement, in fact, and Matthew had felt more than a little repulsed at her enthusiasm.  She had made a big show out of asking him what he’d like for dinner, and then promised to cook everything herself.  

	Matthew wasn’t the least bit fooled, however, and knew very well that the chicken parmigiana, Caesar salad, and garlic bread had been prepared by Maribel.  But the food was admittedly delicious, and he took two helpings of everything.  Ever since Casey had met him at the airport yesterday afternoon, food had quickly sounded appetizing again.  And life - his life, in particular - suddenly felt like it was truly worth living once more.  

	But he still had to let all of this play out, had to slowly, one by one, reveal all of the cards he currently held in his hand.  And if getting Lindsey’s hopes up, if letting her believe that she had finally won him back, only to demolish it all in one fell swoop was cruel, it was no less than she deserved.

	Matthew caught Casey’s eye as the boy reached for another slice of garlic bread, and gave a slight, almost imperceptible shake of his head.  Casey glanced back down at his plate, practically shoving the whole piece of bread in his mouth at once.  But Matthew knew that his son had received the signal loud and clear - to stay out of what was about to unfold until the time was right.  

	Over greasy burgers, fries, and milkshakes late yesterday afternoon, father and son had rather gleefully plotted how they would handle the situation with Lindsey and Hayley.  Casey had wanted him to confront his mother and sister the second they arrived home, but Matthew had cautioned his son to be a little patient.

	“There are other things at stake here, Casey.  Things that I’ve got my attorney checking into for me even as we speak.  And until I hear back from him, which will probably be tomorrow morning, then you and I need to keep our cool.  Your mother isn’t going to get away with what she’s done, and I’m keeping my fingers crossed that I can use all of this as leverage to finally get that divorce.”

	Casey had nodded, but a wistful expression had crossed his face.  “I know.  It must have really sucked for you these last few months, Dad.  But at least it was cool having you back home for a little while.  I’ll miss you when you move back out.”

	“Hey.”  Matthew had rumpled his son’s hair affectionately.  “What if you moved out, too?  I can tell my attorney that one of my new conditions is that I insist on having custody of you.”

	Casey’s face had lit up.  “Really, Dad?  You’d really want me to live with you?”

	Matthew had reached across the table and given him a fierce hug.  “It would be a dream come true for me,” he’d replied somberly.  “Though it would mean you’d have to live in San Francisco, and change schools.  Think you could handle that?”

	Casey had shrugged.  “I’m starting high school in a few weeks, so I’d be at a new place anyway.  And, yeah, I’d have to make new friends and stuff, but I’d be okay with that.  It would be worth it in order to live with you all the time, Dad.”

	Matthew had blinked back tears.  “Consider it a done deal, then.  We’ll have to move fast, get you enrolled in a new school, and I’ll probably have to offer up a few bribes or call in some favors to get it done.  But one way or the other it’ll happen.”

	Casey had slurped his milkshake loudly.  “Mom won’t be happy about it,” he observed.  

	“Like I care?” Matthew had snorted.  “And believe me, by the time I’m done with her, your mother will be the unhappiest woman in the state of California.  But it’s what she deserves.  Now, let’s go over our story one more time, okay?”

	“What should we do after dinner?” inquired Lindsey cheerfully.  “It’s early yet, and since the kids are still on summer break maybe we can go see a movie together.  It’s been ages since we’ve done something fun like that.”

	Lazily, Matthew took another drink of his iced tea.  Unlike Lindsey, who’d been guzzling wine all during the meal, he had declined any alcohol, wanting to keep his wits sharpened for what was about to unfold.

	“Actually, I was going to suggest that you take Hayley shopping for maternity clothes tonight,” he drawled, observing his daughter very carefully to gauge her reaction.  “After all, honey, it’s about time, don’t you think?  How much weight have you gained so far - ten, fifteen pounds?  Perfectly normal, of course, for being almost five months pregnant, but it’s pretty obvious that you just can’t wear your regular clothes any longer.”

	Matthew had to force himself not to smirk, and hoped that Casey was doing the same, as he watched the expression of mingled shock and furor that crossed Hayley’s face.  Lindsey paled noticeably beneath the layers of heavy makeup on her face, and he knew his words had definitely hit a sore spot.

	“Omigod, Dad!” shrieked Hayley.  “How can you say something like that?  I have not gained anywhere near that much weight!  In fact, I’ve actually lost a few - uh, I mean…”

	Hayley’s voice trailed off as she realized her flub, and she glanced anxiously at her shell-shocked mother for guidance.  Lindsey was quite obviously flustered, and quickly tried to cover up Hayley’s blunder.  

	“You’re embarrassing her, Matt,” chided Lindsey.  “You know Hayley doesn’t like to talk about anything having to do with her pregnancy around you.”

	“Hmm.  Could that be due to the fact that she isn’t actually pregnant, and never has been?” inquired Matthew calmly.  “And that the two of you, along with your so-called friend Nicole, have cooked up this entire series of lies for the sole purpose of getting me to call off the divorce?”

	Lindsey and Hayley both gasped simultaneously, with Hayley once again looking at her mother in a panic.  

	“Are you out of your mind, Matt?” exclaimed Lindsey in feigned outrage.  “How can you even suggest that we’d make up something like that?  Of course Hayley is pregnant, almost five months along now.  Why would you think otherwise?”

	“Because I heard the two of you talking a couple of days ago,” chimed in Casey.  “You were out by the pool and arguing about how much longer Hayley had to keep up the pretense.  And she said this had to all be over with by the time school started because there was no way she was going to wear baggy clothes on the first day back.  And then you told her that during Dad’s next business trip she’d conveniently have a miscarriage, and it would all - ”

	“Shut up!” Lindsey screeched, surging to her feet and storming over to where Casey sat.  “You deceitful, lying little brat!  How dare you eavesdrop on me!  You take that back right now, admit to your father that you made all that up, or I’ll - ”

	She had raised her hand menacingly, and started to bring it around as though she intended to slap Casey across the face.  But Matthew forestalled her, gripping her wrist so tightly that she yelped in pain.  And there was real fear in her eyes when she saw how furious he was.

	“Don’t you dare,” he warned her in a dangerous voice, “ever even consider laying a hand on either of my children.  I’d have you charged and arrested for child abuse before you could blink an eye.”

	Lindsey glared at Matthew first, then at Casey.  “He had no business listening in on a private conversation,” she muttered sullenly.  “He should have had the courtesy to let us know he was home.”

	Matthew gave a hoot of laughter.  “Why?  So that your web of lies wouldn’t have become unraveled?  You would have liked that, wouldn’t you, Linz?  Or if Casey had just kept quiet about what he’d heard and let your deception unfold according to plan.  Fortunately, at least one of my children can be counted on to do the right thing.”

	Tears were already streaming down Hayley’s cheeks, and she was basically blubbering as she pleaded, “Daddy, please listen to me.  I didn’t want to do this, I swear!  But Mom forced me, she threatened - ”

	Matthew held up a hand to silence her.  “Save it for now.  I’ll get to you in a few minutes, young lady.  And believe me, you’ve got an awful lot to answer for.  But right now, I need to make sure your mother fully understands the consequences of what she’s put me through these last few months.”

	Lindsey lifted her chin mutinously.  “You still aren’t forcing me to sign those damned divorce papers, Matt,” she insisted.  “This changes nothing.”

	“Oh, I beg to differ, my soon to be ex-wife,” he retorted.  “You see, as soon as Casey told me everything he’d overheard between you and Hayley, I called my attorney.  And he’s positive that a judge would easily grant me a divorce after hearing the way you coerced our daughter into lying so blatantly, especially about being date raped.  You’d be considered an unfit parent, and I could even get full custody of both kids if I wanted.  However, I’m only taking Casey with me at this time.  It’s going to take some time for me to forgive Hayley for her part in all this.”

	Lindsey looked like she was going to be sick to her stomach.  “You  - you can’t take Casey,” she protested weakly.  “I won’t let you.”

	“I can and I will,” corrected Matthew.  “And there’s not a damned thing you can do about it. If you think I’d leave him alone here with you for one more night, you’re crazier than I thought.  He’s already packed up most of his stuff, and it’s in the car.  Along with my things, by the way.  We’ll be going back to the condo tonight, and we’ve already found a great high school for him to attend in San Francisco.”

	Lindsey shook her head, sinking back onto her chair as though afraid her legs would give out from under her otherwise.  “Fine.  He can go with you.  For now.”  She glared at her son again.  “I’m so pissed off at the little tattletale right now anyway, I’m not sure I could stand having him anywhere near me.  You’ve ruined everything, Casey.  Everything.”

	Casey shrugged, clearly unfazed by his mother’s anger.  “Maybe for you,” he replied nonchalantly.  “But I’m happy to be going with Dad.  And the new school I’ll be attending is super cool.  And what you and Hayley did was really mean, Mom.”

	“I did it for us, Casey!” Lindsey screamed.  “For you and Hayley.  So that you’d have your father back here where he belonged.”

	Casey shook his head.  “No, Mom.  I think you did it for you.  Because you were mad that Dad left you.  And even madder when he started seeing Sasha.  You just wanted Dad back because he bruised your ego, and because he was happy without you.  You wanted him to come back so you could get revenge, not because you cared about me or Hayley.”

	Lindsey’s green eyes narrowed dangerously.  “On second thought,” she hissed, “maybe I won’t care if you leave.  You ungrateful, backstabbing brat.   How dare you - ”

	“Enough!”  demanded Matthew.  “Leave my son out of this, Lindsey.  He did the right thing, and there is no way I’m going to allow you to keep verbally abusing him.  In fact, Casey needs to finish packing a few things, don’t you, buddy?  Why don’t you go take care of that?  We’ll be leaving shortly.”

	Casey didn’t need to be told twice, and fairly ran out of the kitchen where they’d been having dinner.   

	Matthew glanced back at a sullen Lindsey.  “How long did you two honestly think you could keep getting away with this?” he asked, shaking his head in disgust.  “Not only did you make Hayley lie about being date raped, you were going to make her pretend she’d had a miscarriage as well?  Jesus, you are one sick bitch, you know that?  Now, I strongly suggest you give your attorney a call first thing in the morning and set up an appointment to sign those divorce papers.  My attorney has already let her know what’s been going on, and she’s reluctantly agreed that you no longer have a leg to stand on.”

	“Well, sounds like I’ll just have to get a new attorney then, doesn’t it?” declared Lindsey.  “Because there is no way I’m signing those papers, Matt.”

	He shrugged.  “Fine.  Have it your way.  I believe I already mentioned that your signature is no longer required.  Based on your appalling actions of late, a judge will grant me a divorce with or without your consent.  Of course, it would be easier and quicker if you’d finally cooperate and sign, but one way or another our marriage is finally going to be over with.”

	“Then take me to fucking court!” she challenged.  “Because I’m not going to sign anything willingly.”

	“You might change your mind when you go over the revised settlement terms,” replied Matthew rather matter-of-factly.  “Let’s call it a bit of extra motivation for you to make this easier for all of us.  Effective immediately, each day that you refuse to sign, the amount of the settlement decreases by a hundred grand.  That works out to three million a month, Linz.  So I’d really urge you to reconsider, given your spending habits.  That’s a lot of money to lose while we’re waiting for a judge to grant me a divorce.  My attorney said sometimes these cases can drag on for a few months.  Think about it, hmm?”

	Lindsey pounded her fist on the kitchen table, causing the dishes to rattle precariously.  “Fuck that!” she hissed.  “You can’t do that, Matt!”

	“Ah, I beg to differ,” he taunted.  “Call your attorney and ask her, Linz.  I think you should start practicing your signature as soon as possible.”

