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    Chapter One


    


    “Test today was negative,” Laynie said as I walked in the office, not bothering with any greeting. “I’m never going to get pregnant, Gwen.”


    I dropped my purse on the couch and bit the inside of my cheek before I responded so that I didn’t laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”


    “Nope. It was a big fat minus sign. Which means negative. Not pregnant. No baby. Infertile. Nothing’s growing in this soil.”


    I couldn’t help myself—I laughed. “It’s been two months since you started trying. That’s not even long enough to let the Depo run out of your system yet, is it? Have you even had a period?”


    Alayna—Laynie—had only gotten married in April to Hudson Pierce, one of the country’s richest men under thirty and the owner of The Sky Launch, the club where we worked together as co-managers. I hadn’t heard a word about her wanting children the whole time they’d been engaged, but by the time she’d come home from the honeymoon, she was in full family-planning mode. Technically my boss, Laynie’s most notable trait was her ability to focus intently on a project until it was completed. In other words, she was a little obsessive.


    It was actually a great characteristic when it came to work. She always thought of everything, never missing a detail. Her brain worked on overdrive, and while she liked to talk incessantly about business, her passion and creative ideas made sure the subject never grew old.


    An obsessive partner was good for me, really. Besides my family and friendship with Laynie, work was all I had to fill my time. Well, pretty much all I had. And since she and the other two important people in my life—my sister Norma and my brother Ben—had significant others, I spent a lot of time focused on my job. It definitely helped with the loneliness.


    But now Laynie was obsessed with having a baby.


    God, I knew nothing about babies. Or pregnancy. Or marriage. Or being so in love and committed to a person that I wanted to procreate with him. Somehow the constant talk about it made me feel more alone than ever. And she hadn’t even conceived yet. What the hell would it feel like when she actually had another human to fixate on?


    “I have not had a period yet,” Laynie said as I crossed over to my desk, which was set at a perpendicular angle to hers. “And that makes it even harder to guess when I’m supposed to test. But I had all the symptoms of ovulation two weeks ago—the raised temperature, the change in cervical fluid and firmness. That means I should have started today. But since I didn’t, it’s possible I’m still pregnant and the test just didn’t say it yet—right?”


    “You’re not really asking me that, are you?” I slumped into my chair and logged into my computer as I spoke. “Because you know I have zero knowledge about anything related to conception.”


    “But I just told you everything you need to know on the subject. I should be having a period. I’m not. Test says negative. Those contradict. So I could be pregnant. Right?”


    “Sounds like you answered the question on your own.” I could sense she was about to protest, so before she did, I added, “Hey. You’re on your own with this. I can’t give you any insight or opinion. Now if you want to talk about narrowing down the selections for the new chef, I can say plenty.”


    She opened her mouth to say something then shut it. When she opened it again, she said, “I’m obsessing, aren’t I?”


    I put my thumb and forefinger up, indicating an inch. “Little bit.”


    She groaned and dropped her forehead to her desk.


    “Aw. Don’t beat yourself up. I know it’s frustrating. You decided you wanted something and now you can’t see anything else.” Man, did I know how that felt. But I also knew that life could go on through waiting. Even when the wait was indefinite.


    At least she didn’t have to do the waiting alone.


    I stopped myself from saying that, afraid it would come out bitter, and it wasn’t her I was bitter at. “It’s going to take time. Didn’t the doctor say it might be a year before your reproductive system was reset?”


    Her head still down, she let out another muffled groan edged with an exaggerated sob.


    “I’m not saying it will take that long. Just…be patient.” Easier said than done. I knew that. “Meanwhile, keep trying. Have as much fun as you can being a newlywed.”


    She sat up abruptly, her brown hair flying from the movement. “Oh, believe me, we’re trying. All. The. Time.” She waggled her brows and her suddenly upbeat tone suggested she was next going to erupt into a sordid tale from her insanely abundant sex life.


    Her stories had only recently begun to induce a streak of envy that blazed hot and fierce inside me, but I refused to let her know. Once they brought to mind vivid memories of my own—of the man I was waiting for, of the way he and I had been whenever we were together. I’d liked those memories. They’d given me something to hold onto. Something to look forward to.


    Now they only reminded me of what I didn’t have.


    But I forced an encouraging smile, preferring her spicy talk to her baby disappointment. “Please, Laynie. Don’t act as if you’re doing it any more than you were when you weren’t trying. You two have sex drives that are insatiable.”


    She grinned. “It’s H. He can go forever. This morning, he woke me up before five, and he still was only half dressed when his driver rang the bell at a quarter to eight. The Pierce stamina…I tell you…”


    “No, don’t. I can barely look at him with all I know as it is.”


    “I’m just saying I bet there’s a cousin or something we could fix you up with.” She winked.


    It was my turn to groan. “Please, no.” As for Pierce stamina, I had a feeling it was more Hudson stamina. I certainly hadn’t found my own Pierce lover to be able to go very long. Though, perhaps that was just because of their differences in age.


    And that little extracurricular arrangement was not one I was sharing with anyone, least of all my coworker. It was embarrassing and wrong—on so many levels, not just because of the years between he and me. I was sure Laynie and I were close enough friends that she wouldn’t judge or scold, but still. I felt guilty. As I should. I should feel every rotten feeling from shame to disgust to remorse.


    Laynie would tell me I was being ridiculous. She’d said before that I couldn’t waste my life away waiting for someone who had obviously flat-out disappeared. And maybe a part of me agreed. Maybe that was why I’d let that other Pierce work his way into my life. Into my bed.


    But I hadn’t let him anywhere near my heart, because no matter how much time had passed, it belonged to someone else.


    “Fine. No setting you up with Hudson’s family. As soon as you say the word, though, I’m fixing you up with someone. Just let me know when you’re ready.”


    I chewed on my bottom lip and gave her a tight, “Mmhmm,” pretending to be distracted with what was on my screen. Thank goodness she couldn’t view it from where she sat or she’d see that I was staring at the desktop. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to discuss the topic, necessarily. I just didn’t know what else to say to her. “Don’t bother, I’m hopeless,” would only urge her to convince me otherwise. And I didn’t want convincing. Because as far as I was concerned, I’d never be ready.


    “Well, whenever.”


    I felt her staring at me for a few seconds before I heard the clickety-click of her fingers on her keyboard. She really was thoughtful to try like she did. It was just still difficult for me to know how to deal with people who cared about me besides Norma and Ben. People like Alayna and Hudson and Boyd—Norma’s boyfriend—and Eric, my brother’s fiancé. It hadn’t been that long since I’d been closed off to everyone, shut up inside, unwilling to let go or let others in, and it was sometimes awkward to respond to the attention. Which was silly, probably. It wasn’t like I’d turned into the captain of the cheerleading squad in terms of social life or anything. But I’d definitely changed. And that took getting used to.


    Alayna wasn’t pushing, thankfully. That meant I was off the hook, and I willed my attention to turn to work.


    I let out a long breath and opened up the shared folder on my computer labeled Restaurant. While I was mainly in charge of operations and Laynie was in charge of marketing and human resources, we found our best innovative ideas happened together. So even though she primarily worked days and I worked nights, we made sure our hours overlapped several times a week so that we could collaborate and touch base. Friday nights we ran the club together. She wasn’t needed then—we had more than enough qualified managers to cover all the shifts without her having to take a weekend night—but she said it kept her in touch with what made the club thrive. Frankly, I was surprised Hudson let her work when he wasn’t at the office. He was as controlling as she was obsessive. Somehow the two made it work. Perfectly, even.


    However they did it, I was grateful that we had shifts together. Besides being a good friend, she was an amazing businesswoman. She had worked at The Sky Launch for several years, but she’d only taken over as manager at about the same time I did. I’d been impressed from day one with her plans for expansion of the nightclub, including her idea to highlight the club’s best feature—the private bubble rooms on the second story that overlooked the dance floor below. We’d focused on bringing in more small parties, partnering with various businesses around town and starting a citywide promotion campaign through one of the best advertising firms in NYC.


    Recently we’d moved our focus to her idea of having a restaurant on the premises during the day hours. The last club I’d worked at, Eighty-Eighth Floor, had a similar model of day-to-night presence that we’d tweaked to bring to The Sky Launch. Presently, we were looking at chefs.


    “Did you confirm with Fuschia MacDonahough for tomorrow?” I asked, looking at our To-Do List. For months, we’d met every Thursday for dinner at the penthouse she had with Hudson. It was our chance to hang out in a non-work setting, though for the last couple of weeks, we’d added a bit of the job to the routine by bringing in one of the chefs on our short list of potential hires to prepare the meal so we could audition their cooking.


    The recurring date had strengthened our friendship. Norma, my sister, sometimes joined us, and every now and then Ben and Eric as well. We’d become a family of sorts, pieces of broken people coming together like a patchwork quilt. It was a night that I looked forward to with as much intensity as I dreaded the loneliness of the Wednesday night that preceded it.


    “Yep. Then next week we’ve got Jordan Chase confirmed. After that we’re going to have to make a decision.”


    Her brow wrinkled, and I prayed she didn’t go where I sensed she was going.


    “Jordan Chase,” she said again. “That could be what JC stands for.”


    And there she’d gone.


    JC.


    “JC wasn’t a cook.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. I’m sure.” And the C likely stood for a middle name, definitely not his last. Of the few things he’d told me, one had been his last name—Bruzzo. I’d kept that information to myself like most of what he’d told me that final time I’d seen him.


    “His name could still be Jordan.” Good old Laynie. Obsessing again. “I kind of like that. It has a nice ring.”


    If I had the strength, I’d let her ramble on and not react.


    But I had no strength when it came to JC, and Alayna knew it.


    I twisted my seat toward her and glared.


    She was staring out into space though and missed my evil eye. “Gwen and Jordan. Jordan and Gwen. I like that. Real catchy.” Finally, she looked at me. “What?”


    “One minute you want to fix me up with someone, the next you’re bringing up JC. Do you want me with him or not?”


    “I don’t want either. I mean, I want you happy. And from what you’ve said about this guy, I think he makes you happy. So I wish he would come the fuck back from wherever he disappeared to and do that.”


    Me too.


    I didn’t want to go down this road tonight. I nodded and hoped she’d take my cue when I swiveled back toward my screen.


    She didn’t. “But if he’s not going to come back…”


    “Then you think I should move on. I know, I know.” She’d told me enough times in enough ways for me to feel like I understood her position on the matter.


    She surprised me, though, saying, “I’m torn, Gwen. He sounds amazing. Perfect for you. And after everything Hudson and I went through, I believe that love can overcome incredible obstacles.”


    Nice sentiment. I wanted to believe it too. “But our only obstacle is that he isn’t here.” Well, that and he’d gotten married to someone else in Vegas while he was too drunk to know what he was doing. That was another thing I hadn’t told Alayna.


    “Exactly. He has to be here. And he’s not. So you need to make a decision about how long you’re going to wait for him. How much of your life is worth letting pass by while you wait for him to show up? What if he never shows up?”


    It was the question I asked myself every day.


    The answer was, I’d be lost. I was lost. Because of him, I was open and looser and closer to happy than I’d been for most of my life. But the heart of me—the part that believed in love and ever after and sweet kisses and romance—that part of me was lost.


    Honestly, I wasn’t sure that I’d ever completely found it. I’d glimpsed it, though. Seen pieces of myself that had hinted it was inside me. If it really was there, I knew without a doubt I wouldn’t find it for real without him. Without JC.


    But Alayna had a point. How long could I wait before at least pretending to move on?


    “I don’t know,” I said with raw sincerity.


    Laynie was silent for a moment, and I could hear the wheels in her head turning. “I get you,” she said finally, “I do. I’ve wasted so much time on less promising relationships than yours, and the ways I coped were far less healthy than you simply taking yourself off the market. But Lauren, my favorite therapist, used to say that sometimes we aren’t even interested in the thing we’re after anymore. We’ve just gotten in the habit of focusing on it.”


    Was that what JC had become for me? Merely a habit?


    I didn’t want to think that was all he was. But if he’d taught me anything, it was that living in the past was not living at all.


    I’d never struggled with addiction, yet now I felt like I had a smidgeon of an idea of what it must have been like for Alayna when she’d had to face her obsessive tendencies over men. How hard it must have been to finally try to “quit.” It was why my father had never been able to put down the bottle and why he’d turned to heroin—because it was that hard to give up the thing that you lived for.


    In the same way, it was nearly impossible for me to think about giving up JC, even when he’d only become a memory.


    And with that clarity, I realized that was exactly what I had to do—give him up. Because I didn’t want to be anything like my father.


    Laynie was right. I had to check in to JC Anonymous. I had to quit. Tentatively I asked, “What would this Dr. Lauren of yours say is the way to stop?”


    “Well.” She was just as tentative in her answer, all too aware of the difficulty it took for me to even think about “quitting.” “She’d suggest setting a date. A date that you plan to quit waiting, or, in my case, obsessing, and then on that date, you stop. Like a job. Hand in your notice today and know that this is all the time you have left before you move on.”


    “So I should pick a date to be over JC? That sounds a little simplistic, doesn’t it?”


    “It does. But it works.” She thought for a second then corrected herself. “Or it helps anyway. Nothing really works except not giving up.”


    I twisted my lips, considering what she’d said. It would be easy to apply her words to reasons to not quit JC. If I truly believed we could be together then I shouldn’t give up.


    But it had been almost a year since he’d left me. Almost twelve months since he’d told me that he was the key witness in a murder. That he had to go into protection until the trial. I had no way of knowing when the trial would end, and when it did, he was the one who had to find me. Which could prove difficult since I’d left every part of my old life in my own need for protection. In my case, protection from my father.


    I had faith that he could find me. But would he look? Because, yes, I still had feelings for him, but really, when I thought about it logically, it was ridiculous that I did. Because in the seven months I’d known him before he left, our relationship really only added up to a total of two weeks time together. Ninety-five percent of that had been just sex. So what was it I was actually waiting around for? A man who had openly loved me for the space of…what? A day and a half? That and good sex. Amazingly good sex.


    It wasn’t enough to justify being stuck for so long.


    And if he actually did love me like he’d said he did, I had a feeling he’d say the same thing.


    There was only one smart thing to do.


    I looked down at the keyboard where my fingers were absentmindedly tapping over and over on the same two letters—J and C.


    No. I couldn’t live like this forever.


    I pulled my hands into my lap and sat back in my chair. “The Fourth.”


    I’d been silent long enough that Laynie took a moment to register my meaning. “Of July?”


    I swallowed. “Yeah. Independence Day. Sounds like a good day to let someone go.”


    She nodded, her expression somber, her eyes both compassionate and hopeful. “It sounds perfect,” she said. “A total celebration. We’re all going to be on Hudson’s boat for the night. We’ll watch the fireworks and everyone will think they’re going off for this big patriotic holiday thing, and only we will know they’re really just for you.”


    The year before, I’d spent the holiday watching the fireworks alone, missing JC with every fiber of my being. Yet somehow this year’s celebration sounded even lonelier.


    “Perfect,” I said. I’d expected to feel a weight lifted from me, but instead, it felt almost suffocating to commit to this new plan. Felt like something inside of me was tightening and constricting, making it hard to breathe. Like my lungs were full of sand and my heart that had once been open was starting to close.


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    


    The first slam is hard, fast. From behind.


    I let out a guttural breathy sound that’s half grunt, half sigh. This, I think. How long have I waited for this? It’s so much more amazing than I remember.


    We’re still fully clothed. We were too desperate for each other. Too eager. I managed to get my pants and underwear down to my thighs before he flipped me around and bent me over the kitchen table. I didn’t even see him take his cock out, but I felt his erection at the center of me. Felt his head at my hole.


    Then this. The cruel, delicious thrust that slices me in two, separating the me who was without him from the me who is so very with him. He’s meant to be here. Inside me. Thick and hot and steel. Solid. Still. Something I want to clutch onto and I try to hold him there.


    But then he moves, not giving me any time to adjust before he pulls out and thrusts back in. Over and over, like a jackhammer with his force and speed. The ball of desire in my belly stretches and thins like a rubber band, growing so taut that I know when it releases it’s going to shoot through me like a pebble in a slingshot. His hands slide under my shirt and push my bra up, setting my breasts free. Then he grips them, plumping them with firm fingers.


    I slip my hand down between my legs to rub my clit. At this tempo, he’s going to go fast and I want to go with him. God, there. With my finger on my bud and that spot he’s hitting.


    “Is that it?” he asks. “Am I hitting the right place?”


    “Uh huh,” I manage. He knows my body. He shouldn’t have to ask.


    Our thighs slap together and his jeans chafe against my skin. But I welcome it. I do. As much as I welcome the uncomfortable way the table edge is digging into my waist.


    “Am I big, Gwen? Do I feel good?”


    “Yes, yes. You feel good.” You always feel so good, JC.