	Lindsey stormed out of the room, her phone in hand, leaving Matthew to face his teary-eyed, trembling daughter.

	“Daddy, I’m s-sorry,” sobbed Hayley.  “I know how angry you must be right now.  But Mom made me do it, I swear.  I never wanted to lie to you, but she didn’t give me a choice.”

	“I’m not angry, Hayley,” he replied stoically.  “At least not with you.  But I am disappointed.  Terribly disappointed that you could willingly participate in something like this.  And knowing your mother, I’m convinced she forced you into this.  But you should have confided in me, Hayley.  Should have told me what she was up to.  Do you honestly think I would have allowed her to send you off to some boarding school without my consent?  I’m hurt that you had so little faith in me.”

	Hayley flung herself at him, wrapping her thin arms around his waist as she wept against his chest.  “I didn’t think it would ever get this far.  Mom was convinced that the two of you would get back together right after you moved back in.  But when that didn’t happen, things just got more involved.”

	“Didn’t you ever hear that old saying “oh, what a tangled web we weave when first we practice to deceive”?” he murmured.  “Basically, it means that once you start lying you can’t stop.  Otherwise, everyone will realize that you were lying all along.  Now, be honest with me for once, Hayley.  What was the real reason you chose to go along with your mother’s crazy scheme?”

	Hayley kept her gaze downcast, too ashamed to meet his eyes.  “I - I guess maybe part of it was that I was, well, jealous of Sasha,” she admitted reluctantly.  “I didn’t like it that she obviously meant that much to you.  And I sort of hated the fact that she was so perfect.  No matter how much of a bitch I was to her, she was always nice, always understanding.  And somehow that made me feel bad about myself, like admitting that I wasn’t a very nice person.”

	“You weren’t,” agreed Matthew without hesitation.  “At least not to her.  And you’re right.  Sasha made every effort to be your friend, to get along, and you froze her out each time.  And because of your little games, you’ve managed to destroy my relationship with her, Hayley.  You know, I hadn’t been happy with your mother for a long time.  I’ll accept the blame for part of that, but it was largely her fault that our marriage went to pieces.  When I started seeing Sasha, I felt happier than I had in years.  Now that’s all gone, thanks to you and your mother.”

	“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she sniffled.  “I wish I could make it up to you somehow.”

	Matthew shook his head, taking a step back.  “I don’t see how that’s possible at the moment,” he said sadly.  “Look, Hayley.  You know I’m always here for you.  You can call or text me if you need something.  But, well, I think that it’s going to take a little time for me to process all of this, to forgive you, and until then it’s probably best if we don’t see each other.  I’ll call you in a few days, okay?”

	Hayley nodded sadly.  “Okay.  I - I wish none of this had ever happened, Daddy.  That I called you the first time Mom started talking about the idea.”

	He pressed a farewell kiss to her forehead.  “Me, too.”

	 

	 

	 

	“I’m afraid there isn’t much food here at the moment, buddy.  We’ll have to go shopping sometime tomorrow and stock up.”

	Casey shrugged unconcernedly.  “No big deal, Dad.  I know where all the places to eat are around here, so I can fend for myself for a day or two.”

	Matthew grinned, rumpling his son’s hair affectionately.  “Yeah, you sure can.  But you won’t have to keep doing that any longer.  You and I are a team now, Casey.  And you’re never going back to live with your mother.  I should have insisted on getting custody of you when I first left your mother.  But at the time I didn’t want you to have to leave your friends, or change schools during your last year at middle school.”

	“It’s okay, Dad.  Besides, if I hadn’t been living with Mom, I would never have overheard her and Hayley talking.  So I guess it’s all working out for the best.”

	“Seems that way, huh?” agreed Matthew as he deposited a load of bags in Casey’s room.  Someone from the building staff would be delivering the rest of their things any minute now since they hadn’t been able to carry everything in one trip.  

	“Hey, Dad?” asked Casey timidly.

	Matthew smiled at his son reassuringly.  “What is it, buddy?”

	“When are you going to let Sasha know?  I mean, that you’ve moved back here.  And about Hayley and everything.”

	Matthew’s smile froze on his face.  “I don’t know, Casey,” he admitted quietly.  “I’m not even sure how to begin a conversation like that.  And I’m sort of terrified that she won’t want to have anything to do with me again.  I wouldn’t blame her, frankly.”

	“Nah.”  Casey waved a hand dismissively.  “She’ll come around, I know she will.  She’s not the sort of person who holds grudges, you know?”

	“Yeah, I know.”  Matthew sighed.  “But it’s more complicated than that, buddy.  I promised myself that I wouldn’t get in touch with her again until I had those signed divorce papers in hand.  It isn’t fair to Sasha otherwise.  So let’s hope that your mother’s greed outweighs her vindictiveness.”

	Casey’s eyes, so like his father’s, twinkled mischievously.  “You could always change the terms of the settlement again, make it a million dollars a day she loses out on if she doesn’t sign.”

	Matthew whooped with laughter, clapping his son on the back.  “I think maybe you should re-think becoming a computer engineer, Casey.  You’d make a hell of a divorce attorney instead.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	“When people talk about the glow pregnant women get, I’m very sure they were referring to you, Tessa.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so beautiful.”

	Tessa was indeed glowing as she smiled with pleasure at Sasha’s compliment.  “I feel like I’m glowing from the inside out,” she agreed.  “And everything I read about morning sickness and having no energy and all the other symptoms just haven’t materialized yet.  Julia says I’m a freak of nature, and that it isn’t normal to be two months pregnant and not feel even a little bit awful.”

	Sasha shook her head.  “Nonsense.  No two women will experience the same symptoms when they’re pregnant, so it’s not surprising that you’re feeling so much different than Julia did.”  She winked teasingly.  “And knowing Julia, she’s probably just jealous that you seem to be sailing through these early weeks so easily, while she had a tough time of it.”

	Tessa’s blue eyes twinkled mischievously.  “Julia can be a bit of a drama queen at times,” she acknowledged.  “But I think she’s right that I might be something of a freak by feeling so wonderful.”

	“Enjoy this special time in your life,” replied Sasha encouragingly.  “But even though you feel good, you need to be careful not to overdo it, hmm?  I’m glad to see that you were hydrating all during class, and taking things a little easy.  You’re strong and fit and should easily be able to keep doing this class up through your final trimester.  But listen to your body, Tessa.  And if it’s telling you to back off, then do so.  Morgana teaches a wonderful pre-natal yoga class here, and by your seventh month that’s something you might want to consider.”

	Tessa sighed.  “Careful, or you’ll start to sound like Ian.  He’s already so overprotective of me I feel like I’m living in a glass bubble at times.  And I know the further along I get in this pregnancy the worse he’s going to get.”

	Sasha gave her friend a little squeeze on the shoulder.  “Enjoy it,” she advised.  “Your husband is so devoted to you, Tessa, that it almost brings a tear to my eye to watch him around you.  He’ll be the same with your child.”

	“I know.”  Tessa nodded.  “Especially if the baby is a girl.  And Ian has made his wishes very well known - he really wants this first one to be a little girl.”

	“Well, your husband does seem to get whatever he wants,” teased Sasha.  “He wanted you for a long time from what you’ve told me, and his patience was finally rewarded.  So if Ian wants a daughter, I’m thinking he’ll get one.”

	Tessa smiled.  “I know it’s too early to tell, but, well - what do your vibes tell you?  About the gender of the baby, that is.”

	“Hmm.”  Sasha studied Tessa carefully, then placed her palm gently over Tessa’s tummy.  “You don’t have even the tiniest baby bump yet,  so there’s no way to predict how you’ll be carrying.  And while I usually can’t pick up anything about the baby’s aura until at least the fourth month, I am feeling some distinctly feminine vibes already.  So I would say the chances are quite high that you’re going to have a girl.  Does that make you happy?”

	Tessa nodded enthusiastically.  “Of course!  Though unlike Ian I’d be perfectly happy with either a boy or a girl.  And since I hope to have at least three or four children, at some point I’m bound to have one or more of each gender.”

	“You’re going to be a wonderful mother, Tessa,” assured Sasha warmly.  “Your baby is going to be a very lucky little girl.  Or boy,” she added hastily.  “I can’t say for certain yet that you’re having a girl.  And I already know that Ian isn’t a believer in my vibes, as you call them.  Like most men, he’s a skeptic about that sort of thing.”

	Tessa grinned.  “But that’s why it will be so satisfying to prove that you were right all along!  Maybe then he’ll be a believer.”

	“Perhaps.  Now, will I see you again before you head off to Italy?”

	Tessa and Ian were departing within the next few days for a two week vacation at his family’s villa in Tuscany, a trip that was an annual tradition for the Gregsons.

	“We’re flying out on Friday afternoon,” confirmed Tessa.  “So I’ll be here for your Wednesday morning class for sure, and maybe on Thursday evening as well.  Julia’s coming on Wednesday, and wants to have breakfast afterwards if you’re available.”

	“I think so, yes.  I’m pretty sure I don’t have a massage appointment until after noon that day.”

	Tessa gave her a hug good-bye, then had to dash off to a doctor’s appointment.  Tessa had lingered after class for a few minutes to chat, and now the big studio was completely empty.  Another class was due to start here in less than twenty minutes, so Sasha began to gather her belongings up.

	But as she went to pick up her bag, she froze at the sound of an achingly familiar voice coming from the doorway.

	“Uh, hello?  The girl at the front desk said it would be okay for me to come in.”

	Sasha turned around slowly, not sure if she should feel annoyed, angry, or merely impassive at the sight of the only man she’d ever loved - and the only one who had thoroughly broken her heart - hovering uncertainly in the doorway.  

	Even though it was a work day, Matthew was casually dressed in jeans and a white chambray shirt, the sleeves rolled up to expose his leanly muscled forearms.  His face was lightly stubbled, but at least his hair had been neatly combed and slicked back.  He looked tired but oddly serene at the same time, and he was smiling at her hopefully.

	Sasha crossed her arms over her chest and regarded him impassively.  “Actually, there’s another class starting in here within the next few minutes so I was just about to leave.”

	“Oh.”  Matthew glanced at the thick manila envelope he was holding.  “Um, okay.  Well, can I buy you a cup of coffee, then?  I mean, tea.  I know you don’t drink coffee, that was just a figure of speech.”

	“Matthew,” she rebuked.  “You aren’t supposed to be here.  You know that.”

	“Please.”  He raised his eyes to hers, and she couldn’t help the little lurch her heart gave when she saw the desperation in his gaze.  “I’ve got something to tell you, Sasha.  Something really important.  And I know I don’t have any right to ask, but can you please just hear me out for a few minutes?  Please?”

	Sasha heaved a sigh.  “Fine.  But I have a client coming in for a massage in less than an hour, so coffee - rather, tea - is out.  We can talk in the massage room for a few minutes.”

	Matthew didn’t argue, merely followed along willingly behind her as she headed in the direction of the massage rooms.  Once inside, Sasha flicked on the lights and stored her bag as Matthew closed the door behind them.

	He was looking around the small room with a wistful expression on his face.  “I can’t believe it’s been almost a year since the first time I set foot in this room,” he recalled.  He glanced at the massage table longingly. “God, I could really use a massage right about now.”

	Sasha frowned.  “Please tell me that you’ve been having regular massages since - well, since the last time I gave you one.”

	Matthew shook his head.  “It wouldn’t have been the same,” he told her earnestly.  “And it wouldn’t have felt right.  Plus, the last thing I’ve had time for is looking out for myself.”

	“I can tell,” she admonished him.  “You’ve lost weight, and I’m just guessing you haven’t been eating right.”

	He shuddered.  “You’d be revolted if I told you what my diet has been like as of late.  But that isn’t why I’m here.”

	“I didn’t imagine that it was,” replied Sasha calmly.  “So you’d best tell me then, hadn’t you?”

	“Yeah.”  Matthew fumbled with the metal clasp of the manila envelope he’d been carrying around.  He drew out a thick packet of papers and held them out to her.  “This is why I’m here.  I wanted to show you this in person.”

	Reluctantly, Sasha took the papers from him, refusing to meet his eyes.  Just being this close to him brought back all of the emotions she’d been trying so hard to repress these last few months - not just the hurt and anger she had felt when he’d gone back to his family, but all of the good memories, too.  She missed being with him, missed talking to him about how his day had been, or gently lecturing him about taking his vitamins or making sure he got enough sleep.  And she really, really missed falling asleep in his arms after he’d made love to her so tenderly that it had brought tears to her eyes.  Being near him this way, close enough to smell the soap he’d used to shower with this morning, brought all of those emotions surging to the surface until they threatened to overwhelm her.  She took a deep, calming breath before glancing at the papers, which looked to her inexperienced eyes to be some sort of legal document.

	“I don’t understand.  What exactly is this?  Am I supposed to read all of these pages or something?” she asked half-jokingly.

	“No.”  Matthew shook his head. “Just the first and last ones will suffice.”

	Sasha looked at the top sheet more carefully this time, and three words jumped out at her - “Decree of Divorce”.  Slowly, not permitting herself to get her hopes up, she flipped to the last page as Matthew had instructed.  

	There were two signatures there, both notarized and dated a few days ago.  She recognized Matthew’s bold, almost indecipherable scrawl, and then gave a soft gasp when she realized the second signature was Lindsey’s.

	“I just picked the papers up from my attorney a little while ago,” Matthew told her somberly.  “Lindsey finally gave in and signed them late last week.  After some extra added persuasion, that is.”

	Sasha’s hand was trembling a little, and she quickly handed the document back to him before it fell.  “What - what sort of persuasion?” she asked faintly.

	Matthew gave a wry grin.  “The sort Lindsey understands best - the financial kind.  I changed the terms of the divorce settlement after certain, ah, developments occurred.  She stood to lose a hundred thousand dollars for each day that she refused to sign.  And when she realized I was dead serious on the matter, she caved.  The divorce will be final in about six weeks.”

	She wrapped her arms over her torso, suddenly feeling chilled despite the warmth of the massage room.  “What about Hayley?” she murmured.  “I thought the whole reason for you moving back to Hillsborough was to help her get through her pregnancy.”

	He snorted.  “What pregnancy?  Those developments I just mentioned?  Turns out that Lindsey and Hayley concocted this very elaborate web of lies about the date rape and the pregnancy, even about how Hayley was acting out and being rebellious.  A web of lies very carefully woven with the intent of trapping me inside of it.  Lindsey was so desperate to get me back, to reclaim her place as Mrs. Matthew Bennett, that she had the nerve to coerce Hayley into going along with her warped plans.”

	Sasha stared at him in horror.  “She lied to you about everything?” she whispered.  “My God, Matthew.  I knew Hayley could be, well, difficult, but I never thought she could be that cruel to her own father.  I’m so sorry.  I can’t even imagine how much that sort of betrayal hurt you.”

	Matthew nodded.  “Yeah, it sucked big time.  Doing something so twisted is vintage Lindsey, so it didn’t surprise me to learn she was the mastermind behind everything.  But to learn my own daughter was a willing participant in ruining my life -  well, like I told Hayley, it’s going to take me some time to forgive her.  Even if she was strong-armed into cooperating.”

	“I had this feeling - no, never mind.”  She shook her head.  “It’s not my place to say anything, especially since I can tell you already feel awful about this.”

	He placed a hand on her forearm.  “No, please.  Tell me.  I know you well enough to realize that your feelings and premonitions are usually always right.  What were you about to say?”

	Sasha couldn’t resist touching him a second longer, feeling an overwhelming rush of empathy for what he had endured at learning his own child had betrayed him.  She placed her hand over his, giving it a comforting squeeze.  “I couldn’t help but be a little suspicious of Hayley’s story.  I never said anything to you at the time, didn’t want to sound like I was bitter or resentful.  But, well, something just felt off about the whole thing.  If for no other reason Hayley didn’t seem like the sort of person who would ever consider going through with a pregnancy under such circumstances.  She’s a bit too much on the self-centered side for that.  But it wasn’t my business, and I figured that you knew your daughter far better than I did.”

	Matthew snorted.  “I thought I did,” he muttered.  “But it seems like I didn’t know her at all.  And I’ll admit to having plenty of my own doubts about her, especially as the weeks went on and she acted like nothing had ever happened.  I guess I just didn’t want to face up to the possibility that my own child - the little girl who used to idolize me and follow me everywhere - could do something so despicable.  It isn’t a very good feeling to realize how wrong you were about someone.”

	He looked so sad, sounded so dispirited, that the instinct to offer him comfort took over.  She wrapped her arms around his waist, resting her head on his chest, and whispered simply, “I’m sorry.”

	Matthew’s arms tightened around her like a vise, squeezing her so tight she had to gasp for breath until he loosened his hold a bit.  He buried his face against the side of her neck, not speaking, but she could feel the desperation in his embrace, sense the loneliness and sorrow he’d been feeling, and she willingly, silently, offered him the comfort he so badly needed.

	“God, I’ve missed you,” he rasped in her ear.  “So damned much, Sasha.  Not one day has gone by that I didn’t regret what I’d done, that I didn’t wish I was back with you.  I haven’t had one truly happy day since the last time we were together, and I’d more or less given up on ever being happy again.  But I knew I couldn’t come back to you, couldn’t try to win you back, until I was finally free of Lindsey.  And now I can truthfully say that I’m a free man.  And that I’m bound and determined to get you back, no matter what I have to do.  Please, please tell me that it’s not too late.”

	“Matthew.”  She eased herself away from him, feeling overwhelmed all of a sudden by his nearness and his passionate declaration.  “I - I can’t tell you something like that right now.  I mean, you’ve taken me by complete surprise here, and this is the very last thing I expected to hear today.  You need to give me some time to absorb all of it, to think everything out.  These last few months have been awful for me, too, you know.  And while it’s good news that your divorce is finally going to happen, at the same time you can’t just expect me to forget everything you’ve put me through.  I need some space to deal with this, to think it over.  And to decide if being with you is really what’s best for me.”

	Matthew cupped her cheek in his hand, his gaze both shocked and pleading.  “Sasha, you don’t mean that.  Look, I didn’t expect that you’d just welcome me with open arms.  I know how much I hurt you, how much I put you through even before I moved back to Hillsborough.  But don’t shut me out, please?  Give me a chance to make it all up to you, to show you how much you mean to me.  I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you, never felt like I belonged with someone like I do with you.  And I always thought you felt the same way.”

	“I did.  I do,” she corrected.  “And it’s not my feelings for you that are the issue now.  And what’s happened these past few months isn’t even my main concern.  I’m - well, frankly, I’m just not sure that I’m cut out for a long-term relationship.  With anyone.  You and I never really had the opportunity to discuss what happened to me back in high school, considering that I sort of sprung the news on you as I was walking out of the condo.”

	“You’re right.  We didn’t,” he agreed somberly.  “And while I understand how traumatic that must have been, you should have told me long before that day.  I thought we were closer than that, Sasha.  I for one feel closer to you than I have to anyone else in my life.  I suppose it isn’t the same for you, though.”

	“It’s not that,” she was quick to assure him.  “And I did wind up telling you eventually.  You know something about me that only one other person in the world knows, something not even my parents know.  I’d say that speaks volumes about the extent of my trust in you, Matthew.  I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before that day, but talking about what happened - about Riley - just wasn’t something I did.  I tried so hard for so many years to just forget what had happened, to suppress the bad memories, that even for you I couldn’t bear to dredge them up again.  I don’t expect you to understand, but I also never intentionally tried to hide the truth, either.”

	“I get that,” replied Matthew gently.  “But I’m not sure where you’re going with this, Sasha.  You were telling me that you didn’t think a long-term relationship was your thing.  Are you trying to say that what that fucktard Riley did to you has messed you up in some way?”

	“Maybe,” she whispered uncertainly.  “What he did certainly made it hard for me to trust anyone.  He betrayed my trust in the worst possible way, stole my innocence, and made it all but impossible for me to feel comfortable in a relationship for very long.  But it’s more than that, Matthew.  I mean, look at my life, the way I was raised.  My parents would flit in and out of each other’s lives several times a year, never staying faithful to the other for very long.  It’s not like I’ve had a great example to follow, you know.  Or had the chance to see what a committed, meaningful relationship is supposed to look like.  Maybe I’m destined to be like the two of them - never settling down, never making a permanent commitment to someone.  I’m not sure I’d be very good at it.  And after what you’ve gone through with Lindsey these past years, you deserve someone who can give you that sort of promise and devotion.  I just don’t know if that person is me.”

	“Well, I sure as hell do!” declared Matthew fiercely, yanking her back into his embrace.  “I think I knew when we spoke for the first time at Ian and Tessa’s wedding that you were this incredibly unique and special person.  And I wished then that I had someone like you in my life.  Someone who’d show me kindness and compassion and just love me for who I am, and not for the material things I could give them.  And you don’t have to make a commitment to me, Sasha.  I won’t ask you for that, won’t pressure you into any sort of permanent relationship.  Even though you were on the brink of moving in with me before I screwed everything up.  That offer still stands, by the way.  Except that we’d have an additional roommate.”

	At her inquiring look, he explained that he’d insisted on getting custody of Casey, and that his son would be living and going to school in San Francisco now.

	Sasha smiled fondly.  “I’m so pleased for both of you,” she told him earnestly.  “He’s a wonderful young man, so kind and genuine.  Just like his father.  He, um, has kept in touch with me over these past few months.  I hope that’s all right with you.”

	“Of course it is.  And I already knew that the two of you were in contact with each other.  Though I asked him not to say anything about these new developments to you, since I wanted to be the one to tell you.”

	She nodded.  “I was sort of wondering why I hadn’t heard from him, but figured he was just busy.  And, well, if I ever decide to revisit the idea of moving in with you, having Casey there would just be a bonus.”

	Matthew looked relieved.  “I figured that you’d feel that way.  And Casey is probably the most self-sufficient kid you could ever want.  He’s actually cooked dinner for me these last few nights, gone to the grocery store by himself, did the laundry.  Having him with me has been a joy.  And having you move in would make both of us very, very happy.  Casey said to tell you that, by the way.”

	“Tell him thank you.  And I’ll think it over, I promise.  But I honestly don’t know if I’m capable of making that sort of commitment now, Matthew.  I realize that I was ready before all of this drama happened with Hayley.  But now - well, as you may have surmised, it’s difficult for me to trust people.  And - ”

	“And I broke that trust,” he finished sadly.  “I broke your heart.  But I’ll do whatever I have to do in order to convince you that will never happen again, Sasha.  It’s why I just showed you those divorce papers.  Lindsey is out of my life for good.  And my relationship with Hayley is going to need some serious repair work.  She needs to regain my trust, needs to prove to me that she can be responsible and honest.  Most importantly, she needs to accept that you’re a part of my life and that I will never, ever allow her to treat you rudely again.”

	Sasha hesitated for long seconds before replying.  Matthew was swiftly starting to break down all of the defenses she’d erected around herself these past few months, telling her all of the things she’d longed for him to say, and tempting her to simply say yes.  But old habits tended to die hard, and she needed time - and space - to ponder everything she’d just learned.