    My orgasm is inching up now. I increase the pressure on my clit and then it’s almost…almost there. The edges of my vision blur and my toes lift, the muscles in my calves tightening. I brace myself for the release, knowing he’s near too. Have to get there fast if I’m going to go with him. Have to…


    A sharp pain shot through my breast, knocking me out of the race to orgasm and abruptly ending my fantasy. “Ow!” I cried.


    At the same moment, Chandler’s climax hit, and like he usually did, he narrated his release with his two favorite words in the English language. “Fuck yes. Yes. Yes. Fuck yes. Yessssss.”


    He’s nineteen, I reminded myself. If you’re going to bang a boy, you better have limited expectations. Luckily, his over-vocalization masked my groan of disappointment over my lost climax. Over my lost memory of JC.


    Chandler finished rutting and collapsed over me.


    Jesus, sometimes he was so smothering. Literally and figuratively.


    “Uh, can I get up?” I said, as nicely as I could while still being completely sexually frustrated.


    “Yeah, yeah. Sorry.” The second after Chandler pulled out, I had my pants up. I straightened my bra before turning toward him.


    In general, I tried to refrain from making eye contact with him during or after our sexual encounters. Looking at him during made it difficult to imagine he was really JC. Looking at him after made it difficult to not bear the guilt for pretending he was someone else.


    God, I was an awful person.


    This time, I accidentally glanced at him. I had eleven years on him but his face was so youthful, it sometimes felt more like twenty. Especially when his features wore the afterglow of a quick fuck, every muscle relaxed, his smile goofy and blissed out.


    “Damn, that was good. So good.” His post-coital dialogue never differed. “Was it good for you too?”


    No. You pinched my nipple, ruined my JC fantasy, and failed to make me come.


    But I lied. “It was awesome.” Then I felt guilty for being dishonest on top of everything else.


    Awful wasn’t a strong enough word for what I was.


    “It was awesome.” He grinned and leaned down to kiss my cheek before heading to the bathroom to dispose of the condom and clean up. As soon as he closed the door, I wiped his kiss away with my hand. It was weird that the gesture bothered me. I could let him put his cock inside me, but not his mouth on my cheek? What the hell?


    Maybe it was a problem that would go away when I hit my JC quit date. When I stopped wishing that it were he I was with instead of this boy.


    Or maybe I was just really a bitch.


    I sighed as I crossed to the fridge to grab a bottle of water. Then I leaned back against the counter and took a long swig, wishing it were something stronger. Knowing that even if it were, it could never be strong enough to drown my guilt.


    The pathetic thing was that I felt guiltier about “cheating” on JC than I did about using Chandler for sex. Not that I was using him any more than he was using me. He’d been the one to start things between us. We’d met at Alayna and Hudson’s wedding rehearsal, and he’d immediately made his interests in me known. Then at the wedding reception, he never left my side, coming on to me repeatedly with all the confidence of a preppy, rich, extremely sexy nineteen-year-old.


    It had been cute. Charming. Naughty.


    And I’d been lonely.


    The wedding had been the first time that it had truly hit me that JC was likely not coming back. That everyone had someone but me. I’d gotten the point from the lopsided table seating of the bridal party, but just to be sure I understood, the gods of clarity directed Laynie’s bouquet to my open arms when she’d thrown it. I’d stood there clutching onto the cherry-speckled cymbidiums for several minutes after the crowd of women had dispersed, letting the awkwardness settle over me. The coldness. It was a cruel reality to face. JC had led me out of my emotional shell only to feel heartbreak. By then, it had been ten months since JC had left me. If I’d gotten pregnant the last time we’d made love, I’d thought, I would have had my baby by now.


    Ten months and not a word.


    Then I’d looked up, my eyes glassy from unshed tears, and there was this sweet kid who wanted nothing but to take me into a dark hidden place on the Botanical Gardens grounds and stick his cock in me for a little while. I’d decided right then that I had two choices—either I could go back to being the stony bitch I’d been before JC or I could use the things he’d taught me to try to be a more content person.


    So I let Hudson’s college freshman brother do me against a tree.


    We’d both come. And I’d felt a little better. Better enough to give him my phone number. Better enough to let there be repeats of the event.


    I’d been honest from the beginning. “No strings. No romance. No commitment.” It had been the deal that JC and I had meant to have once upon a time. But with JC, I’d known almost immediately how impossible that agreement was going to be to keep.


    Chandler had agreed to my terms. He wasn’t interested in getting seriously involved with anyone, let alone an older woman. Besides, he had plenty of other girls he was banging, most his age. But he liked having me in his rotation because, honestly, I was a pretty boast-worthy fuck buddy. Our arrangement had mutual benefits. He got off with a “hot chick who knew things”—his words—and I had something to occupy my downtime.


    We’d kept all our rendezvousing at The Sky Launch, at first. He’d meet me early, when I was getting off of work, before he had to get to class. We’d do our thing, decide when we’d meet again—usually a few days later—and that would be it. Only recently, after a close encounter with Alayna one morning, had we moved things to my apartment.


    Though he hadn’t been a replacement for JC whatsoever, Chandler had been good for me. He’d helped keep me from withdrawing into myself. And, for the most part, the sex was decent. As long as I took care of my own stimulation, I’d usually climax, and in the short moments of blissful release, I was always able to forget how desolate I was the rest of the time.


    It was a good arrangement. In different circumstances, JC might have been proud.


    But something had changed in the last week or so. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


    Chandler returned from the bathroom, and I eyed him as he zipped up his pants. The Pierce family certainly had good genes—Chandler was a hot guy. Hotter than a teenager had the right to be with his piercing blue eyes and sharp cheekbones. From what I could tell, he was pretty well-sculpted too. I’d never actually seen him with his clothes off, another one of my rules, but when my back was pressed against his chest, he felt toned. He’d be a good catch for someone one day. The girls were probably already trying to pin him down.


    Now that I thought about it, he hadn’t really mentioned any of the other women he was doing in a while, and he used to do that fairly often.


    I tilted my head at him. “Things still going well with that one girl?”


    He stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked around the room. “You’ll have to be more specific than that one girl.”


    “The one you said you’d seen a few times. You’d actually stayed the night at her house. Melissa? Or Melanie?” There were so many. He was really quite a playboy.


    “Melanie is old news. It was Molly you’re thinking of.” He toed off one shoe and then the other.


    “Molly, then. Hey, what are you doing?”


    He shrugged. “Just getting comfortable. Molly is finished too. She was…clingy.”


    Now I knew what the problem was. “Oh, no. No. You can’t get comfortable. That’s not part of the deal.”


    He sat on the couch and stretched his feet out onto the coffee table, one ankle crossed over the other. “Come on. Hudson said he didn’t need me in the office until tomorrow and it’s your day off, right? So I could just chill here a while.”


    Making himself comfortable, loss of interest in other women…


    Goddammit. Chandler was attached.


    And every ounce of guilt inside me multiplied by ten. I set my water bottle down and stomped over to him. “Uh uh. No chilling. No spending the day together.” He looked up at me with mopey eyes, gutting me. “Look, the minute after you leave, I’m just going to shower and then sleep.”


    His mouth tilted up at the corner. “Then I’ll just shower and sleep with you. Or not sleep, if you’d rather.” He waggled his eyebrows.


    “No, I wouldn’t rather.” I picked up his shoes and handed them to him.


    “Fine, fine. I can sleep. I was up late and it’s early. We could cuddle.” His expression grew softer, even more boyish than usual. “It could be nice.”


    I hesitated. I considered, truly considered what he was suggesting. Because cuddling would be nice. Sleeping against a warm body would be very nice. And so why couldn’t I have that with Chandler? There was an age difference between us, yes. A significant age difference, but Norma was eight years older than her boyfriend, Boyd, and that relationship worked well. Sure Chandler slept around a lot—the reason I demanded we always used condoms—but that’s what guys his age did. Overall, he was a really decent guy with a good name and a stable future ahead of him. Wouldn’t that be the best way to “quit” JC? To move on with someone else?


    Except it would be a lie. I didn’t have any feelings for Chandler other than an appreciation for what he did for me physically and maybe a fondness of his general character. But it wasn’t love. Pretending it could be wouldn’t be fair to him or me. It wouldn’t be fair to JC either. If I was going to move on from him it needed to be to something that could grow. Not just to something that was available.


    I sighed. “It could be nice, Chandler. For someone else. But not for me. It’s not what we are to each other.” Inwardly I cringed as I said words that JC had said to me once. They’d been false when he’d said them, and we’d both known that as strongly as I knew right now that they were true.


    But to make sure Chandler knew what I was really saying, I rephrased. “It’s not what you are to me.”


    To his credit, he managed to keep his disappointment fairly well masked. He could be stoic when it served him, it seemed. He really was more like Hudson than people gave him credit for.


    “Not the arrangement. Right. Got it.” He slipped on his shoes then stood up. “See you again Sunday morning?”


    Here was where JC had shown that I had meant something to him, even though I didn’t see it at the time. Because he hadn’t been able to let me go and that was exactly what I needed to do with Chandler.


    So I did. “Uh, no. I think we’ve come to the end of this little fling. I mean…” Even though it was necessary, I didn’t want to hurt the kid. Which was easier said than done.


    I leaned my weight onto one hip and tried to find an original way to say It’s not you, it’s me. “This has been really…fun. And really what I needed. You’ve reminded me what I need.” Namely, orgasms. “And what I don’t.” Namely, someone who liked me more than I liked him. “Now I’m taking things a different direction in my life, and I think I need to do it by myself.” Or at least with men who weren’t going to want more.


    Please don’t fight for me, please don’t fight for me.


    He didn’t.


    “Okay. No biggie.” He shrugged, something he did a lot, I noticed. “If you change your mind, you’ve got my number.”


    “Yeah. I do.”


    He shifted awkwardly, as if wondering if he should hug me or kiss me. I made the decision easy, stepping aside so he couldn’t do either.


    At the door, he looked back at me and smiled, his eyes hinting at melancholy. “So, uh, I hope you do change your mind.”


    Before I could respond, he opened the door and left.


    I let out a deep breath and then threw myself onto the couch. I hugged my arms around myself and let the tears fall instead of holding them back like I usually did. It had only been one day since I’d chosen July Fourth as the day to get over JC and two weeks until that day arrived.


    That meant I only had two weeks left to miss him, and I planned to use that time missing him a whole damn lot.


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    “He knows,” Alayna insisted. “He hasn’t said it outright, but he knows.”


    It was Thursday, the night of our weekly dinner together, and she and I were sitting outside on the deck while we waited for the chef to finish preparing dinner. Norma was with us as well, hoping tonight would be the night she got the courage to tell Hudson about her relationship with Boyd.


    Norma and Boyd had dated secretly for nearly two years now. Only Alayna, Ben, and I knew about them, and we’d each been sworn never to utter a word to Hudson. Otherwise, Boyd might be transferred. Or fired. He was her assistant at Pierce Industries—the best assistant she’d ever had, she claimed—and the company had a strict policy of no fraternization between managers and their subordinates.


    Obviously, their relationship hadn’t been planned. Neither would have chosen to fall in love with someone they had to stay quiet about, though I was pretty sure that having to keep things under wraps had only added to their initial attraction. Planned or not, it had happened, it had evolved. Now they wanted to take things to the next level—going public.


    “Hudson doesn’t know.” Norma was adamant. “I’d know if he knew, and he doesn’t.”


    I kicked my feet against the brick of the balcony wall where I sat. “How would you know?”


    “Because I know Hudson.” Norma, who was leaning against the ledge next to me, glanced over then covered her eyes with her hand. “You’re making me crazy sitting up there. What if you fell?”


    I looked behind me. My butt was nowhere near the outer edge. “I won’t.”


    Laynie cleared her throat, drawing our attention. “I know Hudson.” Her tone hinted annoyance, though I was sure my sister didn’t notice. “And I’m telling you, he knows. Also, Hudson would be equally crazy with you sitting there.”


    I was a bit annoyed myself. Sure, we were fifty or so stories off the ground, but I wasn’t a ten-year-old. It was bad enough when Norma mothered me. I tilted my head at my friend. “Do you think he knows because you told him?”


    “No!”


    “Then why do you think that?”


    “Because—”


    I cut her off. “And don’t say, ‘I just do.’”


    She shot me a scathing look. “I was going to say, because he makes these little comments sometimes about Norma having other things on her agenda or how she has Boyd right where she wants him. And I swear there’s innuendo.”


    Norma scoffed. “That’s your imagination. You’re still a newlywed. Your libido is on overdrive. You hear innuendo in everything he says.”


    Even though Alayna was married to Hudson and Norma had Boyd, they still often had an underlying current of tension between them because Norma had once been madly in love with Hudson. That she still worked with him as one of his right-hand employees was sometimes a source of conflict neither of them wanted to admit to.


    Lucky me, I got to be the peacemaker. “Okay, guess what. It doesn’t matter if he knows or he doesn’t know. The point is that Laynie doesn’t think he’s going to make a big deal about you and Boyd being together and neither do I.”


    Norma tsked. “He can’t not do anything. I mean, maybe at first he could, as long as I keep it secret, but that’s not what we want.”


    “I know. You want to be able to go to the fireworks together.” God, I was sick of her moaning about it. At least she had someone. So what if no one could know.


    But she was my sister, and I loved her. “You should just tell Hudson.”


    Laynie tapped her finger on the arm of her deck chair. “You know, it could be kind of hot to meet up there and secretly do naughty things. There will be a lot of people on the boat and they will all be watching the fireworks show.” She said it as if she had specific experience in doing secret naughty things during the Pierce annual fireworks harbor ride.


    Which was adorable. And not at all what I wanted to think about my sister doing. “I’m not hearing this.” I put my hands over my ears. I’d already witnessed more than I’d wanted to when I walked in on Norma and Boyd in her office getting, well, kinky.


    Norma considered. “Boyd doesn’t have an invite.”


    “He can go as Gwen’s date.”


    Fucking Laynie. Traitor.


    Then Norma raised a brow. “That’s an idea…”


    “No, it’s not an idea. No way. I’m not going to be your beard.” I ran a hand through my dark blonde hair. “How about this—don’t say anything. Just show up with Boyd and see if Hudson ever approaches you about it.”


    “That might work, too,” Norma said.


    Laynie did not agree. “God, no. Don’t do that. That’s a terrible plan. Hudson would much rather you be upfront.”


    “Upfront about what?” Hudson asked from the doorway, startling us into silence. He looked questioningly from Alayna to Norma to me, his eyes widening when he took in my seating place.


    I jumped down to the ground.


    His face relaxed and he asked again. “What should you be upfront about and which of you is it that Alayna is talking about?”


    I opened my mouth to say something since he was still looking at me, but Laynie saved me by answering. “Gwen wants to bring a date to the fireworks celebration, and she didn’t know if she should just show up with him or let you know beforehand.”


    If looks could kill, Hudson would be making funeral arrangements for his bride.


    He swept a suspicious gaze over me. “Either would be fine. You’re dating, Gwen? Anyone we know?”


    “I’m not dating,” I said at the same time Laynie said, “It’s her first date,” and simultaneously with Norma’s response, which was, “Boyd.”


    Jesus fucking Christ. I didn’t bother to hide my irritation.


    Hudson continued to study me then moved his stare to Norma. “Of course Boyd is welcome.” His tone was stiffer than it had been a moment ago. “Just remember that you have an image to maintain.”


    I could hear Norma swallow. “Always.”


    “Excellent. This is a situation where perception is key. As long as that’s in check, you’re good.”


    Damn. I got what Laynie meant about innuendo.


    His features relaxed as he turned back to his wife. The way he looked at her—the way he always looked at her, as though she hung the moon—it never failed to make me both smile and ache. I’d felt adored like that when JC had looked at me. Felt like I was his whole reason. God, what I’d give to have that again. To have him again.


    Thirteen days to my quit date. Could I really let him go?


    “Alayna, the cook wanted a word with you.” Hudson held a hand out to her.


    “Okay. Coming.” She twined her fingers through his and went with him, but turned her head over her far shoulder and mouthed, “He knows.”


    “He totally knows,” I concurred once they were out of earshot.


    “Shit.”


    I wrapped a comforting arm over Norma’s shoulder. “But it’s fine, Sissy. He said perception is the key. Did you hear how he annunciated the word perception? He’s trying to tell you he doesn’t care what you’re doing as long as other people don’t know.”


    Norma frowned. “I didn’t get that at all. He was warning me.”


    My sister really didn’t know Hudson. “He wasn’t warning you.”


    “He was. Plain as day.”


    I let my arm drop, annoyed. I wasn’t really a touchy person in the first place, and if she wasn’t at least going to try to have a hopeful perspective, I wasn’t going to go out of my way to try to bolster her. “He wouldn’t have said Boyd could come if he was warning you.”