	“I can’t give you an answer right now,” she stated with determination.  “I need to think about all of this, meditate on it, work through it in my own way.  So, please.  Give me the room I need, all right?”

	Matthew looked as though he was about to argue the matter further, but then gave a weary sigh and raked a hand through his hair instead.  “All right,” he consented reluctantly.  “I know I screwed up big time, and that I’ll have to win your trust back.  If it makes any difference to your decision, I’m planning to look for a new home here in the city.  Someplace in a residential neighborhood, maybe closer to Casey’s school.  I realize the condo doesn’t have much personality, and that you’ve never really liked the place.  I feel the same, by the way.”

	“I’m glad to hear that.  And whether or not it sways my decision, I think it’s the best thing for you and Casey.  A chance to make a fresh start.”

	He gripped her almost desperately by the biceps.  “A chance for all of us to make a fresh start,” he reminded her.  “Please give me that chance, Sasha.  Please.  I’ve been so lost without you, so unhappy.  These past few months have been the worst of my life, and I know it’s all my fault.  Let me make it up to you, sweetheart.  I’ll get on my knees and beg if I have to.”

	Sasha shook her head, clasping his face between her palms.  “No, Matthew.  Don’t ever do something like that.  I have no desire to punish you, and there’s nothing to make up.  You had what you believed was an impossible choice to make, and I don’t blame you for wanting to take care of your daughter.  If there’s anyone to blame, it’s your ex.  And it sounds like you’ve already made her pay the price, in more ways than one.”

	Matthew pressed a kiss to her forehead.  “I’ll give you the time you need,” he promised.  “So long as you promise that you’ll at least consider coming back to me.”

	“Yes.  I promise.  I don’t know how long it will take me to decide, or what my ultimate decision might be.  But I do promise to think about it and - mmm!”

	He cut off what she was about to say next by kissing her long and hard, walking her backwards until she was pressed up against the wall.  He kissed her with a hunger that spoke of desperation, as though he could coax the answer he wanted from her that way.  Sasha groaned beneath the pressure of his mouth on hers, the way his tongue parted her lips and tangled with hers.  She had missed him, too, missed the intimacy they had shared both in and out of the bedroom, missed being held in his arms this way.  For a few precious minutes she let herself forget everything that had happened, that he had chosen to walk away from her, and all of the heartbreak that had ensued following his departure.  For now she kissed him back fervently, letting her hands rove over his shoulders and back, then slide down to caress his buttocks.  She didn’t resist when his hand cupped her breast, his thumb teasing the rock hard nipple.  And she offered no protest when he hooked her leg around his waist, allowing the swell of his cock to rub against the notch of her thighs.  

	Matthew’s lips traveled down the side of her neck, then back up to her ear, where he muttered hoarsely, “God, I want you!  Feel what you do to me, Sasha, how crazy I am for you.  Please, sweetheart.  Please.  It’s been so long, not since that last night at the condo.  Let me love you.”

	His hand cupped her between her legs, his thumb rubbing against her clit through the thin cotton fabric of her yoga pants.  Sasha gasped, well aware that she was perilously close to coming right then and there, and she swiftly took hold of his wrist, pulling it a few inches away from her overly sensitized body.

	“No,” she gasped raggedly.  “Not here.  And definitely not now.  You promised me space, Matthew.  You promised me time.  Please don’t pressure me.  And especially not with sex.”

	He was breathing heavily as he reluctantly stepped away from her, his forehead and upper lip damp with sweat.  “I’m sorry,” he muttered.  “You’re right, I’m not being fair.  I - it’s just that I want you so damned much, Sasha.  I’ve dreamed of you, ached for you.  But hard as it is – as hard as I am right now - I’ll leave you alone.  At least until you have an answer for me.  But don’t ask me to give up hope, Sasha.  Or to stop loving you.  Because neither of those things is ever going to happen.”

	Matthew gave her one last, hungry kiss before he practically ran out of the room, as though he didn’t trust himself to remain locked inside with her one minute longer.  

	Sasha slumped against the wall, too shaken by what had just happened to think straight for a minute or two.  It was only a quick glance at the wall clock that set her in motion, realizing that her massage client would be arriving in less than ten minutes.  Fortunately, the room was more or less ready, and she would have a few more precious minutes to compose herself.

	But she found it nearly impossible to concentrate over the course of the day, and  chastised herself for booking so many appointments today.  She’d been doing that a lot lately, loading up her schedule with massage appointments and substitute teaching other yoga classes.  She had even agreed to temporarily teach a class on Friday mornings – the one day of the week she had always insisted on having off – while the regular teacher was recovering from a badly sprained ankle. Keeping as busy as possible had been one of the ways she had tried - mostly without success - to cope with her loneliness and sorrow these past few months.

	It was late afternoon before she had a break, taking a few minutes to drink some water and eat a snack of almond butter and apple slices.  Sasha took out her phone, the one Matthew had given her last Christmas, and scrolled through the somewhat scant list of contacts stored there.  She felt the overwhelming need to talk to someone about what had happened earlier with Matthew, to ask their advice about what to do next.  

	She immediately eliminated her mother, since Katya would insist that she spit in Matthew’s face and tell him to go to hell.  And knowing how busy Julia was with her twins, Sasha didn’t feel right bothering her.  Tessa would provide a good sounding board, though Sasha hesitated to call her, knowing that she and Ian were close to Matthew.  The last thing Sasha wanted to do was make Tessa take sides.

	Instead, she called Linda, the one person she knew could be counted on to give practical, sound advice.  Linda had always been there for Sasha, especially during the most turbulent times of her life, and today definitely fell into that category.

	Her aunt was delighted to hear from Sasha, if a bit surprised.  After her trip to Sedona, the one Sasha had regretfully declined to join her on, Linda had headed to New Mexico to visit family, and was staying with her sister in Taos for a few more days.

	“So what gives, niná?” inquired Linda.  “I know you wouldn’t be calling me here unless there was something wrong.”

	Sasha sighed.  “I never could fool you when something was bothering me.  Guess that hasn’t changed, huh?  Matthew came to see me today, Tia.  With signed and notarized divorce papers in hand.”

	“Ah.”  Linda’s tone of voice indicated she now knew exactly why Sasha had called.  “And he wants you back, of course.  But you’re hesitating.  Why?”

	Sasha told her all of it - how Hayley and Lindsey had devised their elaborate hoax, then how Casey had found out about the ruse and told his father; how Matthew hadn’t hesitated to turn the tables and use Lindsey’s deception against her as leverage to finally get his divorce; and how Matthew had offered to get on his knees and beg Sasha to return to him.

	Linda chuckled.  “You should have taken him up on his offer, Sasha.  At least to see if he would have really done it.”

	“You know I don’t have it in me to be vindictive that way, Tia,” admonished Sasha.  “As it was, I was awfully hard on him.  But not for the sake of being mean.  I honestly, truly don’t know if I’m ready for a relationship like that.”

	“You were ready a few months ago,” chided Linda.  “You were all set to move in with him, take the next step in your relationship.  And then all hell broke loose with his daughter.  Matthew must be so hurt by what she did.”

	“Yes.  Hurt and disappointed.  It’s going to take some time for the two of them to rebuild their relationship.  But he’s a good father, and loves both of his children very much.  Eventually he and Hayley will make their peace and figure out where they go from here.”

	“In the meanwhile, where are you and Matthew going from here?” asked Linda pointedly.  “And what’s your real reason for holding back, niná?  Is it because you’re that pissed off at him, or are you just afraid of getting hurt again?”

	Sasha shut her eyes, gently massaging her temple.  “Maybe a little of both,” she admitted.  “Though more the latter than the former.  It’s hard to stay angry at Matthew for very long, you know.  Especially since seeing him today made me realize how much I still love him.”

	“Then I fail to see the problem, Sasha.  If you love the man, then go be with him.  Have some trust in your love, and in human nature.  I know that what happened to you back in high school made it almost impossible for you to trust people.  But not everyone is a rotten louse like that family.  By the way, I understand additional charges have been filed against Riley.  Seems like you weren’t his only victim, and now that his parents can’t protect him and get charges dismissed, some of those other women are coming out of the shadows and speaking up.  He’ll be in jail for decades.”

	Sasha knew she should have felt a sense of satisfaction, or relief, but instead she just felt numb at hearing this news.  “It’s what he deserves,” was all she said in response.  

	“Yes, it most assuredly is,” stated Linda.  “Just like you and Matthew deserve to be happy.  Together.  Both of you have had your share of bad times, but it doesn’t have to be that way anymore.  He’s a good man, Sasha, and he’s crazy about you.  So open your heart to him, hmm?  And don’t allow what happened more than a dozen years ago to keep controlling your life.  It’s time to move on, niná, and you’ll never find anyone better than Matthew to do that with.”

	Linda’s parting words kept repeating themselves in Sasha’s head for the rest of the evening, and she knew deep down that it was perhaps the purest truth she’d ever heard.  But despite that realization, she was still no closer to making a decision then she’d been earlier today.




Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	Sasha could feel the slight trembling in her biceps as she continued to hold the challenging eka pada galavasana or flying pigeon pose.  The advanced arm balance posture called for her to bend one leg at an angle, then rest the shin on her triceps, before lifting the other leg off the floor.  It required both arm and core strength, as well as tremendous concentration.  She held the pose for long seconds before gracefully dismounting and stepping back into downward dog.

	She had been so focused on holding the pose that she hadn’t heard the door to the small studio opening, and it wasn’t until someone began applauding that she realized she wasn’t alone.  A bit annoyed at this interruption, she glanced sideways to see Willow hovering in the doorway.

	“Sorry for staring,” the front desk clerk offered cheerily.  “but that was truly amazing to watch.  I’m not sure any of the other teachers here can even attempt something like that.”

	Sasha sighed, and slowly rolled up to a standing position.  “Flying pigeon isn’t as difficult as it looks, it just requires a lot of focus.  What’s up?”

	Willow offered up an apologetic smile.  “Sorry to interrupt you, I know how involved you get when you’re practicing alone.  But there’s someone asking for you up front, and I thought you’d like to know.”

	Sasha frowned.  “A massage client?  I don’t have any appointments for at least a couple of hours.”

	“Nope, definitely not a client.  He’s, um, younger than most of your clients or students.  And definitely a cutie.  Want me to send him on back?”

	Sasha grabbed a towel and began to blot the sweat off her face and upper chest.  “No, that’s okay.  Just give me a minute to grab my things and I’ll be right up.”

	Willow gave her a thumbs up, then headed back towards the front desk.  Sasha quickly turned off the music before dropping her phone into her bag, then grabbed her towel and water bottle.  She had stashed her sweater and shoes back in the massage room prior to her class this morning, and padded on bare feet up towards the lobby area, puzzled as to who her mystery visitor might be.  

	Casey was grinning broadly as he watched her approach, waving a hand in greeting.  “Hi, Sasha!  Thought I’d surprise you.”

	She deposited her things on one of the chairs in the lobby before enfolding Matthew’s son in a hug.  “Well, mission accomplished - I’m surprised.  Also a little on the sweaty side.  Sorry.”

	“It’s okay.”  Casey hugged her back enthusiastically.  “And you don’t sweat nearly as much as I do after a baseball game.”

	Sasha smiled at him fondly.  “Well, you haven’t seen me after a two hour class held in a ninety-five degree room.  Now, to what do I owe this very nice surprise?  Shouldn’t you be in school?”

	He shook his head.  “School doesn’t start until next Wednesday, so I have a few more days of summer break.  I’m sorry I haven’t been by to see you until now, or even emailed you.  But things have been sort of crazy, you know?”

	“I do, yes.  Your father came by to see me earlier this week to let me know what’s been going on.  I don’t suppose your visit today has anything to do with that?” she inquired knowingly.

	Casey looked adorably guilty, and so much like his father that Sasha’s heart ached just a bit at the sight.  “Um, maybe,” he demurred, looking down awkwardly at his feet.  “I mean, I wanted to see you, too, of course.  But, well, do you think maybe we could talk for a few minutes?  I could buy you some tea.  Or lunch, whatever you like.  My treat, of course.”

	“I think that sounds like the best offer I’ve had all week,” she replied teasingly.  “Let me grab my things and we can head out.”

	As Sasha retrieved her sweater and flip-flops from the massage room, she couldn’t help but be a little suspicious as to the timing of Casey’s impromptu visit.  She didn’t want to believe that Matthew had been the brains behind this, and that he had encouraged his son to try and persuade Sasha into coming back to him.  Matthew had acted desperate enough a few days ago to use any means necessary to change her mind, but given what had just happened with Hayley and Lindsey, she didn’t think he would copy a page from their book and coerce his son to help him out.

	As she re-joined Casey in the lobby, Sasha realized with some surprise that she was actually hungry.  She and Tessa often had a light breakfast together after these morning classes, but Tessa was busy with her last minute packing for Italy and hadn’t been able to stay after class today.  Sasha had worked up something of an appetite during her own intense practice, and ordered a grilled vegetable panini and a bowl of tomato soup at the little café she’d suggested to Casey.  Being the typical teenaged boy he was, Casey’s meal was nowhere near as healthy as hers – a towering mushroom and Swiss burger accompanied by a huge plate of fries.

	He grinned at her as he unapologetically dunked a fry in ketchup.  “I hope it doesn’t gross you out to look at this.  I mean, I know you don’t eat meat or junk food.”

	She shook her head as she reached for her glass of iced herbal tea.  “It’s fine, Casey.  I don’t expect everyone to eat the same sort of diet I do.  Though from something your father said the other day, it sounds like he’s reverted back to his unhealthy eating habits.”

	“Yeah, maybe a little,” admitted Casey.  “And that’s just one of the reasons you really, really need to take him back, Sasha.”

	“Ah.”  Sasha regarded him with a half-smile.  “I was wondering how long it would take you to get around to that particular subject.  I mean, there was only so long we could discuss your new school and what team you think is going to win the World Series - whatever that is.  Should I assume your father doesn’t know you came to see me today?”

	“Dad has no idea I’m here,” assured Casey.  “And if I had even mentioned the idea to him, I’m guessing he would have told me no.”

	She took a bite of her sandwich.  “And yet here you are,” she pointed out.

	“Yeah.”  Casey sighed and sipped his Coke through a straw.  “Dad - well, he’s been through a lot these past few months.  Actually, make that these past few years.  Even before he and Mom broke up I could tell he wasn’t happy.  He works so hard, and has so much responsibility at his job.  And he always felt guilty that he couldn’t spend enough time with me and Hayley.  Mom nagged at him all the time about that, like it was totally his fault, and she wasn’t very nice to him.  And then, well, I guess you know about all of her, uh, boyfriends.”

	Sasha arched a brow in surprise.  “Your father might have mentioned something about that,” she replied carefully.  “But what do you know, Casey?”

	He shrugged casually.  “Enough.  I mean, I don’t know any details or names or anything gross like that.  Eww.  But Hayley made some comments about it after Dad moved out.  At first I didn’t really understand what she was talking about, but after she explained it sort of made sense.  Like why Mom wasn’t home very often, and liked to go away with her friends on the weekend all the time.”

	“I’m sorry you had to find that out,” Sasha consoled him.  “Hayley probably shouldn’t have repeated those things to you, especially since you’re only fourteen.”

	“It’s not a big deal.”  Casey swallowed a hefty bite of his burger.  “I just felt bad for Dad.  And knowing about Mom helped me understand why he wanted to get a divorce.  I mean, part of being married is making a commitment to the other person, isn’t it?  I guess my mother stopped taking that commitment seriously.”

	“Have you spoken to your mother since you moved in with your dad?”

	He nodded at Sasha’s question.  “Once or twice.  She’s not very happy with me right now, so we didn’t talk very long.  Mom sort of blames me for everything that happened, says I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping.”

	Sasha squeezed his hand fiercely.  “Do not let her blame you for any of this,” she insisted.  “It’s not really any of my business, but she and Hayley should be ashamed of themselves for lying about something as serious as a pregnancy.  And for deliberately trying to manipulate Matthew.  You did exactly the right thing in telling your father what you overheard, Casey.  I’m sure he feels the same way.”

	“Yeah, pretty much.”  Casey grinned mischievously.  “In fact, he was so grateful for me telling him the truth that he bought me a brand new laptop for school.  Top of the line, too, with every feature you can imagine.  If you come by the condo for dinner tonight, I’ll show it to you.”

	She smirked at him knowingly.  “I like how you just snuck that last part in there, Casey.  Very smooth.  Unfortunately, I’m not about to fall for it.”

	“Please, Sasha.”  Casey had dropped all hint of teasing or pretense, and was about as serious as she’d ever known him to be.  “I know you’re mad at my father right now, and you should be.  But do you think you can please forgive him, and give him another chance?  Dad’s a really good guy, and I know he’s crazy about you.  You’d make him so happy if you came back to him.”

	Sasha shook her head.  “It’s not that simple,” she explained gently.  “And there’s more involved than what happened a few months ago.  I understand why he felt the need to move back into the house, why he wanted to help your sister - even though it turns out she didn’t actually need his help.  There’s – well, part of it has to do with me, Casey.  Because of some stuff that happened to me when I was younger, I have a hard time trusting people.  And while I know your father is sorry for what happened, it doesn’t make it easier for me to trust him again.”

	“He was really, really unhappy when the two of you split up,” Casey blurted out.  “About as sad as I’ve ever seen him.  And I started feeling guilty after awhile.  Because as great as it was having him back home again, I didn’t want my dad to be sad.  And he’s still not really happy.  I mean, he likes having me around, and he’s totally relieved to be away from my mom again.  But I don’t think he’ll ever really be happy again unless you come back to him.”

	She closed her eyes briefly, scolding herself for letting Casey’s pleading sway her feelings this way.  “Casey, you need to give me some time, okay?” she told him a bit more sternly than she had intended.  “It’s only been a few days, after all.  And it’s wonderful that you care about your father so much, he’s so lucky to have a son like you to look out for him.  But this isn’t an easy decision for me to make.”

	“Why not?” challenged Casey, who was obviously not going to back down quite so easily.  “I thought you loved my Dad.”

	“I do, of course.  But there are other things to consider, to - ”

	“No.”  Casey gave a stubborn shake of his head.  “That should be the only thing to consider.  You and Dad love each other.  You make him happier than anyone in the whole world.  He was miserable without you, hardly ate, didn’t sleep, didn’t take care of himself.  You have to go back to him, Sasha.  Please.”

	“Casey,” she protested.  “Don’t put all of this on me.  Please.  Of course I love your father, and want the best for him.  But I’ve got myself to consider, too, and what’s best for me.”

	“Dad is the best person in the whole world!” declared Casey.  “He’ll do anything for you, Sasha.  And he needs you so much.  Look, my mom wasn’t - well, very nice to him.  She never did stuff for him or looked after him or took care of him the way you did.  He was always trying to make her happy, giving her stuff, and letting her have her way.  She made him really, really unhappy, so he deserves someone now who’s going to make him happy.  Please don’t put him through this.  My dad deserves to be happy more than anyone I’ve ever met.  And being with you makes him happier than anything.”

	Sasha sighed, holding up her hands in silent surrender.  “You’ve made your point, Casey.  And believe me, no one wants your father’s happiness more than I do.  Matthew is the most wonderful, amazing man I’ve ever known, and the months we were together were the happiest I’ve ever been.  It’s just - I just need a little more time to be sure.”

	“You don’t have to make a decision yet,” coaxed Casey.  “Just come over tonight and have dinner with us.  Seven o’clock.  I’ll tell the concierge that you’re coming over so he can send you right up.  Look, you don’t have to give me an answer now, okay?  Think about it this afternoon.  But seeing you would make my dad smile again.  And he hasn’t been doing much of that lately.”

	She scowled at him.  “You really have the art of the guilt trip down, don’t you?  I’ll think about it, Casey.  That’s all I can promise.”

	He grinned as though it was his birthday, Christmas, and a trip to Disneyland combined.  “You’ll be there.  I can tell.  You can’t stand the thought of hurting someone’s feelings or knowing that they’re sad.  And my dad is so, so sad without you, so - ”

	Sasha placed a hand over his mouth.  “Okay.  Quit while you’re ahead, kid.  Now, no more trying to con me into coming over.  Let’s finish our lunch, and I’ll consider your invitation this afternoon.”

	Casey obeyed, but he seemed entirely too pleased with himself for Sasha’s liking.  He abided by her wishes, though, and didn’t bring the subject of Matthew up again, even when they went their separate ways after lunch.

	Once again, Matthew was all she could think about that afternoon during two massage appointments, and then while she was running errands.  She put away the groceries and other things she’d bought, then started a load of laundry.  The big, multi-storied house was empty, since her other roommates were at work, and for once Sasha wished that Julio was around to give her some unwanted advice.  She wondered if Tessa’s flight to Italy had taken off yet, if there was still time to give her a quick call.  She mused the wisdom of calling Linda for the second time in five days, since she already knew her aunt would urge her to go to Matthew.  She was almost desperate enough for advice to call her mother, even though she would regret that move as soon as she made it.

	But Sasha knew that this was a decision only she could make.  No amount of advice or opinions from her family or friends - not even Casey’s appealing pleas - could make it for her.  She was going to have to do some intense soul searching, and do it fast, since seven o’clock was quickly approaching.

	 

	 

	 

	Matthew eyed his son with mingled curiosity and concern.  “You okay there, buddy?  You’re acting kind of weird tonight, almost like you’re worried about something.”

	Casey laughed nervously.  “Um, no.  Everything’s okay, Dad.  I’m just anxious for the food to get here is all.  As usual, I’m starving.”

	Matthew shrugged, even though he was far from convinced that all was well.  “Whatever you say.  The food should be here any minute.  And if you’re that hungry there should be plenty of snacks in the kitchen.”

	Casey shook his head, and resumed pacing around the living room, as he’d been doing on and off for the last twenty minutes or so.  “I’m good.  I don’t want to spoil my appetite for the pizza.  You know that Amici’s is my favorite.”

	“Yeah, I know.  Though ordering two extra larges plus a medium might be overkill, even for you,” joked Matthew.

	Casey gave another nervous laugh.  “Leftovers.  Pizza always tastes better the next day.”

	Matthew rolled his eyes.  “You’re going to have enough leftovers for about three days.  And what’s with ordering a Margherita?  You usually only eat pizzas with meat, meat, and more meat on top, not tomatoes and cheese.”

	“Just sounded good for a change.  Oh, cool.  Sounds like it’s finally here.”

	Casey practically flew across the room at the peal of the doorbell, leaving Matthew to chuckle at just how hungry his son must be.  It had been wonderful to have Casey living here with him, a dream come true to be together again.  Matthew reflected on just how much his life had changed in a scant two weeks - his long-contested divorce from Lindsey was finally going to happen; he had permanent custody of his son, something he should have fought for from the start; and he’d begun to make discreet inquiries about the possibility of selling his company.  There was only one more thing -  correction, one more person - who was missing from the picture in order to make his happiness complete.  He knew he had to be patient, to give Sasha the time she’d begged for, but it was hard, so damned hard, when all he wanted was to have her by his side, to hear her soft, sweet voice say his name.