    I hugged my arms across my chest, ready to be done with the subject.


    “True.” She sounded more optimistic now, or maybe she just sensed my annoyance. “But even if that’s the case, it doesn’t help solve the dilemma that we want to be out of the closet. For the fireworks, fine. Eventually, though.”


    “Hey, one step at a time.” I bumped her shoulder with mine. “Right?”


    “Yes. You’re right. I’m not going to worry about it anymore tonight.”


    Thank God. “I still think you should just show up with Boyd as your date and see what happens.” Because I definitely wasn’t going with him. That wasn’t how I wanted to spend my quit date. Not that I knew how I wanted to spend it instead.


    “Fine.”


    I raised a brow, surprised that she’d agreed.


    Then she added, “If you show up with Chandler as yours.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Never.” Norma was the only person I’d confided in about my raunchy fling with the Pierce teenager. I’d felt the need to confess to someone and since she had her own May-December relationship going on, I’d figured she couldn’t judge. And she hadn’t.


    I’d yet to tell her about the previous day’s breakup though. “By the way, that’s over.”


    “So soon?”


    I twisted to face her. “Don’t get that disappointed tone in your voice. This was never meant to be a thing. It was banging, and that’s all.” Despite her frustration about having to keep her romance with Boyd hush-hush, falling in love had made her pro-coupledom for all. As if finding—and keeping—the right guy was that easy.


    “I wasn’t insinuating that it was anything else. You’re just so much nicer when you’re banging someone.”


    I glared at her. “Well, it can’t be Chandler. He was starting to get attached.”


    “Ah. Bummer.”


    The phone that called up to announce someone in the lobby began ringing. I watched through the open door as Laynie answered it. “Let’s go inside,” I said, not waiting for Norma to agree before heading in.


    Laynie was just hanging up when I reached her. “Is someone else coming for dinner?” I’d thought our party was complete, and for some reason, I had a strange feeling about whoever had been on the phone.


    “Yeah, I forgot to tell you. Chandler asked if he could join us. He’s on his way up right now.”


    Fuck.


    Norma and I exchanged glances.


    Laynie’s eyes went wide. “Holy shit, you’re sleeping with him, aren’t you?”


    “Wh—I—How did you get that from—?” I’m not really a good liar in the first place, and she’d caught me off guard so I was not prepared to cover.


    “H said he thought you were. Goddammit. I said there was no way you wouldn’t tell me something like that.”


    Hudson really was a perceptive bastard. I hadn’t ever realized it before.


    And now I felt guilty about my Chandler relationship for another reason. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I should have told you. I didn’t want it to be weird. And we’re not any more. It’s over. Which is why tonight might be awkward.” Especially because I had a feeling he’d decided to come because of me. “You said he invited himself?”


    Laynie’s shoulders slumped with realization. “Ah, fucknugget. He’s in love with you, isn’t he? You broke my little brother’s heart?”


    “He’s not technically your brother. And if I did, it’s his own fault. I told him the—”


    I was interrupted by the sound of the elevator doors opening.


    Norma had the view that saw him first. “Chandler. Hi. Nice to see you.”


    I forced a tight smile. “Chandler.” He’d dressed up and was wearing nice khakis and a dress shirt instead of his usual jeans. And he looked really good.


    Dammit. Why couldn’t he be older or more mature or just…someone else?


    “Gwen. I didn’t know you’d be here.” He did know I’d be there. I’d told him about my standing dates with Hudson and Alayna.


    I scowled.


    The door to the kitchen opened. “Ladies,” Hudson said, then noticed his brother. “And Chandler—the chef is ready to begin. She’d like us to start in here for sample tastings before she serves.”


    “Looks like I have perfect timing,” Chandler said as Norma and Alayna filed into the kitchen.


    I stepped closer to him. “You shouldn’t be here,” I hissed. “We’re over. Remember?”


    “Don’t get so cocky, Gwenny.” Gwenny? He’d given me a nickname? “Maybe I’m here to spend time with my brother and his wife.”


    “Is that why you’re here?”


    He put a hand at the small of my back and leaned in toward me. “No. I came for you. I think you made too hasty of a decision yesterday. We should spend some real time together before you decide that we should be over.”


    “Oh, Jesus.” He was even wearing aftershave. Too much of it, but the gesture was nice.


    Except, he wasn’t what I wanted. He wasn’t who I wanted. And that made me frustrated and mean and miserable. Made me want to be bitchy just so he’d lose interest, but at the same time, made me want to just suck it up and try to be with him the way he wanted me to be.


    “Are you two coming?” Hudson was still standing at the door. “Or should I direct you to the guest bedroom?”


    Chandler grinned. With pride. “Up to you, Gwen.”


    “I’m coming,” I snarled, heading past Hudson into the kitchen.


    Behind me, I heard Chandler mutter, “Well, if you insist, I’m sure I could arrange that.”


    Fuck my life.


    ***


    Dinner was torture. Fuschia McDanahough, our chef for the night, turned out to be excellent at self-promotion and not so excellent at actually cooking. Worse than the food was Chandler’s constant groping under the table. He’d set his hand on my knee or sometimes my thigh, and I’d give him a sharp jab with my elbow. All of which did not go unnoticed by the others judging by the exchanged glances and the giggles that accompanied each of his advances.


    Following dinner, Hudson slipped away to the library, as he usually did, leaving the women to, as he said, “do as women do.” This time, though, “the women” included Chandler, so while I often stayed late on my Thursdays with the Pierces, I was ready to go by the time I finished my after-dinner coffee.


    “I’ll walk you down,” Chandler suggested.


    “No need,” I said through gritted teeth. “Norma’s heading out with me. Aren’t you, Norma?”


    “I am now,” she muttered.


    “You could just pretend to leave and then circle back the minute he’s gone,” Laynie said quietly as she handed us our purses from the coat closet.


    “Or she could pretend to leave and meet him in the lobby, and I could circle back up alone,” Norma said.


    At least Laynie was considerate enough to try to stifle her laugh, try being the key word.


    “I will not forget this,” I said, pointing a finger at first one then the other. “Revenge will be mine.”


    “I’m sure it will be,” Norma said, patting my arm patronizingly. “Let me just grab a file from Hudson first.”


    I followed her into the library where Hudson sat at his desk on the far end of the room, nursing a glass of Scotch as he worked on his computer. Norma and Hudson talked business, while the news played quietly on the television on the main wall. Behind me, I could hear Laynie chatting with Chandler, presumably keeping him occupied so he wouldn’t bother me.


    Maybe I’d forgive her after all.


    “I’ll have it ready first thing tomorrow,” Norma said, my cue that we could go.


    I pivoted to exit the room when a familiar voice on the TV caught my attention. Though I often thought I heard JC when it was the least likely, I couldn’t help but turn to look.


    And then my knees buckled.


    Because there he was, on the screen, his face clean-shaven, his suit fitting him in that perfect way, his hair combed back to hide his natural curl. He was beautiful and devastating, a mirage, sitting in a courtroom stand as an attorney asked him what his relationship was with the deceased.


    “She was my fiancée,” he said and my heart lurched.


    The trial. This was the murder he’d witnessed. And, God, it was his fiancée.


    “Gwen?” Norma’s concerned voice sounded muddled and far away as the news anchor began his voiceover.


    “Prosecutors in the five-year-old murder trial of Corinne Jackson put their key witness on the stand late this afternoon. The case drew attention when New York State Representative Ralphio Mennezzo was named the number one suspect. Before an arrest could be made, Mennezzo disappeared and remained missing for several years during which time two witnesses to the crime were found dead. Police got their break a year ago when a private investigator spotted Mennezzo in North Carolina. When Mennezzo was released on bail, sole remaining witness Justin Caleb Bruzzo was taken into protective custody.”


    The screen now showed JC being whisked away by policemen outside the courtroom to an unmarked car, reporters throwing questions after him. His name filled the bar across the bottom—Justin Caleb Bruzzo.


    “Gwen?” Norma asked again, placing a hand on my shoulder.


    Now the camera focused on the anchor. “Bruzzo’s testimony continues tomorrow with the defense set to begin their arguments on Monday.”


    “Hey, Justin Caleb,” Laynie said, coming along the other side of me. “That could be what JC stands for.”


    I felt flushed and faint all at once, my pulse racing, my hands sweaty. I leaned into my sister’s touch as I turned to face Alayna. “It’s him,” I said, barely able to get words out, too shocked. Too stunned. “It’s him,” I said again. “That’s JC.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    


    Chandler rode down with Norma and me in the elevator.


    “This is cliché, but you look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said.


    My legs still felt shaky and my head was spinning. “I feel like I’ve seen one too.”


    “Who is he?” Chandler asked, standing closer than I would have liked.


    “It’s a long story.” I didn’t feel like I had any words within me, and, even if I had, he probably wasn’t the best person to share them with.


    Norma eyed me with an expression that was either compassionate or resentful—it was hard to tell which. “Did you know?”


    It seemed like a loaded question. Had I known that JC was a witness in a major court case? Yes. Had I known it was for the murder of his fiancée? No. Had I known that he had to go into protective custody? Yes. Had I known he’d be gone for a year and that the first place I’d see him again would be on a television screen in the midst of my friends and family? Oh—and, until recently, current boy toy?


    No. I most definitely hadn’t known that.


    But I left the question unanswered. Because I could tell that even though she wanted to be there for me, she was also hurt that I hadn’t told her the whole story sooner.


    It was an easy enough situation to mend with her. I hugged her as she got in her car and whispered, “I couldn’t say anything, Sissy. I’d wanted to. But I couldn’t. You kept Boyd a secret for months too. Because you had to.”


    It took a few seconds, but then she softened. “You’re right. I do know. And I understand. I just wish I could have been there for you.”


    “I know. Me too.”


    She rode off and then I had to deal with the more difficult task—Chandler.


    “Let me take you home,” he said, reaching for my waist.


    I brushed him away. “Thank you. But I need to be alone right now.” I stuck my hand out to hail a cab.


    Chandler moved around behind me. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I think the last thing you need is to be alone right now.” He wrapped his arms around me and I tensed.


    I shrugged him off forcefully. “Stop it!”


    A taxi pulled up and I headed toward the door. “Don’t,” I said sharply as Chandler tried to follow me. “We’re over. I meant it.”


    I slid into the backseat and shut the door, but I still heard his last words before we drove away, “I don’t believe that, Gwenny.”


    I slumped against the window, wishing I felt bad about Chandler. But I was too consumed with who-knew-what feelings about JC to have room for anything else.


    At home, I grabbed my laptop and headed to my bed without bothering to change out of my clothes. JC had told me very little about Corinne’s death. Or nothing, rather, except that she’d died in December five and a half years ago, and that it tore him up so much that he’d had the date tattooed on his forearm. From the news, I’d learned that he’d witnessed the crime along with two other people—two other people who had since been found dead. The realization of how much danger he’d really been in made my chest ache and my stomach queasy.


    No wonder he’d had to hide. Yet, even understanding that as well as I did now, I was also irrationally pissed that he hadn’t told me more, because now I was lost and left out of a very important part of his life.


    I opened Google and stared at the screen wondering where to begin. After a few minutes, I typed his name into the search box and pressed enter. Instead of choosing the first result that came up, I skimmed through the headlines until I landed on one that read Who is Justin Caleb Bruzzo?


    Yeah. Exactly.


    I clicked on it. When the page loaded, I was struck first by a picture of JC that filled the width of the screen. He looked nearly the same, but younger, some of the familiar smile lines missing from the edges of his eyes. He wore faded jeans and a plain black T-shirt, so I could see the ink was absent from his forearm, confirming that the pic was from before Corinne’s death. But even if I didn’t have that to help date the image, it was obvious from the woman who sat at his side, her hand woven through his. She had dark skin and big eyes, tight black curls, and a large diamond on her left hand.


    I hadn’t known she’d been black. It was strange to think of JC in a bi-racial relationship. I wasn’t against them. It was just that I wasn’t black. I wasn’t petite like her either. Nor was I feisty or fun like her outfit and the spark in her eyes suggested. Every difference between Corinne and me represented something else I didn’t know about JC. I’d assumed he’d preferred curvy blondes because he’d gone after me. I’d assumed he’d liked serious girls with hard-to-penetrate walls.


    How could the same man who’d been engaged to a woman like this one be interested in a woman like me?


    My chest pinched.


    “I loved her,” he’d told me once. “Now I love you.”


    It had been easier to believe when I’d been with him. Easier to believe when I wasn’t face-to-face with how happy he had been with her.


    This was probably an engagement picture, I told myself. They’re designed to make the couple look happy.


    The thought didn’t comfort me.


    I forced my eyes away from the image and read through the article.


    Justin Caleb Bruzzo is the state’s secret weapon in the trial against Ralph Mennezzo, it began, and included a link to another article that described the crime. I didn’t click on it and continued reading about the man who had the potential to put the killer in jail.


    Justin Bruzzo grew up in New Hampshire, the only child of highly successful criminal lawyers, Janet and Telford Bruzzo. His childhood was spent in various private schools, and his high IQ and diligent studying allowed him to graduate early. Justin then went on to Yale where he received a double major in Economics and Piano. Telford suffered a fatal heart attack during this time, but it didn’t slow Justin down. By twenty-four, he’d finished at Yale, leaving with a joint masters in business and law.


    With his substantial inheritance, Bruzzo went on to open his own investment firm, specializing in financing high-risk start-up companies. After the death of his fiancée, Bruzzo handed the reigns of the firm over to a board of directors and moved to Los Angeles. Though he continued to bring in clients on a part-time basis, he devoted much of his time to the police search for Mennezzo, who fled soon after the police showed interest in him. When Mennezzo was finally caught and charged with Corinne Jackson’s death, Justin was taken into protective custody in an undisclosed location until the beginning of the trial here in Manhattan.


    Nearly everything in the article was new information for me, with only enough details to confirm that JC was indeed the same person as this one. I’d known he’d had money, but not that he’d had a substantial inheritance or his own successful investment firm. I didn’t have a clue that he’d held several degrees from an Ivy League school. The small part of his life that I filled was nowhere on the page. I hadn’t expected to be, of course, but seeing his bio like that, the important events and people in his life referenced and not being included shifted my perspective. I was extraneous. I was unnecessary. I was irrelevant.


    I hit the back button and looked at the search results. Over 100,000 web pages had been found. How much more would I find that I didn’t know? How many more articles would display the image of a man I knew intimately, but then proceed to describe a stranger? Did the JC I knew even exist? And if so, where did he end and Justin Caleb Bruzzo begin?


    I shut my laptop, not able to read anymore. The information I wanted about JC wasn’t online. The only way to find out whether he and I had a chance, whether any of our relationship had been real at all, was to see him.


    ***


    After a restless two-hour nap, I dressed and headed for the courthouse.


    I didn’t care that I’d lose my day’s sleep and that I had to close that night—a Friday night, no less. Or that he might not want me anywhere near the trial. Or that I wasn’t prepared emotionally to face him again. None of that mattered. The only thing I did know for sure was that I had to see him.


    And I knew I didn’t want him to see me.


    Not yet.


    I arrived early enough to make sure I got in, but not too early to have to wait around for that day’s proceedings to begin. It wasn’t my first time watching a trial—I’d been present for much of the one that had sent my father to jail for nearly ten years for beating up my little brother. But it was my first murder trial, and I wasn’t sure what to expect. I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to go in and watch.


    After making it through the security screening, I found the board that listed the day’s docket then made my way to the courtroom. Unlike the trial for my father, the People of the State of New York versus Ralphio Mennezzo was open to the public, and the back rows of the center section were roped off for anyone who presented a press card. I chose the closest seat to them I could find, hoping I’d blend into the crowd enough that I wouldn’t be seen, knowing at the same time that JC would see me if he really looked out at the audience.


    I considered leaving. I considered staying outside where I’d have less of a chance of being spotted yet still get to see him. But I stayed.


    Maybe I wanted him to see me after all.


    The bailiff walked to the front of the court almost as soon as I sat down and asked us to silence our mobile devices. I shut off my phone and stuck it in my purse. The trial began a minute later. We were asked to rise. We rose. The judge entered. Some court business occurred, and then the prosecuting lawyer called Justin Caleb Bruzzo back to the stand. The doors in the back opened. I shifted in my seat to look.


    And there he was, looking simultaneously younger and older than I’d remembered. Simultaneously sexier and just-as-sexy. Mine and yet not-at-all mine. Never mine, even. Or maybe always mine. For half a second he paused. The world seemed to freeze around me and I thought he sensed me. Thought he’d turn and look me right in the eye as though we had some invisible string between us. Some connection that defied any reason or explanation.


    But he never turned and the moment passed.