	“Hello, Matthew.  I hope you don’t mind my joining you this evening.  But, well, I was invited, after all.”

	Astonished, his gaze flew in the direction of that voice, and his heart immediately starting beating double time when he saw Sasha standing just inside the entryway.  Her multi-hued hair curled riotously about her face, those green-gold eyes sparkling with silent mischief.  She wore a floaty cotton sundress of blues and lavenders, a dress he recognized as one he’d bought for her during that blissful vacation to Kauai.  As usual, she’d slipped off her shoes the moment she’d walked through the door, and he wanted to drop to his knees and kiss her bare, dainty feet in adoration and gratitude.

	“Sasha.  My God, you’re really here.  How - why?” he asked, vaguely aware that he was babbling.

	She smiled, that lovely, warm, serene smile that he’d missed so much.  “I told you - I was invited.  By your new roommate.  Is that all right with you?”

	In answer, he surged forward until he was close enough to swoop her into his arms, lifting her up until her feet left the ground.  She made a small sound of surprise, but merely looped her arms around his neck, holding on tight as he twirled her around in a circle.

	“Do you really have to ask?” he murmured as he carefully set her back down.  He gave her a soft, sweet kiss, not daring to do more for fear he wouldn’t be able to stop.  Then he gave his son an inquiring look.  “The pizza order makes more sense now - both the quantity and the vegetarian one.”

	Casey grinned.  “I wasn’t sure she was going to show up, you know.  Though I did my best to convince her at lunch today.  Guess my guilt tripping worked, huh?”

	Sasha rumpled his hair playfully.  “It didn’t hurt, kid.  But in the end I just decided to follow my heart.  And it led me here, to the person I was always meant to be with.”

	Matthew looked from Casey to Sasha and then back again, a perplexed expression on his face.  “Sounds like this is going to be a very interesting dinner conversation.  Speaking of which, that must be the pizza.”

	Casey waved him off, and went to answer the door for the second time in as many minutes, leaving Matthew to turn to Sasha, cupping her cheek tenderly.

	“Does this mean you’re back for good?” he asked urgently.  “That you’ve decided to give me another chance?”

	She gave a quick but decisive nod.  “Yes, that’s exactly what it means,” she whispered.  “We have a lot to talk about, Matthew, but at least I’m willing to start the conversation.”

	“Thank God.”  He gave her another fast, hard squeeze before taking her by the hand and leading her over to the dining room table.

	Matthew intentionally kept the conversation lighthearted and casual during dinner, a fact that Sasha seemed grateful for.  As usual, she proved to be a good listener, especially when it came to Casey.  Matthew didn’t miss the way his son’s face lit up with pleasure when Sasha demonstrated a real interest in his stories, asking him specific questions that indicated she’d been paying close attention to what he’d said.  Lindsey had always been too wrapped up in her own selfish agenda to bother much with either of her children, though at least she and Hayley had had more in common -  fashion, makeup, celebrity gossip.  For the life of him, Matthew couldn’t imagine his ex listening patiently as Casey almost giddily described the new school he would be attending, and what classes he would be taking.  The thought occurred to him that Sasha, who’d yet to have children, had far more of a maternal instinct than Lindsey, the mother of two teenagers.  

	He refilled her wine glass, causing her to glance up and meet his gaze.  She smiled her thanks, picking up the glass of her favorite pinot noir, and taking a small sip.  They had yet to discuss anything personal, or have even a minute just to themselves, and still every time their eyes met it felt like a caress, a promise of what was yet to come this evening.

	Fortunately, Casey seemed well aware of his father’s need to be alone with Sasha, and after dinner he tactfully retreated to his room, claiming that he was scheduled to play League of Legends with a group of his friends.  Matthew typically didn’t encourage him to indulge in online video games, but he was more than happy to send Casey on his way this particular evening.  

	While he and Casey had been clearing off the dining table, both insisting that Sasha didn’t lift a finger, she had taken the opportunity to slip out to the balcony.  It was where Matthew found her a few minutes later, her curls being gently tossed by the late summer evening breeze as she leaned over the railing.

	“I’ve missed this view,” she murmured as he came to stand beside her.  “It’s the condo’s best feature, in my opinion.”

	He smiled.  “I agree.  And it will be tough to find a comparable view from the houses I’ve started to consider.”

	Sasha turned to look at him, her expression definitely interested.  “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?  About moving out of this place and into a real home for Casey.”

	“Yep.  Ian gave me the name of the realtor he used when he first moved to San Francisco, and I hope to start looking at some places next week.  And while those places may not be able to offer a view like this one, they’ll have plenty of other features to make up for it.  Including a much larger space where you’ll be able to do your yoga practice.  And a separate massage room.”

	She couldn’t hide her delight at this pronouncement.  “Really?  It sounds like you’re looking for an awfully big place.”

	He shrugged.  “Nowhere near as big and impersonal as the house in Hillsborough.  But maybe somewhere along the lines of Ian and Tessa’s place.  In fact, the realtor tells me there are several homes for sale within a few blocks of their house.  Would you like that, Sasha - to live so close to your friends?”

	“Of course,” she replied easily.  “But you should be more concerned with what Casey is going to be happy with.  After all, this is mostly for his sake.”

	“Not entirely,” corrected Matthew.  “Granted, the neighborhood is less than a ten minute drive from his new school, and there’s a park and shops and restaurants nearby.  But Casey will be off to college himself in four years, so there’s more to consider than just his feelings.  Besides, he’s such an easy kid that he’d be happy living most anywhere.  As for me - well, anyplace that makes you happy, Sasha, is where I’d want to live.”

	She gave a slight shake of her head.  “Don’t make this about me, Matthew.  My feelings shouldn’t factor into a decision like this.”

	“Why?” he inquired lazily.  “It’s going to be your home just as much as mine or Casey’s.  In fact, I insist that you come along with us when the realtor shows us some properties next week.  If you’re going to live there, it should be a place that you feel you can be happy in.  Besides, aren’t there certain vibes that a house gives off?  The kind that tell you if you’re going to like it there.  I was sort of hoping that your gift of sensing auras might help when it comes time to buy a home.”

	Sasha regarded him with a quirk of her brow.  “What you’re describing sounds more like feng shui to me, something I definitely have no background in.”  She grew silent then, turning back to look out at the city skyline.  “And I haven’t made a decision yet about moving in with you, Matthew.  I’m willing to take the first step, to try and work things out.  But that doesn’t mean I’m going to pack up my things and move in overnight.”

	He gave a sigh of resignation.  “Yeah, I sort of figured that might be the case.  But I’m more than willing to take things slow if that’s what you need.  And I’m just grateful and happy to have you with me no matter what the terms.”

	“Thank you,” she told him, leaning her head on his shoulder.  “I need stability in my life, Matthew, need things to be calm.  And that is definitely a holdover from my childhood, when nothing was stable or remained the same for very long.  So I need some time now to make sure that my whole world isn’t going to be torn apart again.”

	His arm went about her shoulders, hugging her close against his body.  “Take all the time you need,” he whispered.  “Just as long as I can be part of your life in some way.  But I still want you opinion about the new house - you know, just in case you decide to move in someday.”

	“Okay.”  Sasha grinned up at him.  “That actually sounds like fun.  As you know, I’ve never really had a home of my own, just Linda’s place and for a few years a little apartment I lived in with my mom in New York City.  I’m not sure I’d know what to do with so much space.”

	“It doesn’t have to be as big as Ian and Tessa’s place,” he assured her.  “In fact, I’d like something smaller and cozier myself.  Just as long as it has character and feels like a real home - not like the mansion down in Hillsborough, and definitely not like this condo.  Besides, living here in the condo won’t be an option for much longer.”

	“Is the company thinking of selling it?” asked Sasha.  

	He shook his head.  “No, I would imagine given its location it will be a valuable asset to whoever buys the company.  I - I haven’t told anyone else, just the attorney who’s begun to look into the matter for me.  But I’m dead serious about getting out, Sasha.  I don’t want to spend even one more year working my ass off and not enjoying the benefits of all that hard work.  I fully intend to sell MBI as soon as possible, and spend a lot more time with you and my kids and on myself.  God knows I have enough money to live on for more than ten lifetimes, so that certainly isn’t an issue.  And I’ll probably do some consulting work or public speaking now and then.  But my first priority is going to be focusing on the things that mean the most to me - and you’re at the very top of that list.”

	Her eyes shimmered with happy tears as she impulsively flung her arms around his waist.  “That’s wonderful news!” she exclaimed.  “You’ve worked so hard for so many years, Matthew, that you deserve a break.  And if you do feel the need to go back to work someday, it will be on your terms, and doing what makes you happy.  Maybe you’ll even have time to start doing yoga.”

	He grinned at her teasing comment.  “I’d have to start with the Yoga for Inflexible People class.  And I know for a fact that I’d never, ever be able to attempt some of those crazy poses you can do.  But I’m looking forward to doing a whole lot of things I never have time for.  Though I’m afraid all of that will have to wait awhile.  Even after my attorney finds a suitable buyer for the company, there’ll be months of negotiations and contracts and other legalities before I’m officially unemployed.”

	“At least it’s a start,” she replied encouragingly.  Then, more soberly, she asked, “Was this the same attorney who uncovered all the details on the Cullens?”

	“No.  That would have been the firm of private investigators I use for various purposes.  The same PI’s who spent over two years following Lindsey and her legion of lovers around.  They’re discreet, efficient, and know exactly where to look for useful information.  They had the dirt on the Cullens in less than seventy two hours.  After that it was just a matter of alerting the proper authorities about what they’d found out, and the rest just unfolded on its own.”

	Sasha nodded, seeming to be satisfied with that explanation.  “Okay.  And while I’ve never considered myself a vengeful person, always believed it was better to forgive and forget, I’m glad that Riley in particular is finally going to pay the price for what he did.  Maybe that makes me a bad person, but for once I don’t seem to care very much.”

	Matthew rubbed her back soothingly as she rested her cheek against his shoulder.  “It makes you human, Sasha,” he corrected.  “And hopefully it also gives you some satisfaction, some sense of closure.  There was no possible way I was going to let that bastard get away with what he’d done.  I didn’t give a damn that it was a dozen years ago.  What he did was still bothering you, still having a negative effect on your life.  It needed to be dealt with, and he needed to be brought to justice.  So, it’s over and done with now, and you don’t need to think about it ever again.  Okay?”

	“Yes.”  She brushed her lips against his stubbled cheek.  “Thank you, Matthew.  For giving me that peace of mind that’s eluded me for so long.  And for being so protective.  I’m not really used to that, you know.”

	He gave a low growl, already highly aroused at being this close to her, and her sweet kiss only stoked the fires that had been building in his lower body all evening.  “Well, get used to it, sweetheart,” he warned her.  “I know you’ve got this independent streak a mile long, but I fully intend to take care of you in every possible way from now on.”

	“Speaking of taking care of things,” she whispered naughtily.  Her hand slid down past his belly, then gently palmed his rigid cock.  “It sure feels like it’s been a very long time since you, ah, took care of this.”

	“Jesus.” Matthew’s head fell back helplessly as she began to stroke him persuasively through his jeans.  “A really long time.  Like, ah, M-May.  The - the last time you and I were together.”

	Sasha pressed her small, firm breasts against his chest, her teeth nipping teasingly at his earlobe.  “Then you and Lindsey - you weren’t tempted even a little?”

	“Hell, no!” he bellowed.  “To even think of touching that slut turns my stomach.  And being with any other woman after what you and I had together, Sasha - well, that’s just sacrilegious, blasphemous.  I would have spent the rest of my life alone if I couldn’t have you, sweetheart.”