    My eyes stayed pinned on him as he walked confidently down the aisle to the witness box, and with each step he took, I felt my heart expand. He was here, within twenty-five feet of me. Every second that he’d been gone melted away, as if no time had passed at all. He was here and everything was right with the world again. He was here, and I could finally breathe.


    The judge greeted JC—Justin—and he returned the greeting with a slight smile that made my belly flutter. There was some conversation between them—something about having already been sworn in the day before with a reminder of his oath, and all I could think about was the oaths he’d given me. Unspoken promises. The touch of his lips on mine. The feel of his hands on my skin. The way that he moved when he was inside of me—all vows that he’d made and then broken when he’d married a stranger in Vegas and then disappeared from my life.


    Maybe I was a little bitter.


    But I was a lot of other things as well—relieved, elated, confused, remorseful, anxious. I was hungry for every word that came out of his mouth and yet too bewildered to concentrate on anything he said. I yearned for his arms to lie on me instead of on the rests at the side of his chair. I ached to yell at him and slap him and tell him I hated him. Then I wanted to cover him in kisses and tell him how much I loved him.


    Each emotion was so vivid, so intense, so overwhelming that I could hardly bear it. They were agony and ecstasy all at once, too tumultuous and contradictory. The only thing I knew to do was swallow them all, bury them deep. Make myself cold and frozen and immune. The way I’d been before I’d ever met JC. The way I’d dealt with all the other hard emotions in my life.


    So I did.


    I took a deep breath and let myself go numb.


    And then I could finally pay attention to the proceedings.


    “Was Ms. Jackson expecting you that evening?” the prosecutor asked.


    Since I’d missed a day of testimony and hadn’t been able to focus earlier, it took me a few minutes to catch up.


    “She was expecting us, yes,” JC answered. “We were going to catch a Rangers’ game.”


    I didn’t even know he liked hockey.


    “You said, ‘us,’” the lawyer said. “Could you tell the court who else was with you?”


    Maybe it had been Corinne who liked the sport.


    “Two guys that I was working on a project with. Tom LaRue and Steve Stockbridge.”


    “So, Mr. Bruzzo, these two, Thomas LaRue and Steven Stockbridge were with you when you arrived at Ms. Jackson’s office?”


    “Yes. They both were there. They saw everything I saw. They aren’t here to testify, though, because Mennezzo had them both killed after he found out they were called as witnesses.”


    The defense attorney called out an objection. “My client hasn’t yet been charged with the deaths of Mr. LaRue and Mr. Stockbridge.”


    “Yet being the key word,” someone muttered at my side as the judge said, “Sustained.”


    I forced my eyes away from JC to study the defendant, the man who was to blame for all of this—Ralphio Mennezzo. From where I sat, I could only see a partial profile as he turned to consult with his lawyer. Then he shifted his attention forward, and all I could see was the back of his head.


    I stared at the bald spot in the center of his near-black hair, and a sour taste formed in my mouth. I was keenly aware that, when I let myself feel again, I would hate him. Hate him for killing another person. Hate him for taking away something that JC had loved. But mostly hate him for taking JC away from me.


    I hadn’t even yet heard his crimes, and I already hoped he’d rot in jail.


    And then I did hear his crimes, slowly, through the story that emerged from JC’s testimony. Heard how Mennezzo had bought votes in his last election—that remark had of course been met with an objection. Then heard how he’d funneled client funds into his own bank account. Another objection. Then, the worst, heard how, when his young female assistant confronted him about his wrongdoings, he’d taken out a gun from his desk drawer and shot her.


    It had been late. A cold winter night, and everyone else in the office had gone home except Corinne, who was working until her fiancé came to pick her up for a hockey game. Who knew why she’d picked that night to say something? No one was even positive that’s what she’d done to provoke him, but only the week before she’d shared her suspicions with JC, who guessed that had to be the reason.


    And when JC had arrived to meet her, he’d come just in time to see Mennezzo fire the gun, see the woman he loved crumple to the floor, blood pooling around her. His friends had held him back when he’d wanted to rush to her. They’d covered his mouth and stifled his screams, pulling him into the shadows where they heard the state representative make a phone call to someone. Heard him saying he had a mess that needed to be cleaned up. They’d stayed quiet and hidden while Mennezzo calmly turned off all the lights, locked up the office and left like it was the end of any other work day.


    “Did you call the police then?” the prosecutor asked.


    “Tom did. Or Steve. I’m not sure who.” JC’s tone was as cold and empty as I’d made myself. He’d told me once he had that in him, but I’d never seen it until now.


    “What about you? What did you do?”


    “I ran to Cori. I put my hand over her wound to try to stop the bleeding. I tried to get her to open her eyes or say something. Anything.”


    “But she didn’t respond?”


    JC paused a moment, and I saw a crack in the armor he wore. “No.”


    The room was reverent, quiet except for the occasional sniffle as JC continued to recount the details of his fiancée’s final moments. The awkward way her body lay on the floor. The awful sound as she tried to draw in breath around the bullet lodged in her lung. The blood that gushed over his hands, soaking his clothes even after she went still and lifeless.


    I could picture it—the image JC created was devastating and horrible. It was a scene I thought I might never be able to get out of my head, and I hadn’t even actually seen it.


    “And then what did you do?”


    JC lifted his head, and I swear, he looked directly at me. “I stopped living.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    


    The court broke for a recess after that, and I bolted. I didn’t like to think of myself as someone who ran from hard things—and I wasn’t running, exactly. Well, I was literally, but not because I was avoiding something that I needed to face. It was more like I didn’t belong. There wasn’t a place for me in this part of JC’s world where he loved a woman so much that he’d felt like he’d died when she did. I was a third wheel. An extra puzzle piece.


    And if he had stopped living with her, then what was he doing when he was with me?


    It forced me to confront the fear that always lingered just at the edge of every one of my JC fantasies—what he and I had, what I’d clung to for the past twelve months, maybe it hadn’t ever really been anything at all.


    But he’d looked at me. He must have known I was there, and yet he hadn’t looked at me until he’d said the hardest thing for me to hear. He had to be trying to tell me something, and what I heard was, She was my life, Gwen. Not you.


    So when the court let out, I hurried down the corridor, avoiding the elevator and the main stairway and the bathrooms, and headed for the farthest exit. I had to get back into my world where I had a firm place and a defined role. A lonely place, maybe, but far less lonely than this one where I didn’t belong at all.


    My hand was on the door to the stairs when someone called my name. A familiar voice, but not JC’s. I turned back. “Matt?”


    “Gwen. I thought that was you.”


    Matt had been my manager at the club I worked at before The Sky Launch. I hadn’t bothered to look around the courtroom, but he must have been there, which made sense. Matt had been friends with JC, despite the age difference.


    No. Not friends, I realized as Matt gave me a hug. Matt’s last name was Jackson. Why hadn’t I put it together before now?


    “She was your daughter,” I said, when he pulled away. “JC was going to be your son-in-law.” Odd pieces from the past slipped together, taking shape into a bigger picture. The allowances Matt made for JC at the club. The radio news story Matt had been so wrapped up in about an arrest made in an old murder. A conversation I’d overheard where Matt told JC he “just couldn’t be around that week”—that week had been the anniversary of Corinne’s death.


    Matt nodded. “I’ve known the boy for quite some time now. He sacrificed a lot to bring my baby’s murderer to justice, and I owe him for that. I’d prefer to think of him like a son.”


    A son.


    Another piece of JC that I knew nothing about. I remembered when I first met him and I’d sarcastically asked him if the initials stood for Jesus Christ. They might as well have, I thought now. I knew as much about that enigmatic man as I knew about this one.


    “I didn’t realize your relationship,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound as cold as I felt. Then, because I didn’t want to be discussing JC at all, I changed the subject. “I had no idea that you’d had a daughter. Why didn’t you ever tell me?”


    Matt smiled weakly. “It’s not necessarily something that comes up in day-to-day conversation.”


    “I guess not.” God, I didn’t know what to say to him. There weren’t scripts for these situations. “I just…I just wish I would have known.”


    He put a hand on my upper arm. “I appreciate that. I’ve always had a soft spot for you, Gwen. I wish there were things I would have known too.”


    I felt the color drain from my face. The events of the morning had me so wrapped up that I’d forgotten for a moment the embarrassing circumstances that had caused me to leave my old club. “My father. Yes. I should have told you.”


    My father had gone into prison a child abuser and had come out ten years later a heroin addict. It wasn’t long after his release before he’d gone looking for someone to fund his addiction. He’d found me one morning when I was alone at the Eighty-Eighth Floor. He’d hit me and threatened me. Said he’d return the next day and expected me to have money for him.


    That had been the last day I’d ever gone into the club. I moved into a new apartment and took the job at The Sky Launch. I’d darkened my hair a shade. I’d done everything I could to hide from my father.


    I guess I really was someone who ran from hard things.


    And now when I looked back, I was ashamed. I’d been a coward, living in fear. In the year since, no one had heard from my father again. He hadn’t tried to approach Norma. He hadn’t returned to the Eighty-Eighth Floor. He’d skipped out on his parole and disappeared, probably too drugged up to remember he had any children, let alone that he’d wanted something from one of them. If he was even still alive.


    “Nah,” Matt said with a shake of his head. “That wasn’t something that I’d expect to come up in day-to-day conversation either. I’m just trying to say that I understand you.”


    I nodded. Because, yeah. I understood him too.


    “Look.” Matt stuffed his hands in the pockets of his suit pants. “I wish I could say that Corinne would have liked you, but she probably wouldn’t have. She was a tough woman, that one. Not always easy to get along with. So, I don’t know—she might have liked you, she might have not.”


    “Okay.” I know I sounded confused. I was confused. It was an odd thing to say to someone, and I wasn’t sure where he was going with it.


    “But even if she didn’t like you, Gwen, she would have liked what you are.”


    My brow furrowed. “And what is that, exactly?”


    He smiled as if the answer was obvious. “You’re the one who put him back together.”


    “I…I’m…I don’t…” I knew the “him” that he meant was JC. But I didn’t think he was right, and I had no idea how he knew about my past with JC in the first place. Had I been important enough for him to mention me to Matt? And when? He hadn’t been allowed any outside communication while he’d been in hiding, so when had he even had a chance to tell Matt anything?


    “Sorry. It’s not my place,” he said, obviously recognizing my discomfort. “I should get back in there. Are you coming?”


    I couldn’t. There was no way. Whatever he thought I’d done, he was wrong. JC had never felt for me what he’d felt for Matt’s daughter. I’d seen how wrecked he was on that stand. There was no competition. I wasn’t even playing the same game.


    “I loved her. And now I love you.”


    God, I wanted to believe that. But now, so long after, they just felt like words.


    “No pressure,” Matt said when I still hadn’t answered. “I wouldn’t be in there if I didn’t have to be. This trial has forced us to relive a lot of emotion and drama from the past.”


    “I’m sure it’s unbelievably difficult.” I felt like such an asshole. My feelings were so insignificant compared to what he must be feeling. What JC must be feeling.


    “It is. But, this is closure. We’ve gone on since then, and this gives us a chance to feel like that’s all right.” He squeezed my hand. “Good to see you. I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”


    He meant that he was sure he’d see me because of JC. I read it in his eyes, heard it in his voice. And I got it, I really did. He cared for this man like a son. He’d said it himself. He wanted to see JC’s life go on.


    I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I didn’t know if that was possible.


    ***


    It was a little after noon when I got back to my apartment, and all I wanted to do was fall into my bed and sleep for a thousand years.


    I was planning to do just that until I found Chandler waiting by my door. I should have expected him. I’d ignored a message that morning and had turned my phone on in the cab to find two more waiting. I didn’t want to deal with him now, but I owed him some kind of explanation after my behavior the night before.


    “Can we talk?” He looked so sweet and boyish despite wearing a suit and tie. He wasn’t taking any classes during the summer and Hudson had brought him in to work at Pierce Industries. Chandler wore business clothes well, but he’d never wear them unless he had to. He must have skipped his lunch to come see me.


    And wasn’t that a kind gesture?


    “Yeah. We can talk.” I knew I should suggest we go to a coffee shop or up to the roof. Somewhere less private. Not that I thought anything would happen, but I didn’t want to give him the wrong idea about us.


    But I was exhausted. So instead, I invited him in.


    He was quiet as I kicked off my heels, seeming to sense my need for this conversation to be on my terms, and for the first time since I’d started fooling around with him, I could truly see the man that he would become. He’d be strong like his older brother and powerful and respectful, but he’d also be gentle and fun. A lot like JC, actually.


    The realization made my gut twist in a new direction. Was I an idiot to hold out for the man who’d stopped living when there was an amazing man in the flesh in front of me?


    My stomach soured. I didn’t want to be making these decisions. Especially not today.


    “I’m going to change real quick,” I mumbled to Chandler.


    “Can I get you something?”


    I peeked at him over my shoulder and saw him already in the kitchen.


    “Lunch? Something to drink?”


    Nothing. I wanted nothing but to go back to that day a year ago when JC and I had nothing between us but sweat, instead of murdered girlfriends and eager boy toys.


    But I said, “Tea. Hot.” Maybe it would warm the insides of me that had gone cold earlier that morning.


    In my en suite, I scrubbed my face and brushed my teeth then exchanged my skirt and blouse for sweats and an oversized T-shirt. I was planning to crash after Chandler left, but I also needed the few minutes to let things settle before trying to talk about any of it. Not that it helped.


    When I returned to the living room, I found Chandler sitting on the couch. A steaming mug sat on the coffee table, along with a plate of shortbread cookies I’d forgotten I had.


    I avoided the urge to put a large amount of space between us and sunk down next to him, pulling my legs under me. I brought the mug up to my lips and blew across the hot water before taking a sip. “Thanks for this.”


    He smiled slightly and crossed an ankle over his knee, saying nothing yet. Watching me.


    I let out a slow breath, knowing that I owed him more than explanations. I forced my eyes to his. “Chandler, I owe you an apology.”


    His forehead crinkled, and he was his age again, a teenager on the verge of adulthood. “For what, exactly?”


    “For a lot of things. For being a bitch last night. For not telling you about JC—about the man that I saw on TV last night.” I swallowed. “For letting us go on for as long as I did when there was never hope for more.”


    The last was a concession—one I wasn’t sure was necessary since I’d been very specific about what our relationship was and wasn’t from the beginning. But it felt right to give because I’d been in that kind of arrangement with JC, and I knew how easy it was to fall in deeper than originally planned. It wasn’t fair to expect more from Chandler. The heart wants what the heart wants, after all.


    He looked away, taking a swig from a craft beer that must have been left over from the last time my brother had been over for dinner. “If he wasn’t around, would things be different?”


    “Well. That’s not jumping to the heart of the matter at all, is it?” I took another sip of my tea, letting it slip down my tongue, my throat, into the cold recesses of my chest before I set the mug back on the coffee table. “It’s a hard question to answer honestly, Chandler. And I want to be honest with you.”


    “Then he’s the thing standing between us.”


    I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t know. I mean, yes. He’s who I want. He’s who I’ve always wanted. But if I didn’t want him, then…possibly I’d want…someone else.” I didn’t want to say anything that made him think he had a shot, but it was only fair he had the truth. “So, yes, he’s the thing that stands between us.”


    His knee started to bounce, and his mouth tightened into a straight line.


    “But also, no, he’s not. Because I would never have been with you at all if it hadn’t have been for JC. It’s a catch-22. So while I know you want to make him the enemy here, it’s not appropriate. If there’s any enemy, it’s me.” I attempted a smile. “And I hope that’s not where we’re at now.”


    He held the tension a few seconds longer before his shoulders visibly eased. “No. That’s not where we are. At all.” His tone betrayed all the emotion he felt, even if he didn’t name it. He was in love with me. Or he thought he was.


    And I felt like a big old piece of shit.


    Chandler knocked his knee against my thigh. “Get over yourself, Gwenny.” He waited for me to peer up at him before he continued. “I’m really into you, but I’m not going to fall apart.”


    I raised a skeptical brow.


    “I’m not going to lie—I’ll still try to weasel my way into your pants if you give me the opportunity.”


    I groaned but with amusement.


    “Will you tell me about…it?” He meant him. He wanted me to tell him about JC. And I knew that when he heard it, he’d feel the way I felt when I listened to JC tell a court full of people about Corinne. Perhaps it was cruel to put him through that, but if he were anything like me, I also knew that he needed to hear it. Because caring about another person like that means wanting to know everything about him or her—whether it’s painful to hear or not.


    So I told him.


    “JC and I had…” I wrapped my arms around myself and tried to put into words what it was we’d had. “Well, a relationship similar to ours. Except it evolved and became more.” I kept my eyes down, pinned to the remaining tendrils of steam floating from my mug, ignoring the awkward subtext of I evolved with him, not you. “And just as we were moving to the next level, JC had to go into protective custody because he was a key witness in a murder trial.” I ran my teeth across my bottom lip. “In his fiancée’s murder trial.”