	She kissed him, a long, searching kiss that he quickly took control of.  She gasped beneath his lips as he picked her up easily, then carried her back into the condo and straight to the master bedroom.  He wanted to ask if it had been the same for her -  if there had been no other men during the months they’d been apart.  But he quickly forgot what it was he’d wanted to say, forgot pretty much anything except maybe his own name, as she pulled the floaty, feminine cotton dress up over her head, and stood in the middle of the bedroom clad in just a bra and panty set of dainty blue lace.

	Her pale golden skin fairly glowed in the dimly lit bedroom, just a small corner lamp providing a bit of illumination.  She was as slender and graceful as ever, looking every bit like the dancer she had once been, and she was so exquisite that this time he did give in to his instincts and knelt at her feet.  Sasha made a sound of surprise as he wrapped his arms around her upper thighs, resting his head on her stomach.  Her hands drifted up to tenderly stroke the back of his neck.

	“I just want to hold on tight,” he confessed.  “Tight enough that you can never leave me again.  Being without you these last few months has been the worst time of my life, Sasha.  Please, please say you’ll stay.  And especially tonight.  I can’t remember ever wanting anything this badly, or needing someone like I need you now.”

	“Matthew, I…”

	But whatever she might have been about to say was pre-empted when he yanked her panties down past her ankles, then promptly buried his face between her thighs.  Their groans of pleasure rose up simultaneously in the room, and Matthew had just enough presence of mind left to glance over and make sure he’d shut the door firmly behind them.  And then his only focus was on Sasha, making sure he gave her every pleasure, took care of her every need, using his lips and tongue and fingers in that endeavor.  He lavished attention on her, practically worshipped her body, until she was panting and crying out, desperately seeking release.

	“Please,” she begged in a husky voice.  “Inside of me, Matthew.  Please.  I want it to be mutual.  I want it to be powerful.  I want you.”

	They fell on the bed together, a tangle of limbs and lips, breaking apart only long enough to pull the clothes from their bodies, until their naked forms were fused as one.  Matthew cursed loudly and vividly as she took firm hold of his cock and guided him inside her, then swiftly wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him to go even deeper.

	“Ah, God,” he rasped, each thrust of his cock inside of her hot, wet pussy more forceful, more determined than the one just before.  “God, I’ve missed this, missed you!  Nothing has ever felt this right before, Sasha, never felt this perfect.”

	She pulled his head down to hers, silencing him with another deep, searching kiss.  She spoke to him instead with her body, her back arching off the mattress to meet each thrust, her hands sliding down his back to grasp his ass.  She urged him on wordlessly, their lovemaking becoming increasingly frantic, and nearly out of control, until he felt the inner muscles of her vagina begin to spasm around his cock.  The start of her orgasm in turn triggered his, and despite his resolve to make this first time back with her last, he lost complete control, lost himself as he came more powerfully than he ever had before.  His entire body shook as he emptied himself inside of Sasha’s tight, welcoming body, hard enough that the headboard slammed up against the wall noisily.

	He collapsed on top of her much smaller, slighter body afterwards, so dazed by what had just happened that he wasn’t even aware of his actions.  It was only when she began to wiggle out from under him, gently easing him off of her, that he groaned and quickly rolled to his side.

	“Sorry,” he mumbled, reaching out an arm to tug her in close.  “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

	“Of course not,” she assured him, her index finger tracing over his lips.  “But I might have come up with a suggestion for this new house you’re planning to buy.”

	“Oh?” He propped himself up on an elbow, gazing down at her with interest.  He took it as a very, very good sign that she was voluntarily bringing up the subject of house hunting.  “What might that be?  A swimming pool?  Sauna?  Herb garden?”

	Sasha laughed.  “Not that all three of those things don’t sound amazing, of course, but what I was really going to suggest was that you make sure the place has excellent soundproofing.  I, ah, think we were pretty loud right now.  I just hope we didn’t put on a show for Casey a few minutes ago.”

	“Nah.”  Matthew waved away her concerns.  “First of all, his bedroom is clear on the other side of this place.  Second, if he’s playing video games online with his buddies I guarantee he’s using headphones.  Specifically, these very high tech ones with a built-in microphone.  And as loud as those games can get, he wouldn’t have heard a thing coming from this room.  But I get your point.  One of the criteria for this new house might be having the master suite on a different floor than the other bedrooms.  After all, if I’m going to have all this extra time on my hands after selling the company, I can’t think of a better way to spend it than locked away with you in our bedroom.”

	“Hey, you’re not playing fair here,” she protested weakly. “You’re supposed to be giving me space, letting me figure out if I’m ready to move back in with you, and where we go from here.  Instead, you keep tempting me with talk of this veritable dream house, with all these incredible features that I can’t even imagine existing in the same place at once.  And that’s not even counting the way you just made love to me.  That was - extraordinary, Matthew.  It brought tears to my eyes.  And made me ache just a little. Right here.”

	She picked up his hand and brought it to her heart, which was beating at a pace almost as erratic as his own.  He cupped her breast reverently, teasing the small, dark red nipple deliberately.

	“That ache you feel?” he whispered, bending his head to brush a kiss over her heart.  “That’s love, Sasha.  I know because I’m feeling exactly the same thing right now.  But it’s a good ache.  One that will always remind us of how much we love each other.  And as for not playing fair.”  He grinned devilishly.  “All’s fair in love and war, sweetheart.  And if I thought for one moment that there was a way I could tempt you into moving in with me, I’d do it in a flash.  So tell me.  What could I do for you, buy for you, that might sway your decision?”

	Sasha pretended to think the question over carefully, tapping her finger on her chin thoughtfully.  “Well, as you know, stuff like clothes and jewels and cars don’t interest me much.  And you’ve already offered to include a yoga room and a sauna and an herb garden in whatever house you buy.  That just leaves one thing, really, that might tempt me into saying yes - a beach house in Kauai,” she added jokingly.

	Matthew immediately surged to a sitting position, then grabbed his phone from the nightstand and began tapping out a text.  

	Sasha regarded him curiously.  “Who are you texting?”

	He winked at her, his grin nearly splitting his face.  “My new realtor.  To see if he can find us a place in Kauai as well as here in San Francisco.”

	She jackknifed to a sitting position, peering over his shoulder at his phone.  “Matthew!” she protested, when she glimpsed the text he’d just sent.  “I was just teasing, you know.  I wasn’t serious about buying a place over there.”

	Matthew set his phone down, then tumbled her back onto the pillows.  “I am,” he stated firmly.  “In fact, I can’t think of anything I’m more serious about.  Well, except for you, maybe.  And I think a second home in Kauai is a fantastic idea.  That week we spent there was one of the best times of my life.  If we had a place of our own, we could go there whenever we wanted.”

	Sasha wound her arms around his neck.  “As bribes go, that’s a pretty extravagant one.  Most guys I know would probably start with sending flowers or an expensive dinner or maybe a weekend away somewhere.”

	He shook his head.  “I know that sort of thing doesn’t work with you.  No, buying a house in the place you said felt like home to you from the first time you stepped off the plane – that’s not a bribe, Sasha.  It’s a promise.”




Epilogue

	 

	June – Island of Kauai, Hawaii

	 

	“Exactly how early did you get up this morning?  You’ve obviously been doing yoga down at the beach again, and it’s barely seven a.m.”

	Sasha turned as her husband emerged sleepily from the main house onto the wide, covered verandah where she’d been watching the waves for the last ten minutes.  Their home here in the Hanalei Bay area of Kauai afforded them both spectacular views and easy beach access, two of the “must-haves” on their wish list when they’d begun searching for properties.  

	She gave him a quick kiss as he joined her at the edge of the verandah.  “A little after five, I guess.  It’s hard for me to sleep late at this time of the year since the sun rises so early.  And we have a busy day ahead of us, since my parents want to drive down to Poipu today.”

	Matthew snorted.  “If that’s your idea of a busy day, then I think we’ve already spent too much time here.  You’re starting to think like a Hawaiian after just a couple of weeks.”

	She grinned.  “Come on, admit it.  You kind of love that idea, don’t you?  As far as spending too much time here, you’ve earned it, Matthew.  You could spend the next two years here and not have it be enough time.”

	He yawned, stretching his arms wide as he lifted his face to the early morning sun.  “I won’t argue with that idea,” he admitted.  “Though I suppose Casey will have to go back to school at some point.”

	She linked her arm through his, resting her head on his bare shoulder.  “Well, we have weeks and weeks before that happens.  And a pretty long guest list of people visiting us over the next couple of months.  So let’s enjoy it, hmm?”

	Matthew pressed a kiss to her forehead.  “I will.  I am.  It’s still taking me a little time to get used to the idea that I’m officially unemployed.  After all, it’s been less than a month.”

	He had completed the sale of MBI a scant three weeks ago, after months of negotiations and complex paperwork.  Matthew’s main priority in finding a buyer for the company had been ensuring that all of his employees would remain in their current positions, with zero layoffs or staff reductions.  He had also agreed to retain his position on the Board of Directors, as well as take on various consulting projects on occasion.  

	With Casey still finishing up his freshman year of high school, this was the first opportunity they’d had to get away since the sale of MBI had been finalized, and they had arrived at their beach house in Kauai just three days ago.  The beach house that had been Matthew’s wedding present to his new wife.

	He’d grinned sheepishly upon presenting her with the deed to the house she’d fallen in love with at first sight.  “I’ll freely admit to having stolen this idea from Ian,” he had joked.  “He bought that house of theirs on the Sonoma coast for Tessa as a wedding gift.  But while this might not be a very original idea, it’s a darned good one.  Don’t you agree?”

	Sasha had laughed, hugging the deed against her.  “I absolutely agree!  I knew the minute I saw this place from the road that it would be the one.  And as soon as I walked through the front door I could feel all of the good vibes surrounding us.  I know you think it’s silly to believe that a house or an object can actually talk to you, but I felt like that place was calling me home.”  She had kissed him then, her green-gold eyes shining.  “I love that house.  And I love you for giving it to me.  And I already know that we’re going to have many, many happy times there.”

	They had been married in March, on the first day of spring.  Sasha had declared it was the perfect time to marry, since the Spring Equinox was a time for rebirth and renewal, and, in Matthew’s case, a second chance at love.  Their wedding had been a simple affair - at her insistence - with fewer than fifty people in attendance.  And despite Katya’s attempts to interfere with the plans, the wedding ceremony had been held outdoors, on a Mount Tamalpais ridgeline in Marin County.  The weather had been clear and unseasonably balmy, the views breathtaking, and the guests had been regretful when they had been ushered inside the luxury inn for the start of dinner.

	Enzo had beamed with pride when he’d given his daughter away, while Katya hadn’t been able to stem the flow of tears that trickled down her cheeks.  The two of them had been on their best behavior that day, having vowed to get along for once since it was their only child’s wedding, and they had thrilled the guests with their dance skills.  Polina and Maxim had flown over from Paris, and Enzo’s brother Joaquim from Brazil.  Linda, too, had called a truce with her undeniably charming ex for the day, and had even danced with him a time or two.

	A heavily pregnant Tessa had been Sasha’s matron of honor, while Matthew’s brother Patrick had handled the duties of best man.  The elder Bennetts had been thrilled to welcome Sasha into their family, and Maureen had whispered to her that this time they had actually looked forward to seeing their son get married.

	All of Sasha’s former roommates had been at the wedding, along with several of her co-workers at the yoga studio.  A few of Matthew’s employees had also been invited, including a beaming Elena. And of course, both of Matthew’s children had been there - an overjoyed Casey and a subdued but accepting Hayley.