    I looked up as Chandler let out a small huff of surprise. When he didn’t say anything else, I went on. “Before the show last night, I hadn’t seen him in a year.”


    “So you broke up?”


    “Not exactly.” I propped my elbow on the arm of the couch and leaned my face on my hand. “Actually, he asked me to marry him.” I’d been irritated when he did. It was unpractical and rushed and I’d been so unprepared for it.


    Now as I remembered it, I warmed inside. Tingled from the tips of my toes up through my belly, spreading through my chest. It had been a rash proposal, but with the insight of the circumstances he’d been under, I understood where it had come from. He’d known he had to go into hiding. He hadn’t known how long he’d be gone. And he’d wanted me with him.


    Wherever his emotions were based—in love, in lust, in loneliness—at least that had been something I could hold on to with certainty. That he’d felt enough for me to want me with him. That was…a lot.


    But was it enough?


    “You’re engaged?” Chandler’s question tugged me from my reverie.


    “No, no. I turned him down.” It had been the right thing to do, and I didn’t regret it. Mostly. “But we said we’d find each other again after the trial was over.”


    “Hmm.”


    It was one syllable and yet it was confirmation that he understood the whole of things now. Understood that I’d slept with him while I was “waiting” for someone else. While it would have been easy to defend my actions or explain that JC had not wanted me to stop living, I didn’t bother. Because I’d been selfish in my relationship with Chandler. Part of the consequences of that was enduring his bitterness now.


    Again, I felt like an asswad.


    “Anyway.” I ran my hand through my hair and tried to shake off the guilt. “Since he couldn’t communicate with me this past year, I had no idea he was finally testifying. It shocked me, I guess. I’d kind of given up on him coming back at all.” I smiled weakly, wanting exoneration and wanting wrath all at once.


    I got neither. Chandler’s face was stone—another Pierce trait the boy had inherited. “Then you’re going to start seeing him again.”


    Would it really be that easy? To pick up where we’d left off? To be in love and happy?


    Until I’d seen him on the news, that was exactly what I thought would happen between us. It was naïve, I realized now. I hadn’t considered that we might not even be compatible long-term, hadn’t stopped to think that I didn’t know him well enough to have a firm grasp on that. Even if our relationship had been real enough to build on, a year had passed. So much could have changed.


    And the decision wasn’t entirely mine. I couldn’t know what JC wanted or thought until I talked to him, and I wasn’t sure when that would be. His testimony would be over today, but did that mean that the risk for his safety was over? If so, maybe I’d hear from him later tonight. If not, maybe it would be the end of the trial.


    Or maybe not at all.


    Because it was possible I already did know what he wanted. The way he’d looked at me earlier. The way he’d looked through me. The declaration he’d made…


    “I’m not sure what happens now, to be honest.”


    Chandler’s expression eased into a playful smirk. “If you’re not into him anymore, you shouldn’t lead him on, you know. You need to be upfront.” He was teasing me. Acknowledging that was what I’d done with him.


    I chuckled. “It’s not that.” Well, it was that too. But it was mostly something else, and even thinking about that something else made a switch flip inside me. So I wasn’t surprised that my voice cracked when I actually said, “I’m just not sure he’s still into me.”


    Then the dam broke. My frozen composure was gone, and in its place, I was water. I was pain. I was sadness.


    Chandler pulled me into his arms, and I didn’t worry about what it meant or what he might think. I just cried. I grieved. I mourned for everything that I’d lost and everything JC had lost and mostly for what I was afraid was so near to my grasp yet would never be mine again. Never really was.


    Chandler stroked my hair while I sobbed on his dress shirt. And he said words that were probably very hard for him to say, yet were exactly what I wanted to hear. “He’s still into you. There’s no way he’s not. You’re beautiful and strong and sexy. And perfect. There isn’t getting over you, Gwenny. He’s still yours.”


    I let myself be comforted by him. By a man who didn’t have a former love to compare me with. By a man who hadn’t yet found the “love of his life.” Or maybe he had.


    As my chest rose and fell with shuddering breaths, exhaustion overtook me and I fell into sleep, reveling in how good it felt to be held. How warm. And, at the edge of consciousness, I wondered if it was really the worst thing to be loved by a nice boy. Wasn’t it better than competing with a dead girl?


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    


    “You have to come,” Alayna said, with almost the right amount of pleading to make me give in to whatever she wanted.


    It was Tuesday, the day I came in early so she and I could work together before she went home and I stayed to run the club. She and Liesl, a bartender we’d recently promoted to manager, were rearranging stock behind the main bar. I’d brought the laptop down from the office so I could be with them and still attack my to-do list.


    Now I was regretting that decision. Not just because I wasn’t getting much done, but also because I didn’t want to be having this particular conversation. The one where Laynie and Liesl and Ben—another distraction who’d stopped by unexpectedly—tried to convince me that I’d rather be on Hudson’s harbor cruise for the fireworks than at home. Alone.


    I was standing my ground. “You won’t even notice I’m not there. You and Hudson are so into the baby-making, I’m sure you’ll be locked away in a cabin somewhere all night.”


    “As if babies have anything to do with it,” Liesl said from the floor where she was crouched. “They probably banged just as hard last year, and I’m guessing they never needed a cabin.”


    The blush on Laynie’s face said that her friend had hit the nail exactly on the head.


    Ben perked up. “Is this a free-love kind of an event? That will change what I’m going to wear. And if I wear what I’m thinking I’ll wear, you’ll want to be there to see it.”


    I rolled my eyes, but inside I paused a moment to reflect how far Ben had come from the suicidal boy he’d been before. Now he was social and funny and happy. Was it all only because he’d found someone to love him through it all?


    That was probably too simple. He was a strong kid and would likely have recovered eventually anyway. But having the right guy sure seemed to help.


    Laynie’s eyes blazed as she pointed a stern finger at Ben. “It is definitely not a free love event. Keep it in the pants, Anders!”


    “Yeah, don’t embarrass me, little brother,” I teased. “Whatever you wear, you can take pictures. Trust me, you don’t need me. You’ll have Eric to keep you preoccupied. And Norma will have Boyd, even if they have to sneak around about it.” I nodded at Laynie. “And you’ll have Hudson. I’ll be a third wheel. Or seventh wheel. Ninth wheel if Mira and Adam are going to be there.”


    “They are.” Laynie adored Hudson’s little sister, Mira, and while I didn’t know her as well as I would have liked to, I’d always enjoyed her company.


    But even Mira wasn’t enough to draw me out for the holiday. “Besides, I really should be here instead. It’s probably going to be busy, and I’m not sure it’s really responsible to have both of us out on such a big night.”


    Laynie turned and directed her finger at me. “No. You will not work. That is not an option. Nathan and Liesl can manage without us. And it’s not too late to find a date, if you want one. I don’t know a lot of people, but Mira could whip someone up.” She paused before adding, “Chandler will be there, you know.”


    My shoulders tensed at the mention of Chandler. It had been just a little over a week since I’d fallen asleep with him on my couch. When we’d woken up, he’d made me something to eat while I got ready for work, then he’d walked me down to the street and hailed me a cab. He’d hugged me again but hadn’t even tried to kiss me goodbye.


    His distance—which I’d asked for—was appreciated. But at the same time, I’d found myself thinking about him at odd times, wondering if I’d blown him off too soon. The thought hadn’t escalated into action—yet. He’d texted a couple of times, short messages asking how I was, but nothing inappropriate. He seemed to get that he and I were done. Or, he was simply giving me space before pouncing again.


    Was it strange that I sometimes hoped it was the latter?


    Whatever I was feeling about him, I wasn’t sure. And I wasn’t ready to disrupt the status quo. “He’s another reason that I shouldn’t go. Thank you for validating my decision.”


    Ben scooped a handful of peanuts from the dish on the counter. “Are you worried it will be awkward?”


    “She’s worried she’ll let him back in her pants,” Liesl chimed in.


    “I am not!” But my denial was fueled by the irritation that she’d read me correctly. I hadn’t told a soul that I’d had second thoughts about him. The problem was that while Chandler had previously been a source of escape, now he was potentially more. For the first time, I was able to see what kind of relationship we could have. What could be possible if my heart weren’t elsewhere.


    But my heart was elsewhere. At least, part of it was. It was hard to decide about my whole heart given how much I didn’t know about JC. If anything were still possible between us, it wouldn’t happen until I got to know him. And if things didn’t work out, well, I wasn’t exactly ruling Chandler out anymore.


    Laynie didn’t miss a thing. “You’re protesting awfully hard. What’s with that? Are you thinking about giving him another chance?”


    I considered lying and then remembered I wasn’t any good at it. “I don’t know. Maybe. Down the road. I just need a little more time to think.” In other words, I was still waiting on JC. But since he hadn’t made any move to contact me and the trial was almost over, my hopes of hearing from him were shredding.


    And Independence Day was the day I’d chosen to be over him. Which was tomorrow. I’d told myself that was null and void since he’d shown up again, but the idea had been set so firmly in my head that the date felt like an ending now no matter what.


    Alayna leaned a hand on the bar. “Chandler isn’t your only option for a date. You could invite someone else. Someone from your past—hint, hint. It doesn’t have to be the Fourth of July you thought it was going to be.”


    I shut the laptop, giving up on any computer work. “I already made an effort when I went to court. He knows I’m here. He needs to make the next move.”


    She pursed her lips. We’d had this discussion before. Laynie thought I was playing the situation too cool. But she wasn’t one to let a man go once she’d set her sights on him, and her obsessions were unhealthy, so she recommended I take her advice with a grain of salt.


    Still, she couldn’t help but give her input. “He can’t reach out to you if he doesn’t know how to find you.”


    “If he looks, he’ll find me. I texted his old phone number after the trial. I don’t know if it works anymore, but just in case. Matt took a leave of absence from Eighty-Eighth Floor, but I left a message for him and another manager to give JC if he came looking for me. The club is the only lead he has on me, so I’m sure that’s where he’ll go.”


    “Was that a good idea?” Ben’s tone belied his worry.


    “Leaving a message at Eighty-Eighth? Matt is completely trustworthy, and Alyssa is the only other person I told,” I assured him. “Matt’s message says to talk to Alyssa and I made her promise to only tell JC or Matt where I was if they asked in person.” I didn’t add that my trust for Alyssa was thin. It would only put Ben more on edge. I, on the other hand, wasn’t as concerned about my father as I’d once been. He’d been gone for so long, he didn’t feel like a real threat, while my need to see JC was concrete.


    “Then he must still be in custody or he’s staying low until the trial is over,” Laynie said with confidence. “Otherwise he’d be here.”


    It was sweet how she defended him when she didn’t even know him, simply because she knew it was what I wanted to hear. I appreciated it.


    I almost believed her, too. It made sense that he’d be tied up until the trial was over, so that was what I waited for. Every day I checked the news, hoping to hear it had ended. As of the Friday before, the jury had the case. Any moment, they could reach a decision. Any moment, JC could be free.


    Meanwhile, I was anxious. Some minutes moved slowly, like they’d been drenched in molasses, but then others would fly by with lightning speed, disappearing in chunks of time that I couldn’t account for. As much as I wanted the verdict to come in, I was also aware that Mennezzo might not be convicted. Then, what? Would the case go to appeals? Would JC have to hide again?


    But the worst of my anxiety wasn’t centered on Mennezzo possibly getting off. It was worrying that he’d be put away, and JC still wouldn’t try to find me.


    “Stop,” Laynie said, reading my expression. “You can’t worry about this until it’s a thing.”


    Wasn’t that the pot calling the kettle black, considering it came from the most obsessive worrier I knew? But I was pretty sure there was no use arguing with her.


    Fortunately, the delivery buzzer rang and she left to answer it, so the discussion was effectively put to bed.


    Or, so I thought.


    “She’s right, you know,” Ben said around a mouthful of peanuts. “You won’t know how this is going to play out until it plays out. Meanwhile, you shouldn’t spend the holiday alone. Come be with people who love you. I promise not to ignore you.”


    My little brother knew better than anyone that hiding wasn’t the way to deal with emotions. Though his reasons for pushing family and friends away hadn’t been the same as mine, I acknowledged his opinion. “I’ll think about it, okay? But, really, I’d be miserable. And I’d make all of you miserable with my moping.”


    He put an arm around my shoulders and nearly pulled me off my barstool as he tugged me in for a side hug. “You never make me miserable, big sis.” He paused a moment before adding, “That’s Norma’s job.”


    He kissed my hair as I chuckled. He started to pull away then stopped suddenly to whisper in my ear. “Now that’s definitely something that doesn’t make me miserable. Holy Mama, I could look at that piece of fine all day.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?” He nodded beyond me, and I twisted to follow his gaze.


    My eyes settled on Laynie first, but it was only a millisecond before they caught on the man next to her. All the air left my lungs.


    “Oh my God. JC.”


    And that was all I could say because my voice had left me. And my mouth had gone dry. And my hands were suddenly damp, as well as other parts of me—lower parts. And if he said anything, I didn’t hear it because sound had evaporated and all that I was aware of was my body and the way it came alive. The rush of warmth through my limbs. The flush of my face. The thudding of my heart in my chest, beating so hard it might burst. Or fly away.


    Or, no—pounding like it had finally come back. Returned with him. Here. Unbelievably, in a place I wasn’t sure he’d find me.


    “Hey, Gwen.” How I’d missed my name on his tongue. It had a flavor to it I could practically taste. Sweet and chocolaty and a little salty too.


    “Hey,” I managed as I slipped, or fell, rather, off the stool to my feet. My knees were so weak that I had to hold onto the bar to keep standing.


    “That’s JC?” Liesl had no filter. “I was hoping the buzzer meant we were finally getting the new menus delivered. Bummer.”


    I thought about turning to glare at her, but I couldn’t move. I couldn’t stop looking at the man in front of me, my gaze fastened toward him like the arrow on a compass pointing north. His eyes stayed pinned on me as well, both of us trapped in a field of magnetic energy that sparked and spit and spanned every inch of space between my body and his.


    God, what he did to my hormones. How would I survive if he got closer? If he touched me? Of course, that required movement and maybe even dialogue, and both were foreign concepts at the moment.


    Thankfully, Alayna had her head on for me. “Why don’t you go up to one of the bubble rooms where you can be alone? I’ll make sure the club gets opened.”


    “And I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” Ben came up behind me. Jesus, I’d forgotten he was still there. I probably should have done introductions or something, but I just couldn’t do anything.


    He seemed to understand, bending to kiss my forehead. “If you need anything, come over before you crash in the morning. Or just come over.”


    To talk, he meant, and I was grateful. But, “Yeah,” was all I could manage.


    “He’s her brother!” Liesl shouted as Ben walked out, apparently worried about the perception he’d given JC. “And he’s gay! Totally no competition.”


    “Liesl,” Laynie said sharply, though I could hear the urge to laugh behind the admonition. “Gwen.” She waited until I dragged my eyes to her—it was very, very difficult. “Bubble room.”


    I opened my mouth to suggest it, not knowing yet how I’d form words, but JC spoke first. “Can we talk there?” His body remained poised and confident, despite the edge of trepidation in his words. “I’d really like it if we could talk.”


    “Yeah.” Oh my God, Gwen, pull yourself together!


    I shook off the daze as best as I could. “Yes, of course. The club will open soon, but there are private tables up there.” My forehead knit. “You do mean talk now, right? Or did you mean could we talk later?” I sounded flustered and shaken because that was exactly what I was.


    So much for making a good first impression. Second impression? First-second impression?


    Whatever. I was totally off-balance.


    He smiled, but his eyes didn’t light. “Yes. I mean now. There’s a private room?”


    “Yeah.” I cringed at my stunted vocabulary, but also because I was just beginning to notice that something was off. There was an uneasiness that I couldn’t place. An edginess.


    But maybe that was just the time that had passed between us. I forced a smile. “Follow me.”


    He took slow steps toward me, and I blushed for who knows what reason, so I spun away, noting Liesl’s waggle of her brows as I started toward the staircase. We walked up in silence, and I began to worry. Worried that we wouldn’t get past the awkwardness. Worried that I still wouldn’t have words when we were finally alone. Worried that my ass didn’t look good in my dress pants.


    Worried about the undercurrent of tension that was only partly sexual.


    I’d spent months wondering if I’d imagined the way it had been with JC, questioning if my feelings for him had been exaggerated and if a relationship was realistic considering how little we knew about each other. I’d thought I’d just need to see him again to know, thought that I’d see him and I’d be at ease. But now I was more uncertain than ever.


    We’d be alone soon, though, and maybe that would sort everything out. I hoped.