	It had taken months for Matthew to rebuild his frayed relationship with his daughter, the hurt he’d felt at her betrayal long lasting and not easy to forget.  Sasha had insisted on giving him time alone with Hayley the first few times they had seen each other, not wanting to push the girl too hard.  Gradually, the ice had begun to thaw between father and daughter, to a point where Matthew had felt comfortable enough to include Sasha in their outings.

	Sasha had been surprised at the changes in Hayley from the last time they’d met.  Hayley had actually been polite, and responded to Sasha’s attempts at conversation.  The two women still had a ways to go before Sasha would term their relationship friendly, but the hostility and rudeness Hayley had always demonstrated in the past was no longer an issue.

	Of course, part of the reason for her change in attitude could be credited to Katya.  At Christmas dinner - the first big event that Matthew and Sasha had hosted in their new home in San Francisco - Katya hadn’t bothered to hide her displeasure with Hayley’s bouts of moodiness and continued obsession with texting and emailing.  Katya’s admittedly short fuse had reached the end of its rope, and she’d rather loudly reprimanded Hayley right at the dinner table.  And while Hayley had been visibly startled at the rebuke, she had rather meekly put her phone aside for the rest of the evening.  

	Katya had taken Hayley under her wing after that, and it seemed that her particular brand of tough love was exactly what the moody teen needed.  By the end of the holiday week, Katya had Hayley enthralled with stories about all the celebrities she’d met on Beyond Ballroom over the years, and Hayley had begged Sasha to take her along the next time she visited Katya in L.A.   And while Sasha still considered her relationship with Hayley to be a work in progress, it continued to improve on a regular basis.

	It had helped, of course, when Sasha had urged Matthew to take his daughter on a tour of college campuses during Spring Break, insisting that the two of them needed some alone time.  And when they had moved into the charming Queen Anne Victorian home a scant three blocks from the Gregsons’ place, Sasha had encouraged Hayley to pick out the décor and furnishings for the bedroom that would be hers whenever she visited.  It had been particularly important to Sasha that Hayley considered the new house her home, especially since Lindsey had already declared her intention to sell the Hillsborough mansion once Hayley went off to college.  According to Hayley, her mother then planned to move somewhere “more exciting”, like Los Angeles or New York.  Matthew had muttered “good riddance” under his breath at learning the news, though he had long ago cut off any contact with his ex-wife.

	Sasha loved their place in San Francisco, even though it was very different than the rustic beach house here in Kauai.  The Victorian in the city’s Pacific Heights neighborhood featured numerous windows that let in a ton of natural light, original hardwood floors, beautifully detailed crown molding, and the house felt cozy and charming despite its three levels and numerous rooms.  The house in the city had also felt like home the instant she’d walked across the threshold, and she’d known immediately that this was the place for them.

	Casey was thriving at his new school, had made lots of new friends, and had just wrapped up a very successful baseball season.  He was over the moon at the idea of spending almost the entire summer here in Kauai, and had already persuaded Matthew to let him take surfing lessons.  Hayley would be joining them at some point during the summer, along with Matthew’s parents and siblings for a week or two at a time.  

	One of the main selling features of the beach house had been the two separate guest cottages on the property.  Owning a vacation home in one of the most beautiful places on earth had quickly made Matthew and Sasha extremely popular with their family and friends, and they were expecting visitors almost every week this summer – Chad and Julio, Serge and Morgana, Elena and her two sons, in addition to Matthew’s family members.  Sasha just hoped that her parents wouldn’t end up trashing the cottage they were occupying for the next ten days if they started fighting with each other as they so often did.

	“Speaking of guests,” drawled Matthew.  “Things have been pretty quiet with your folks so far.  Then again, I might have removed most of the breakable items in their cottage.”

	She laughed softly.  “That’s never stopped my mother before.  If she’s angry enough at my father she’ll throw most anything in reach at him - an apple, her shoe, a book.  But you’re right - so far, so good.  I think it would be hard to get upset about anything in a place as beautiful and peaceful as this.  My mother seems as relaxed as I’ve ever seen her, while my dad is either swimming or drinking, just like I predicted.”

	He rubbed her upper back, bared by the low cut of her yoga top.  “It’s good for them to spend some time together, for the three of you to do so.  Your parents are getting a little too old for all the drama, don’t you think?  Maybe if they’re thrown together often enough they might actually consider getting married.”

	Sasha’s laugh deepened.  “I dare you to say that to my mother’s face,” she teased.  “Just make sure there aren’t any heavy objects close by that she can throw at your head, though.”

	Matthew winced.  “Okay, you’ve convinced me.  No more talk of another wedding in the family.”

	She sighed, propping her elbows on the veranda railing and gazing back out at the ocean.  “I used to wish all the time when I was growing up that they would finally get married and settle down,” she admitted.  “That the three of us could be a real family.  It took me a long time to realize that my parents are happier this way.  That no matter how much they fight and how many times they leave each other, somehow they always find their way back.  Though my father did tell me recently that he’s tired of all the touring and traveling, and is thinking of retiring soon.  And that he might decide to settle in Los Angeles afterwards.  Of course, he hasn’t broken that bit of news to my mother just yet.  I think he’s waiting for her to be in the right mood.  He could have a very long wait on his hands.”

	He chuckled.  “That’s for sure.  And speaking of retiring - has Serge stopped sending you emails begging you to change your mind?”

	“Not yet.  But at least he’s sending them less frequently.  And I haven’t retired completely, Matthew.  I’ll still be teaching class one day a week and doing workshops once a month, as well as having private sessions at my beautiful home studio.  Have I told you recently how much I love that space?  And how much I love you for having it all redone?”

	Matthew had insisted on dedicating nearly half of the lower level of their San Francisco home as a space where Sasha could both practice yoga and continue to do massage for a select number of clients - including him.  The room was spacious and well lit, with beautiful bamboo floors, and painted in Sasha’s favorite shade of sage green.  And most recently it was where she’d patiently begun to guide him through his own yoga practice, something he finally had time for since finalizing the sale of MBI.

	Sasha had agreed to cut back on both her teaching and massage schedule so that she had more time to spend with her new husband, and also be free to travel frequently.  And while she certainly didn’t need the income, she had felt an obligation to her devoted students and clients not to quit either of her jobs entirely.

	He grinned down at her.  “I think you might have mentioned something along those lines a few days ago.  But, hey, I’m good with hearing you say it on a regular basis.”

	She pressed a kiss to his bare arm.  Having just stumbled sleepily out of bed, Matthew was clad only in a pair of loose fitting cotton board shorts, and was shoeless, just like Sasha.  It was a tradition, after all, in Hawaii to leave one’s shoes by the front door.  In fact, the only person who insisted on wearing shoes indoors was Katya, but at least she’d left her four-inch stilettos back home and had settled for jeweled flip flops instead.

	“I love you,” murmured Sasha, her hand caressing the lean muscles of his biceps.  “And I’m really loving this new look of yours – no shirt, no shoes, no shaving.  Not to mention the tan you’ve managed to acquire in less than a week.  Happiness looks good on you, husband.”

	He pulled her into his arms.  “Happiness feels good, too.  Happiness and no stress for the first time in two decades.  Though it’s something of a temporary break, you know.  At some point I need to get serious about the foundation.”

	Even after signing away half his net worth to Lindsey as part of the divorce settlement, Matthew had still been left with a sizeable fortune.  A fortune that had nearly quadrupled after selling MBI.  It was a staggering amount of money, one that Matthew knew he’d be hard pressed to spend even a small percentage of in his lifetime – especially given Sasha’s general disdain for material things.  When he’d suggested the idea of starting a foundation of some sort with a good portion of the money, she had overwhelmingly supported it.  

	“I know.  But you can do that on your own terms, at your own pace.  And not just yet.  You deserve a good long break.  And this is the perfect place to have one,” she reminded him, sweeping an arm around to indicate their current surroundings.  

	He nodded, resting his chin on the top of her wild curls.  “Couldn’t think of a better place.  Though as long as you’re by my side, I’d consider anyplace in the world to be paradise.”

	Sasha rubbed her thumb over his heavily stubbled chin.  “When did a self-professed nerd get to be such a romantic?” she teased.  

	Matthew captured her hand and pressed a kiss to the palm.  “When I was lucky enough to meet you,” he replied softly.  “You realize that today is almost two years exactly since Tessa and Ian’s wedding?  The day you scolded me for drinking too much booze, coerced me into dancing with you, and then begged me to take better care of myself?”

	Sasha thought for a moment.  “You’re right.  Their anniversary is in two more days.  I’ll have to send Tessa an email congratulating them.  Though I expect she’s preoccupied with her little Gilly these days.”

	Sasha’s instincts had been proven right yet again when she had predicted Tessa and Ian’s baby would be a girl.  Gillian, named after Tessa’s late mother, was about six weeks old, and the prettiest baby Sasha had ever seen.  Cuddling her best friend’s daughter had stirred up maternal instincts that Sasha hadn’t believed she possessed.  But she’d been pleasantly surprised when broaching the subject with Matthew to discover that he was more than open to the idea of having a baby.

	“Not quite yet, though,” he’d cautioned.  “I’d like to have some time to just enjoy ourselves, enjoy this sense of freedom.  But maybe within the next year we can revisit the subject.  I wasn’t around nearly as much as I would have liked to be when Hayley and Casey were small, so the thought that it would be completely different with a new baby is awfully appealing.  And I know you’d be a wonderful mother, Sasha – kind and patient and devoted.  Because that’s the way you are with everyone you love.”

	His sweet, lovely words had made her choke up just a little, and she had given him a heartfelt kiss in response.  “That’s because most everyone in my life is so easy to love,” she’d replied teasingly.  “Especially you.  And I love the idea of having a child together.  Maybe next year, like you suggested.  After all, there’s really no rush, is there?  You and I have all the time in the world now.”

	It began to rain just then, a light, fleeting summer rain that would be over almost as soon as it had begun.  And though they were protected by the roof of the veranda, Matthew still urged his wife inside.

	“Come on.  We should start getting breakfast together.  Casey will be up before too long, and you know how hungry he is first thing in the morning.”

	Sasha followed him across the wide veranda, pausing at the entrance to the house.  Like many homeowners in Hawaii, they had followed with tradition and chosen a name for their house.  Matthew had even commissioned a local artist to hand paint the small wooden sign that had been hung just to the right of the front door.  

	Sasha traced a finger over the sage green lettering that spelled out the name she and Matthew had chosen, a name that represented not just this beautiful house but the beautiful life they were making together – it was called Serenity.




 

	 

	 

	The End
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	But eventually their story began to take shape in my head, and the idea for Serenity came together.  This was a bit different than some of my previous books, as the relationship between Sasha and Matthew is more tender, and perhaps a little less passionate and sexual than say Julia and Nathan’s, or Tessa and Ian’s.  But there is no denying the great love and need they have for each other, and how in the end they helped each other overcome difficulties and demons from their past.
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	Pinterest - http://www.pinterest.com/janetnissenson/

	Instagram - https://www.instagram.com/janetlnissenson/




ADDITIONAL TITLES BY THIS AUTHOR

	 

	The Inevitable Series:

	Serendipity (Book #1 – Julia and Nathan’s story) 

	Splendor (Book #2 – Tessa and Ian’s original story)

	All You Need is Love (Book #1.5 – the Serendipity sequel)

	Shattered (Book #3 – Angela and Nick’s story)

	Sensational (Book #4 – Lauren and Ben’s story)

	Serenity (Book #5 – Sasha and Matthew’s story)

	 

	Coming soon:

	Stronger (Book #6 – Cara and Dante’s story)

	 

	The Splendor Series:

	Covet (Book #1)

	Crave (Book #2 – same book as Splendor [Inevitable #2] but with a dozen new/additional scenes)

	Claim (Book #3)
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