    The private rooms—bubble rooms, as they were called—were the highlight of The Sky Launch. Circular in shape and completely enclosed, several of them lined the upper level with a glass wall that looked out over the dance floor below. I took him to the closest room and held the door open for him. I held my breath as he walked in, preparing myself for the shock that would inevitably shudder through my body as he brushed past me.


    Except he didn’t brush past me.


    He stood far enough away that when he stepped in, he didn’t touch me at all. If our roles had been reversed, I would have brushed. I would have moved in close and made it seem casual but it would have been on purpose simply because it had been so long and every cell in my being was aching for contact.


    If his feelings mirrored mine at all, he would have had to touch me too.


    So when he didn’t brush against me, I knew that the tension I felt was real and stronger than I’d wanted to admit. Knew that it wasn’t just awkwardness but a deliberate restraint on his part.


    Every ounce of hope evaporated, replaced with sheer and utter disappointment. Were we over then? Was this a goodbye visit meant only to bring closure?


    Well.


    I’d pretend it didn’t bother me, here in front of him, anyway. But later…later I would die of heartache.


    I held back at the door long enough to take a deep, shaky breath. Then I moved to sit across from him, letting the fabricated wood of the table be the latest barrier between us. There was always something, wasn’t there? Always distance. Always a secret. Always a barrier.


    But his gaze pierced into me as it had downstairs, and despite the underlying strain, the air remained charged around us.


    Jesus, I was confused. When it came to him, what else was new?


    We sat together inside that electric field, wordless and heavy. I was the first to break the silence, not able to stand it any longer. “You always did have a way of getting into clubs before the doors were unlocked.”


    He shrugged. “What can I say? I like surprising you.”


    I wanted it to mean he liked me. I was afraid it didn’t. I forced an apprehensive smile.


    At the same time, he grew somber. “But I apologize if it’s a bad time. I didn’t think, and I needed to come get this over with.”


    My belly felt hollow, like it had been carved out with a knife. Get this over with. Get me over with. Like I was an item on his task list.


    “Sure,” I said, pretending I hadn’t just been gutted. “It’s fine.” We were over and he’d come to tie loose ends. He’d shattered me, but I was fine. I’d be fine.


    “Good.” He seemed satisfied with my response, letting his body relax into the seat.


    He studied me for another moment, intensely. “Your hair is darker.”


    Numbly, I pulled a strand out to look at it, as if I didn’t see it every day in the mirror. I’d worn the dirty blonde shade since he’d left and was now accustomed to it. “Yeah. I needed a change.”


    I snuck a glance at him. He was still so goddamned sexy. Still so wickedly hot that just the sight of him made me tingle in places I’d forgotten he could arouse. I wished I could dull my lust as easily as I could my locks, with just a trip to the salon.


    “It looks good.” He cleared his throat. “You look good.”


    It came out stilted. Everything was coming out stilted. Before, he’d always been so easy with me. Flirty. Forward. Why weren’t we that way now? I wanted to be that way. Wanted to be coiled around him, our clothes disheveled or missing. We should be making up for lost time, not anguished and distant.


    Or maybe it was only me who was anguished.


    And because I didn’t know how to be with him or how he wanted me to be with him—because I was pretty sure he didn’t want me to be anything with him in the future—I put up my defenses.


    “So. Justin.” His real name was still strange to say, and it came out bitter when I meant it to sound guarded.


    He lowered his eyes, and I almost regretted the coldness in my tone. “No one calls me that anymore.”


    “Who did?” But I was really asking, did she?


    “My parents. Grade school teachers.” He paused. “Corinne.”


    And there she was. The ghost in the room. The real barrier between us. The cause of his need to get me over with, possibly. Probably.


    I didn’t realize she would come up so easily, even when I’d directed the conversation there. Now that it was there, the tense undercurrent flared into a tidal wave, and I realized I was angry. Pissed. For so many reasons, and not all of them invalid. The urge to throw accusations pulled at me. You should have told me, sat at the tip of my tongue. You left me because of her. You didn’t tell me it was for her.


    Then the one that really burned at me—You still love her. Not me. Her.


    How could anything I ever meant to him equal what he’d felt for her? For the woman whose loss had killed him inside? No wonder he wanted to officially end things. He knew our relationship was as impossible as I did. Then why didn’t he just tell me and get it over with?


    Yes. There was a lot to say.


    But then her name brought up another thought, and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t asked it first. “Did the jury come back?”


    “Yes. About an hour ago.” He smiled, but it felt forced. “Guilty. They found him guilty. The sentencing will be in another few weeks, but they took him into custody.”


    He sounded so matter-of-fact about it, so casual that I wondered if I missed something. “Is it over then?”


    “Uh, yeah.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Mostly.”


    I should have been relieved. I should have been grateful that he was finally safe. But ribbons of turmoil continued to curl in my stomach, and I had the distinct impression he was holding something back. Again.


    “Well, then. Congratulations.” I didn’t even try to sound enthused.


    “Thank you.” He was just as formal and restrained. “I’m still processing it. It went on for so long that it’s hard to grasp it’s finally done. I guess it hasn’t hit me yet.”


    “It will. Give it time.” I was cold. Indifferent. Numb. It may have been a defensive reaction, but it was necessary. Because he’d left. He’d been gone for a year. He’d left me hanging, and when he returned he hadn’t brought me apologies or explanations. He hadn’t tried to reassure me. He’d come back but he’d brought the distance with him.


    So I had to be bitter. Otherwise I was going to be furious. Otherwise I was going to be destroyed.


    With an iciness I hadn’t heard in myself for some time, I broached the next subject that he should have addressed without me asking. “What about your wife?”


    “Yeah…about that…” He scratched at the back of his neck, and I gripped the edge of the table with my hands, preparing myself. “It’s actually quite funny.”


    “What do you mean?”


    He let out an awkward laugh. “It’s embarrassing, really.”


    “More embarrassing than you getting drunk-married?” Until that moment, I’d trusted that nothing had happened with her. But what if it had? What if they’d had sex? What if he’d stayed with her? What if she’d gone with him to wherever he had to hide and the funny story was, Now we’re totally in love?


    But he said, “No. That was worse. For sure. That you thought I was married was very much worse.”


    That just confused me more. Because there was nothing funny about his marriage. And what did he mean by you thought I was married? “I thought you were married because you told me you were. Are you saying you lied?” The bitter edge in my tone was now also laced with frustration.


    “No, no. I didn’t lie to you. But when I went to the chapel the next day to figure out how to get it annulled...” He waved his hand dismissively then pulled his phone out from inside his jacket. “It sounds hokey. They gave me a DVD that I can forward to you. That should explain it.” He swiped a few times across the screen then hesitated. “Uh, do you have your phone with you?”


    “Yeah.” I moved to look for my purse and remembered I didn’t have it. “It’s in the office.”


    He entered something into his phone and then pocketed it again. “Okay. I just sent it to you via text. You can watch it later. When I’m not around.”


    As angry as I was, I was also curious. Was he married or not? And what the hell was he sending me? But I was more shocked by something else. “You have my number?”


    “Ye-ah.” He dragged out the word, as if ashamed to admit it.


    I sat up straighter, realizing that if the trial had gotten over an hour ago, he hadn’t had time to go to the Eighty-Eighth. “And you knew where I worked.”


    Before he could respond, there was a knock on the bubble room door. Liesl entered before I invited her in. “Hey. Sorry to bug. But you’re needed.”


    No. I was needed here. Where I was. Needed to be here so I could get to the bottom of the secrets between us. “I’ll be out in a few. Whatever it is, handle it.”


    “Alrighty then.”


    She hadn’t even completely shut the door when I pressed JC. “How did you know where I worked?” There was urgency in my tone. Norma had worked hard to make sure I had disappeared. It shouldn’t have been that easy to find me.


    JC leaned forward, lacing his hands together in front of him on the table. “I hired a detective. A very good detective. He found the basics. Gave me updates now and then. It wasn’t easy for him to get anything, but he managed. I’m sorry if you hadn’t meant for me to find you.”


    Thank God it had been difficult. That was the point.


    But then I realized what else he’d said. “For you to find me?” He’d thought I was hiding from him? “No. Oh, no. It’s my father I didn’t want coming after me, not you.”


    “Your father?”


    “Yeah. He jumped his parole and after he’d threatened me…” I didn’t really want to get into the topic of my asshole father. I was already mad enough. “Let’s just say my sister thought it best for me to disappear.”


    “Ah. Right. That makes sense.” Was it my imagination, or did he seem to be relieved? “God, I thought…” He shook his head. “Anyway. Don’t worry. You did a good job hiding. Like I said, it wasn’t easy.”


    My head was muddled. He’d shown up with no hint of wanting to reconcile and made no effort to make amends and yet he’d gone through hoops to find me. “I can’t believe you went to the trouble of hiring a detective. Why would you do that?”


    He looked at me as if I’d asked him the most obvious question in the world. “I didn’t want to lose you.”


    He hadn’t said find me. “What do you mean by lose me? When exactly did you hire this guy?”


    JC’s face took on a guilty expression. “When you left Vegas. When you said no.”


    I blinked at him. I didn’t want to have another reason to be pissed off, but it seemed like I didn’t have a choice in the matter. This was an invasion of privacy, one that wouldn’t have bothered me so much except that I would have told him anything he’d wanted to know about me, and he’d refused it. Instead of talking to me like people did in a normal relationship, he’d gone behind my back to discover what he wanted to know. It was maddening.


    And if he had known all along where I was—what my number was, where I worked—then why hadn’t he reached out to me sooner? Why hadn’t he tried to let me know he was okay and give me a goddamn sign that he still cared?


    My fury must have been easily readable because he immediately tried to soften me. “It’s not how it seems.” He reached his hands out on the table, toward me even though mine were folded in my lap, out of reach. “I didn’t want to put you in danger, Gwen. Otherwise, I would have gotten something to you.”


    I bristled. “Getting a message to me now and then couldn’t have been any more risky than communicating with a detective.”


    He held my gaze for several silent seconds. Seconds that heightened both my irritation and my awareness of him, an awareness that hummed in every erogenous zone.


    “You’re right,” he said finally. “It was risky to talk to him. I didn’t care. I paid him well enough not to care either. Because I did care about you. I do care about you.” He paused long enough to let that settle in. To let it lay heavily on my skin like the warm steam from a sauna. “I wouldn’t put your safety at risk.”


    He cares about me. Still. It made me feel better but not a lot. Was he hinting that he still loved me? Or had I been demoted to a friendly obligation?


    Both possibilities scared me.


    “Besides,” he said, after a minute. “I didn’t want you to wait around for me, and I thought that reaching out might keep you from going on with your life.”


    “Fucking incredible.” I’d told him back then that I wouldn’t wait for him, but that didn’t give him the right to make sure I didn’t. It was my prerogative to waste my life. It was my right to pine.


    “You have to believe that none of this was what I wanted.” He was sincere. Soft.


    But I was too angry to be affected. “Obviously you didn’t care about what I wanted either.”


    “I’m not going to apologize for wanting to set you free from my baggage.”


    There was another knock at the door. “In a minute,” I shouted, before the intruder had a chance to walk in.


    Then I turned back to him, no longer able to keep my cool. “What the hell, Justin? If you wanted to set me free then you shouldn’t have told me you’d come back. You shouldn’t have told me that you’d find me. You shouldn’t have proclaimed your love and made me think we—”


    The door flung open suddenly, interrupting my rant.


    I threw my rage in that direction. “Jesus, what is it?”


    Liesl stood with a hand covering her eyes as if she were afraid of what she was interrupting. “I’m really sorry, I really, really am, but we need you out there because the club is supposed to open in two minutes and there is a line already at the door and there are no cash drawers out because Laynie locked her keys in the safe, which might actually have been my fault and that’s why she sent me here to get yours instead, I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry.”


    She delivered her speech in one long run-on sentence, with no breaths, spoken so fast it took me a second to register what she was saying.


    Then when I did, it took me another second to think about where the heck my own keys were.


    In my purse. In the office. In my cubby. Which was secured with a combination lock. “In my locker,” I snapped. “The combo is twelve to the right, then go left, pass seventeen once, the next time land on it. Then right—”


    “You really expect me to remember this?”


    No. I didn’t. This was Liesl, after all.


    Goddammit. Just when we were getting somewhere.


    “I have to go.” I stood, wondering if he caught that my combination had been his tattoo, the date he had inked on his forearm. For him, it was the date Corinne had died. For me, it was him.


    JC waved his hand. “It’s okay. I understand. I didn’t come at a good time. I should have waited, but I—” His voice lowered. “I had to see you. I couldn’t wait anymore.”


    An unwanted thrill ran through my body, heating me in places that I wished would stay as cold as the rest of me. Why did he still have to have such an effect on me? Why did I still have to care?


    I opened my mouth to form some sort of polite response when Liesl tugged on my arm. “She’s yelling in my headset, Gwen,” she pleaded.


    Laynie was indeed yelling loud enough that her shouts were audible even to me. “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I muttered.


    “It’s fine. Go.” JC stood as he spoke, sounding disappointed, the most emotion he’d shown since he’d walked into the club. It made my blood boil, and not all out of anger. Especially when his eyes raked down my body, touching me with his gaze in ways that felt more intimate than when Chandler had his hands all over me. I didn’t want to blush and squirm but I couldn’t help myself.


    Just like how I couldn’t help myself from giving him a onceover as well. When I found the crotch of his pants were tight, my desire went from sizzle to full blaze. And, damn, did that make me even madder.


    I wished with everything I was that I didn’t have to leave. I wanted to stay and scream and throw things and maybe have an angry fuck to get rid of some of the tension, which, I knew, would be a terrible idea, and so it was probably a very good thing that, instead of staying, I had to go and open the fucking club.


    “Gwen! Come the fuck on already!”


    JC opened his mouth to speak, but I wanted the last word. “Nice to meet you, Justin,” I said snidely. “Maybe next time you’ll actually let me get to know you.”


    I left before he could respond, letting the door slam on my way out.


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    


    JC stayed in my mind the whole night—as I set out the cash drawers, as I cleaned up the bottle of wine spilled all over the main dance floor, as I gave away a free beer to satisfy the customer complaining about his mug having a hair in it. Even though I was engaged in each present moment, my senses were alight and alive, as if JC was still nearby, still drawing my body and soul toward him.


    But I was still mad and a lot confused.


    It was a good two hours before the club calmed down enough to be able to take a break to think. I headed up to the office with a cash drop and was met there by Laynie, who, of course, wanted to be part of that thinking.


    “He said he still cared about you,” she said after I gave her a brief synopsis of the conversation we’d had in the bubble room. “That’s a good thing.”


    I shook my head both at her comment and at the drop sheet that I’d filled out wrong for the third time. “If Hudson said that to you, would you think it was a good thing?” I crumpled up the form and tossed it toward the trashcan, missing. Again. “And honestly, he might have said that just to be polite.”


    Laynie pushed up from her chair and crossed in front of my desk, demanding my attention. “He came here right after the verdict was given. Right after, Gwen. He’s been waiting for this for—what? Five years now? And he came straight to you. That’s not for catching up. That’s not to be polite.”


    I chewed on the end of my pen. “I didn’t think of that.”


    “Maybe you didn’t want to think of it.”


    “What does that mean?”


    She reached across the desk and pulled the pen from my hand. “It means that sometimes it’s easier to be hurt and closed off than it is to let yourself be loved. I speak from experience. And if you asked Hudson, he could tell you something about it as well.”


    She could be on to something. Shutting down was one of my go-to defenses.


    But that wasn’t the only reason I felt trepidation over anything happening with JC. He’d been aloof. He’d been distant. He’d—


    “He texted me!” I said, suddenly remembering the video he’d sent. I jumped from my seat and headed to my locker to get my phone. I’d meant to grab it when I’d opened it for the keys earlier, but had forgotten it in the bustle to open the club.


    “He what?”


    “He sent me a video.” I rifled through my purse looking for my cell.


    “He sent you a video?” Laynie sounded more suspicious than I was. “Of what?”


    Having found my phone, I went back to my desk. “I’m not sure. Haven’t watched it yet.”


    She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “Videos are never good. They make me nervous.”


    I had a feeling there was a story behind her statement, but I was too singularly focused to press. “I don’t think this is the kind of thing that you should be nervous about.” I sunk into my chair, hitting the icon for my text messages, and before clicking on the video link, saved the unknown number at the top of the list. I debated for only half a second between naming the contact Justin or JC, then settled on the latter.


    “Uh, is this the kind of thing you need to watch alone?”


    “I don’t think so. I mean, maybe?” The idea that he might have sexted me was distracting, to say the least. It made my skin feel too warm and my throat suddenly moist. I paused, my finger poised above the play button.


    No, I was being ridiculous. First chance to send me something, it wasn’t going to be naughty.


    “He said this was supposed to explain something about something that he did that was horrible and embarrassing.” I peered up to find Laynie as confused as I’d expected. “Long story. Never mind. Anyway, I’m sure we’re safe.”


    The video started, a stationary camera pointed at the front of a room staged as a chapel, classical music playing quietly in the background. The woman I’d met in JC’s hotel room—his “wife”—stood alone, angled toward a bored-looking man holding a binder. She was dressed in a skanky-looking cocktail dress that was too tight for her abundant bosom. Her mascara was smeared and the dazed look in her eyes suggested she was drunk or high or both.


    I frowned, confused.


    Laynie circled around the desk to watch over my shoulder. “What is this?”


    “Not sure yet.” But my neck was stiff and my muscles tight, bracing myself for what I thought it might be.


    “It looks like one of those insta-wedding chapels. Did I ever tell you that Hudson wanted me to run to Vegas to marry him in one of those places? I said no, obviously. Men have the strangest ideas of what’s romantic.”


    She hadn’t told me. Maybe I should take comfort in the fact that it was possible to still have a successful relationship after turning down a Vegas proposal.


    I didn’t though.


    The woman on the video drew my attention back with her whining. “Jace.” She kicked at something on the floor. “Ja—ace!”


    A moan came from outside the shot. Then JC sat up into the frame, and my stomach began to churn with undefined anxiousness. I already knew he’d gotten married. I’d known he was drunk. Why did he think I wanted to see it? To prove just how wasted he’d been?


    Too bad I’d never recorded myself with Chandler. I could send that to him to prove just how lonely I’d been.


    Or I could just turn this off. But I didn’t.


    “I’m up. I’m up,” JC said. “Is it almost time?”


    I studied him as well as I could on the small screen. His hair was rumpled and his tie loose, and his lids looked droopy. I knew the suit he was wearing. He’d had it on when he’d left me in New York City, begging for me to marry him later that day. My chest squeezed at the memory. At the sight of him here, in a chapel, with another woman.


    “It’s past almost time. It is the time. It’s the middle of the time.” Her words were slurred and whiny. “We’re in the middle of the thing and you decided to lie on the floor.” She hesitated, her brow furrowing. “Or maybe I should join you.”


    The man with the binder sighed. “No, no, please. Why don’t you stay standing? Mr. C? You should stand as well.”


    Even drunk, JC hadn’t shared his name. This was strangely satisfying. Like, I may not have been special enough to have learned it, but neither was this woman.


    “I’m up,” he said, clutching onto the woman—what was her name?—using her for support as he climbed his way to a standing position.


    “What the—are they…drunk?” Laynie asked tentatively.


    “Hammered.” Completely blitzed. There was no way a ceremony with two people so obviously intoxicated could be legal. And if they didn’t have JC’s name, he couldn’t possibly have provided proper documentation required for a marriage.


    Was this what he wanted me to see? That the wedding wasn’t legit?


    Maybe I was jumping to the wrong conclusion.


    Once he was on his feet, it took a couple of minutes for the presider to get JC and his bride-to-be into place. “Now. Don’t move,” he said when they were positioned. “We were just at the exchanging of vows, Mr. C. Shall we try again? Repeat after me, I, JC.”


    “I, JC,” he repeated, his body swaying.


    “My God, he’s adorable,” Laynie whispered.


    My frown deepened. An adorable ass.


    “Take this woman, Tamara Stone.”


    Ah, that was her name—Tamara. Bitch.


    “Take this woman.” JC paused, waving his hand at the presider who’d tried to prompt him again. “Take this woman, Gwen.”


    My heart stuttered in my chest.


    I’d heard him wrong. I had to have.


    But then Laynie was nudging me. “He said Gwen! This is right out of an episode of Friends.”


    “It’s Tamara, remember?” His bride reminded him. “Ta-ma-ra.”


    JC shook his head. “I’m marrying Gwen. I want to marry Gwen.” His eyes widened as if just then realizing where he was or who he was with. He spun around, scanning the room. “Where’s Gwen? She was supposed to meet me at the airport. I thought she’d come.”


    His tone was filled with yearning and bewilderment. Sorrow. The mournful adoration he infused in my name—it pulled at me, tugged at something low in my chest. That place inside where I hid my regret for not having said yes. For not having been brave enough to leap and trust he’d be there when I landed.


    My eyes blurred and I couldn’t see the screen clearly anymore.


    “Maybe we should do this another time,” the presider said, shutting his book.


    “Sure, sure,” Tamara agreed. “This was just the practice anyway. Right, babe?”


    I didn’t know how or if JC responded because the presider, who had walked toward the camera, reached past the lens and the screen went black.


    “Hmm.” I bit my lip, holding back the tears, and stared at my cell long after it went dim, trying to decide how I felt about what I’d just seen. On the one hand, relieved. Because he hadn’t gotten hitched after all. Because even smashed, he’d been thinking of me.


    Not just relieved, but touched. Moved by the emotion this man had felt for me.


    On the other hand, I was now more confused than ever.


    Dammit.


    “He was going to get married?” Laynie sounded as baffled as I felt. At least her confusion made sense.


    I slumped, setting the phone down on the desk. “I thought he had gotten married. He does stupid things when he’s drunk.”


    “Apparently.”


    “But I guess this time he didn’t do the stupid thing he thought he’d done.” I leaned back in my chair. “That makes things…”


    “Better?” she finished, her tone hopeful.


    “I was going to say more complicated. Better is the more optimistic response, I suppose.” I wanted to be as hopeful as she was, and maybe I should have been. He’d wanted me to see this. He’d wanted me to know that it was my name he’d said, and that meant he still cared. Why else would he want me to see it?


    But if he still felt that way about me, why had our reunion gone so horribly?


    Laynie swiveled my chair so that I was facing her. “Look. I don’t know what’s going on in your head right now. And I don’t know him. At all. But that guy is into you.”


    “That was a year ago,” I said, without any real protest.


    “And look how much your feelings have changed since then.”


    Boom. Point for her. I still had feelings for him. Feelings that weren’t just based in anger. Or lust. And I certainly hadn’t shown any of that to him.


    “But it was terrible downstairs,” I moaned. “Really terrible. It was tense and awkward. He didn’t show any signs of lingering affection.”


    She sat on the edge of my desk. “Did you consider that maybe the tension was projected by you?”


    I tried not to roll my eyes at Laynie’s psycho-babble. “Why would I be tense? I was excited to see him. I’ve been dying to see him.”


    “Right. But just before he came in, you were talking about Chandler. Is there some guilt there?”


    Fuck.


    Chandler.


    I threw my head back against my chair and groaned. “Yes. There’s guilt there.” I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “A whole lot of guilt.”


    “It’s probably worse now too since you thought JC had been married when he was really lamenting over you.”


    I groaned again. “Thanks,” I said sarcastically. “That really helps.”


    “Oh no! I didn’t mean to make things worse! I was trying to understand.”


    I peeked up at her. “It’s not your fault. I’m the one who fooled around with someone else. Not just once, either. Enough times to not be able to call it an accident or a moment of weakness. God, I feel like shit.”


    She frowned, her eyes compassionate. “So, that’s not great. But did you promise fidelity?”


    “No, but—”


    “Then it’s fine. I’m sure it’s fine.” She didn’t sound sure though.


    “It’s not fine. It’s terrible.” My stomach lurched as I continued thinking about how awful it was. “And do you really think that’s what the tension could have been?”


    “Well, I wasn’t there. But, yes. Baggage like that can be poison.”


    Her reference to baggage reminded me of what JC had said about wanting to free me of his baggage. It actually had been a very nice thing to say, now that I thought about it. And I’d lashed out at him for it.


    I really did feel wretched. Downright shitty. Remorseful and anguished. And it wasn’t just about my fling with Chandler—Laynie had been right earlier. It was scary to think that JC might really still want me. That he might still love me, even. Terrifying. Especially when I so obviously didn’t deserve him because I couldn’t fucking wait for him to come back to me.


    I let out an exasperated ugh. “I was such a bitch, Laynie. Such a total bitch.”


    “You have a right to some of that.” She put a hand on my arm, comforting me. “You haven’t heard from him in a year. Whether or not you mean to, you’re going to feel some resentment.”


    “More like anger. And jealousy. Over his dead girlfriend.”


    “All to be expected.”


    “Add my guilt over Chandler…” I let out a heavy sigh.


    “Yep. Resulting in tension and bitchiness.”


    I let that sit for a moment, replaying the scene in the bubble room in my head. I’d sensed the awkwardness, the something’s off vibe before we even started talking, possibly, as Laynie suggested, because I was feeling anxious. Maybe he hadn’t felt that at all. Maybe it had just been me. Then when we did start talking, I’d been the first one to say anything. And I’d been cold. Everything spiraled downward from there.


    It felt more complicated than that. It was, wasn’t it? He’d been aloof from the minute he walked in, hadn’t he? He hadn’t brushed against me—was that simply because he perceived some sort of hostility on my part?


    “You need to talk to him again,” Laynie said. “That’s the only way you can sort this out. Talk to him and tell him about Chandler. That has to go away before you can figure out if there’s anything good still between you.”


    “I have to tell him?” I didn’t want to have to admit anything about Chandler to JC. It was too awful.


    She glared at me with disbelief. “Yes, you have to tell him.” Then she swatted me for good measure.


    I groaned again.


    “I’m sure the thought of it is worse than the actual confessing. If he loves you, he’ll understand.”


    Alayna was still a newlywed. Still caught up in the hearts and rainbows part of romance. She talked about the difficult times that had preceded her marriage as if she understood hard times, but remembered anguish was never as horrible as it was when living in it. It was easy to say he’ll love you, he’ll understand after he’d proved that he would.


    I unfortunately hadn’t known JC long enough to have the luxury of that certainty.


    I pressed my middle finger against a spot just above the bridge of my nose where a headache was beginning to form. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.”


    “You’re right. You don’t know. So give him the benefit of the doubt before deciding it’s a lost cause.” She paused. “Or don’t. And let it end. But you can’t stay in this limbo forever.”


    I squeezed my eyes shut. Tell him.


    I had to tell him. It was bad, but it wasn’t as bad as the thought of leaving things as they were. And maybe I’d tell him and we’d still have issues. At least I’d know that I’d done everything I could before giving up. Telling him was for the best.


    Actually having to speak the words, though…


    Ugh.


    I threw my hand out in the air and opened my eyes with an exasperated sigh. “Then what should I do now? He didn’t say he wanted to see me again. He didn’t tell me where he’s staying. Do I just wait for him to contact me again? It feels like all I ever do is wait for him.”


    “He texted you. You have his number. You know how to use that, don’t you?”


    I was about to sneer at her for being sassy when her phone buzzed.


    “That’s Hudson,” she said, not looking at it. “I’m sure he’s wondering where I am.”


    I glanced at the clock, only now realizing that she’d stayed more than a half an hour past her shift, probably for me. “Go. I’m fine.”


    She crossed to her desk to get her purse before heading to the door. “Hey, I’m really sorry I pulled you away from him. It was Liesl who locked the keys in the safe.”


    “I know. And no worries. It’s good to have time to process before I see him again. Time to cool down. It wasn’t the best place to talk anyway.”


    She paused in the frame and shrugged. “I don’t know. I once had an eventful conversation in that same bubble room. That’s another thing you could ask Hudson about.”


    “I don’t want to hear this.” I put a hand to my face as if that could stop any unwanted visions of Hudson and Alayna doing who-knows-what in there. I made a mental note to make sure that cleaning the club upholstery was on the weekly janitorial schedule.


    “Are you sure? It’s a good story.” She waggled her brows twice then grew serious. “Let’s talk tomorrow. Call me.”


    I said I would. She waved once then opened the door. “And call him!” she shouted, as it swung closed behind her.


    Yes. Call him. I’d do that.


    Just as soon as I figured out what I’d say.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    Turned out I didn’t have to call him.


    When I walked out of the club early the next morning, I found him waiting for me, still dressed in the same clothes he’d been in the night before, leaning against the side of the building.


    He’d waited for me like that once before, meeting me after a shift at the Eighty-Eighth Floor. Seeing him then had stirred a storm of butterflies in my belly.


    This time it was more like a tornado.


    I was terrified to face him and yet desperate to all at once. No matter what happened between us in the future, the way he affected me was once-in-a-lifetime. No one else would ever make me weak in the knees like he did. No one else could ever bring me such welcomed tumult.


    “It seemed we still had more to talk about,” he said after my closing employees had gone on their way. “I hope this is okay.”


    “Yeah. It’s definitely okay.” I wondered if he could tell that by okay, I meant the most wonderful horrible thing in the world.


    “Can I walk you home?”


    It wasn’t a marriage proposal—ha ha—but the question sent me flying all the same. “Sure.” My voice sounded higher than normal. I cleared my throat. “It’s about fifteen minutes from here.”


    “Perfect.”


    Not perfect. Terrible. Because I had to tell him. But maybe it was perfect because I needed to get this over with. This way, I wouldn’t agonize for days.


    I nodded in the direction we needed to go, and together we fell into step. My palms felt sweaty and itchy. The last time he’d met me after my shift, he’d taken my hand in his. I wished it could be that easy now. I yearned to recapture the electric jolt that I always felt at his touch. The charge around us was driving me crazy, needing something to ground it.


    But we weren’t the couple we’d been, which was weird to think, because we’d never been a “couple” at all, and in many ways we were in the same place we’d been then—both of us feeling each other out, trying to decide if we had anything between us. So it was both apropos and not when he kept his hands to himself, thrust inside his pants pockets.


    We rounded Columbus Circle in silence and started down the short edge of Central Park, joining the early morning joggers and dog walkers as the sun stretched its first limbs across the earth. I felt like that sun, like I was waking and reaching. Reaching for JC who was still closed off and dark.


    I needed to tell him. I was going to tell him.


    But I had other things to say first. And, when he still hadn’t said anything by the time we’d reached Center Drive, I plunged in. “I’m sorry about earlier.”


    “Look, I’m sorry about—” he began at the same time. We did the nervous laugh thing. Then he said, “Don’t be sorry. I’m the one who needs to apologize.”


    “I was so terrible, though.” Even more terrible was us tripping all over each other to be polite. That’s what strangers did.


    Oh, yeah. That’s what we were.


    “You weren’t. You’re mad and you have every right to be.” He’d been staring at his shoes, but now he peered over at me. “I’ve thought about that. I want you to know that I have. I understand…”


    He paused, and I felt so uncomfortable with where he was going, with the serious undertone of it, that I jumped in. “It doesn’t mean that I—”


    He stepped in front of me and cut off both my words and my steps. “Let me say this. Please.” He waited for me to nod. “I understand what I put you through. It was unfair and you deserve to be angry. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved like I did. And when I said I wanted to free you from my baggage, that’s what I meant. That I wanted to keep you out of the trial. I wanted to keep you safe. I put you in danger and I’m sorry about that. I’ve been sick about it this whole last year.”


    Now that I had the apology I’d wanted, I didn’t know what to do with it. I swallowed. “Okay.”


    “Okay.” He stepped aside so we could resume walking.


    So I wasn’t the only one with guilt. Why didn’t that make me feel better?


    Because I had my own confessing to do.


    I waited a beat, though, and it was enough time for him to say more.


    “I know that I owe you other words as well. Lots of them. I just don’t know which ones to begin with.”


    “Any of them. There’s so much I don’t know. You could start anywhere.” Or I could start. “The video…” Honestly, it wasn’t what I’d meant to say, but it was what came out.


    He waved his hand dismissively. “I’d be fine if we never mentioned that.”


    “Oh.” I got it if he was embarrassed. But was it, instead, because he didn’t want to marry me anymore?


    Maybe it was best to not mention it. Except I already had. “Thank you, though. For sending it to me. It made a difference.” Like that was any better. I was sure he hadn’t been looking for a vague token of appreciation. I just couldn’t give him anything clearer when I still wasn’t sure what he’d wanted me to gain from it.


    He ran his hand through his hair and chuckled, the sound tickling places inside me that I couldn’t identify. “Well. Good. I suppose that’s good.”


    “It’s good.” We hit a green light at the corner and started to cross the street in silence. I’ll tell him when we get to the other side, I told myself.


    I didn’t. I had no excuse. There were so many things I wanted to hear from him that the things I needed to say felt secondary. I was selfish. I wanted to linger in his apologies, in his confessions. He was willing to talk right now. It might not be the case after I said my words.


    So I prodded him on. “Will you explain what happened? Not with—” I paused, afraid it was somehow irreverent to say her name. “I mean, I heard your testimony. But what happened after?”


    I’d expected him to hesitate, but he didn’t. “After Corinne died, I checked out. I didn’t want to be any more. I lost a lot of time to things that numbed me. Drugs. Alcohol. Sex.” He gave me a sideways grin that shot straight to the space between my thighs. “I didn’t believe I had any responsibility to bring Ralphio to justice. I’d given my testimony. I’d fulfilled my civic duty. He disappeared almost immediately after the murder anyway, and I’d thought that was it. Case closed. Corinne was dead and her murderer was gone. There was nothing to do about it.”


    I studied his profile, watched him work his jaw as he paused to gather his thoughts or remember the next detail. It’s a beautiful jaw, I thought. Because thinking anything else was too hard.


    “I got really good at wasting my life,” he said. “Then when Tom and Steve were killed…”


    “Were they your friends?”


    He nodded. “Back when I had those.” His forehead crinkled. “I don’t know why Ralphio didn’t come after me first. I’ve tried to figure it out and I just can’t. Maybe it was random how he’d attacked us. Maybe I was lucky enough to not ever be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe it was because I was such a mess that he didn’t think I was a real threat. Whatever the reason, it was a wake-up call. I was alive—if it could be called that—and there had to be a reason. Something I was meant to do. With my testimony, the police had enough to make an arrest; they just couldn’t find the guy. So I decided to try to find him myself.”


    My mouth fell open slightly. “You went after him?” I wanted to be appalled by that, but, in fact, it was kind of hot. I’d always liked JC’s dominant side in the bedroom. I hadn’t realized I’d like it outside as well.


    “Yep. Maybe it was a veiled attempt at suicide, but I found myself in the task. I became obsessed. I hired some really good, really expensive, bounty hunters-slash-detectives. And I slowly began to set up business deals with people Ralphio had worked with, hoping to find some leads. As an investor, it was pretty easy to work myself into questionable crowds without drawing any attention. It was a perfect cover.”


    The strange arrangement he’d had at the Eighty-Eighth Floor made more sense. “That’s why Matt let you use the club on Tuesdays.”


    “Yeah.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I’m really sorry I didn’t tell you how we were connected. Matt thought it was better to keep that quiet while Ralphio was on the loose. I think mostly it was easier for him not to talk about Corinne. It wasn’t my place to reveal that to you.”


    “Sure.” It was understandable but also sad. I’d been hurting from my past. Matt had been hurting from his. We could have leaned on each other. Why was it so hard for the broken to find each other? It made the miracle of me finding JC seem even more spectacular.


    Except, here he was a good person. An amazing person who gave up his life to right a wrong, and I wanted him even more for that.


    “Honestly,” I said now, wanting to be sure he didn’t feel bad for not telling me about Matt. “I understand the secrecy. It was frustrating, but I get it.”


    “I appreciate that,” he said. “Anyway, as much as he didn’t want to talk about it, Matt wanted Ralphio caught as much as I did. It was why he let me get away with things at the club that he wouldn’t have let others get away with.”


    I mock scoffed. “Because illegal gambling and stripping in the VIP room were the obvious ways to find a fugitive.”


    “It drew the people I needed to talk to.”


    It drew me to him. I couldn’t deny that.


    “Eventually it paid off. I got a tip from a lobbyist who was drunk at the time he gave it, but I gave the info to my guys and they found Ralphio and brought him back to Manhattan.”


    “That was the day you found me in the kitchen with my father.” It was also the last time I’d seen my sperm donator. He’d given me a black eye, and JC had stormed in and rescued me. Then he’d told me he loved me. And I’d never been happier.


    JC nodded, his eyes focused on the sidewalk ahead of us. “The next day Ralphio made bail.”


    I remembered that too and now things clicked together. He’d had a phone call that had upset him. Next thing I knew, he was proposing, begging me to go with him to Vegas.


    “He made bail and you had to go into hiding. So you wouldn’t be killed too.” Saying it sent a chill running down my spine. It made me feel selfish and petty to have spent all the hours that I had lamenting his participation in Mennezzo’s trial. As if he’d had any other choice. As if I preferred him with me and a target, as opposed to not with me and safe.


    And while he’d had all that to deal with, I was screwing my best friend’s brother-in-law. For fun. Much younger brother-in-law. My stomach churned.


    “But it’s over now.” I said it to make myself feel better. And because he’d seemed dodgy when I’d asked it before.


    “The trial’s over. Right.” It hadn’t been what I asked, and he didn’t look at me, but maybe I was reading into things. “Ralphio is behind bars tonight. That feels good. I never thought I’d be a vindictive person, but I’d be pleased as fuck if he gets the death penalty.”


    “Is that a possibility?”


    “Because he ran, yeah. But even if it’s just life in prison, I’m happy. As long as his life can’t go on anymore.”


    It reminded me of what JC had said on the stand. How he’d died when Corinne died. As much as it hurt to believe that meant he couldn’t ever love anyone like her—could never love me like her—I also felt like that was fair. So maybe it didn’t matter what I’d done with Chandler, because JC was never mine to betray.


    But he had been mine. Even if I hadn’t been his, he’d been mine and I had betrayed that.


    Though, none of it probably mattered if all this was leading to our goodbye.


    I looked away, wrapping my arms around myself as I shivered. The day was already rather warm. Yet I felt so cold.


    “What are you thinking?”


    I shook my head, not ready to say what I needed to say. But I knew he wouldn’t let me get away with leaving it at that—huh, maybe there were things I knew about him after all. “I’m just grateful he’s finally put away.” I forced a smile, but it felt tight.


    JC cocked his head at me. His expression said that he could see I was hiding something, which just added to my guilt. I was a coward, though.


    And it hadn’t bought me any time, really, because now we were at my apartment building. I stopped and turned to him, wanting to say something audacious even though I hadn’t figured out exactly what that would be. Knowing the thing to do was confess.


    He gave me another excuse to wait. “Can I walk you up?”


    Yes. I could tell him upstairs, outside my door so that I could run inside and hide afterward.


    But wanting to walk me up was another thing that confused me, and I almost swore he meant for me to feel that way. Meant for me to be mixed up and befuddled. Why did he want to? Would he want to come in my apartment as well? Because he wanted to touch me as badly as I wanted to touch him?


    Or did he simply have more words that he, also like me, hadn’t gotten the nerve to say yet?


    Either way, I had a gut-level sense that letting him accompany me farther would put me in a very vulnerable position, which was funny considering I was the one who had shit to say now. Down here, though, I could spill my guts and be the one to walk away. Up there, it would be him.


    Or maybe he wouldn’t walk away.


    Maybe we’d end up in bed, which would be amazing. Until we realized that we had nothing else between us. And when that ended up being the case, it would still be devastating to part later. Maybe even more devastating. Prolonging the inevitable was only going to hurt worse later.


    Unless it wasn’t inevitable.


    Honestly, I didn’t have any idea what could happen. So I said, “Yes.”


    We were quiet in the elevator, and that added to the tension—both sexual and otherwise. Being together in such a small, secluded space gathered the charge tighter around us, and suddenly I couldn’t stop looking at his lips. Couldn’t stop thinking about the warmth radiating off his body. Every floor we passed was one closer to my apartment. To my bed.


    To my door, where I had to tell him the truth.


    Then we were walking down my hallway, my heart pounding, my mouth dry. Each step, I told myself, would be the one where I’d say what I needed to say. Each step went by in silence. Finally, at my door, I turned to him, my mouth open and ready.


    “JC,” I said, at the same time that he said, “Gwen.”


    …And we were back to the tripping over each other.


    “You go.” I held my breath, waiting for whatever he was going to say, knowing it was heavy by the way he carried himself, the slump of his shoulders, the frown in his eyes, his hands stuffed again inside his pockets.


    God, I wanted those hands out and open and on me. Yearned for them to brush across my skin, to peel me from my clothes, to ease the throbbing in my head and heart and between my legs. They were weapons, I decided. If they touched me like I wanted them to, they’d burn. And if he left after that—their absence would destroy me.


    Perhaps it was best he kept them tucked away.


    He leaned against the wall opposite me. “I, uh, I saw you at the trial.” He swallowed and all I could focus on was his Adam’s apple as it bobbed up and down. “I saw you, and I’m really glad you came. I appreciated it. I’m sorry if any of it was hard to listen—”


    “Don’t apologize for that. It wasn’t my place to be there anyway, and there’s nothing you should be sorry for saying or feeling or—”


    He cut me off. “I came here that night.”


    “You did?” My voice trembled, and I wondered if he knew it was a reflection of what was going on with my heart. He came after me!


    I was so elated it took me a minute to understand what else he was saying. Took a minute to get why these words were hard for him. Why he hadn’t come to my door that night. “You saw me then too.”


    My stomach dropped as I imagined exactly what he’d seen—me leaving the building with Chandler. Our embrace as he’d put me into a cab. It was innocent, but it hadn’t been an innocent relationship and the undertones of what we’d done together had to translate in the way we touched each other. It didn’t matter that JC hadn’t seen the worst of what it was. It was enough.


    “Yeah, I saw you. Joe, the detective that had kept me updated about you, had already told me, but when you came to the trial, I thought he must have been wrong.” He flashed a tight grin. “Chandler Pierce. A bit young, isn’t he?” He teased, but it was superficial.


    “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “It’s—”


    Again he cut me off. “No apologies from you either. I told you I didn’t want you to wait, and I meant it. I hoped you were happy. I want you to be happy. Are you?”


    I hadn’t thought his perception could be worse than I imagined but this was. I wasn’t with Chandler. I wasn’t in love with him. I wasn’t happy. Would he believe me if I tried to explain? All I could manage to say was, “No.”


    “You’re not happy?” His expression was confused and something else that I couldn’t identify—surprised? Relieved?


    “No. I’m not happy.” I hadn’t realized it until I said it aloud. “But also, no, you’ve got it wrong. I’m not with Chandler.”


    JC straightened. “What are you saying?”


    I leaned my back against the door, needing the support. “I mean, I was. It wasn’t anything for me but—” A separate stab of guilt pierced through me, this one over what Chandler wanted me to be for him.


    I couldn’t deal with that right now. I pushed it aside. “Anyway, it was more for him than it was for me and I’m not proud of that. But that’s over. Mostly. For the moment. It was over before that day.” And now I’d confirmed it had once not been over and saying it out loud killed me. More than I’d thought it would. Especially now that it seemed that JC might do more than just care.


    I felt horrible. Like I might cry, though I couldn’t really identify all the feelings that were worming around inside me. I wanted JC. Yet I didn’t know what I wanted with him. Didn’t know if it was smart to want anything with him. Because I didn’t want to be hurt. And I didn’t want to have hurt him. And I had.


    But JC’s reaction wasn’t what I expected.


    In one sudden movement, he’d crossed the hallway and braced his palms on the door, caging me in. “Are you saying that you aren’t with him now?”


    I bit my lip. “But I was. I’m sorry that I was. I should have—”


    He shook his head back and forth. “I don’t care about that. Just tell me—do I have a shot?”


    My throat was suddenly thick with emotion. Jesus. How could he ask that? He didn’t just have a shot—he had the best shot. He might even have the only shot.


    All I could get out, though, was a husky, “Yes.”


    His features softened, his eyes locking with mine as he brought his hands down from the wall and cupped my face. At his touch, every nerve in my body woke up, not only to overwhelming lust, but something deeper. Something that had slept since he’d been gone, and now, like Sleeping Beauty, was stretching its arms and spreading its reach through my being.


    And he hadn’t even kissed me.


    But he was going to. It was in his face. It was in the underscore of his words when he said, “That’s all I want to hear.” And it was in the way he leaned in closer.


    I tilted my chin up, ready to meet his lips, ready to be consumed by the flare of emotion inside.


    Then, just before he closed the distance, he said my name, and a panic rushed through me. I’d been so hurt when he’d left. He’d been the first person I’d ever truly let into my heart and if we didn’t work out, if something went wrong, I didn’t know if I could take it. And when his mouth brushed against mine, instead of giving in, I let out a soft plea. “JC. I can’t…”


    He moved back an inch. “What? Is this not good? Do you not want this?” He was eager and concerned and adorable in both.


    I smiled. “No. I mean, I do. I do want this. I do want you.” Like, really, really wanted him. “But…”


    He straightened and an alarm went off in my head. A screeching voice begging me to shut the fuck up and let the man kiss me already.


    But the “but” was there at the tip of my tongue ,and it needed to be said because it could be everything. The difference between whether we could be good together or great, and it was important enough—important enough to me—to have to say it.


    So I ignored the internal opposition. “But I can’t do this again.”


    His hands dropped from my face. “Which part? Because if it’s something I can change…”


    “I don’t want you to change.” I already missed his touch. It had been so long in coming, and I was desperate to hold onto him, despite how my words sounded, so I put my palms against his chest. I sighed at the distantly familiar form of his taut muscles. So firm. So beautifully sculpted. So deliciously tempting.


    Yeah, hands were dangerous.


    I brought them down to my sides and pressed them against the door behind me instead. “I’m not asking for you to change who you are. But I can’t do what we were doing, JC.” I corrected myself, “Justin,” intentionally reminding both of us of the obstacles in the way of our relationship.


    It did its job. He took a step back, tentative. On edge. “What is it that we were doing?”


    “The casual, no-commitment. It can’t work this time.” I took a deep breath and plunged on. “I gave you my heart. Totally. But I don’t even know you. You don’t know me.”


    His guard softened. “You do know me, though. The important parts. Is it everything? No. But we have time for that. We can get there.” He reached his thumb out and swept it across my jaw. “I want to get there.”


    I swear my skin shot a degree hotter under his caress. “I want that too. I need that. I need to know that we won’t have walls anymore. Having said that, I’m not quite ready to bring all of mine down. Yet. So, maybe we could do this differently this time?” Differently, even though what I wanted in the moment was to take his thumb between my lips and suck.


    “Whatever you want.” He shoved his hands back in his pockets, and I understood now. Touching made it too hard to say the words that needed to be said. “As long as you’re saying we can do it at all, I’m in. Whatever the conditions. I’d prefer not to be tied up and made your slave, but if that’s what you need, I think you’d look really hot in one of those dominatrix outfits. With the whip. And the boots. And the tassels.”


    I chuckled. “Stop it. This isn’t about sex.”


    “That’s what the people in that lifestyle always say, which I don’t understand, but I can try to be open.” This was the JC that had won me over in the first place—playful, charming. Oozing with sexiness.


    “You know that’s not what I mean.” I cast my gaze down, shy about what I wanted to say next. “And if I did, I think you already know that I’m more of the submissive type. With you, anyway.” I peeked up at him.


    “Thank God. Now take off all your clothes.”


    “JC! I’m serious.” But I stifled a giggle as I said it.


    “You think I’m not? Fine. Go ahead and tell me what you’re thinking. It sounds like you have something in mind that’s probably a whole lot less fun and a whole lot more practical. But hit me. I can take it.”


    “Yeah, actually. I was thinking we could…maybe…” God, this felt so silly when we’d been as intimate as we’d been. “Maybe we could go on a date?”


    “A date?” He said it like he wasn’t sure he’d heard me right, not like he thought I was being ridiculous.


    Which made it easier to say it again. “Yeah. A date. Where we set a time and you pick me up and you take me some place. A date.” It hadn’t ever been something we’d done before, and suddenly it felt vital.


    His mouth slowly curled into a half smile. “A date sounds like a fabulous idea. When? Now?”


    “You’re very eager.” To be honest, I was too. “But now I need to sleep.”


    “Dates can involve sleeping.”


    “No, they can’t.” I laughed outright now, because this was the JC I remembered—flirting and forward, but mostly I was just so happy that this was happening. That he was here. That he wanted me still. “Besides, our date specifically needs to not be in a bedroom.”


    It was his turn to let out a sigh. “When you said differently, you really meant it.”


    “I did.” I was crazy for meaning it. He’d asked me to take off my clothes in jest, but if he asked in seriousness, I’d be a goner. We had such intense chemistry. Such a compelling draw, and I was asking him to deny that…why? To find out if we connected elsewhere? What if he wasn’t into finding out?


    My legs were trembling as I asked, “Is that still something you might be interested in doing? With me?”


    “Yes.” His expression complimented the sincerity in the word. “God, yes. I’m very interested in doing it with you.” A naughty gleam appeared in his eye. “And not doing it. Both. I’m interested in both.”


    I blushed. “Just a date first. We know we’re good together when we’re doing it. I need to know what we are when we’re not.”


    He scowled, but it was playful. And then he was serious. “Just a date then. Tonight? It is Wednesday.” Our date night.


    “But it’s The Fourth.”


    His face fell slightly. “You aren’t working, are you? No, you probably already have plans.”


    “I do, but—”


    He cut me off. “Break them.”


    I shivered. JC could be my plus one on Hudson’s fireworks boat trip. Laynie had even said as much. But, even if I didn’t mind sharing him for the night, I really was submissive to him. And when he talked to me like that—commanded me—I couldn’t do anything but comply. “Okay.”


    “Excellent.” His smile was a full one this time, and it reached his eyes. “Is seven too early? Six?”


    “Six-thirty is perfect.”


    He put his hands on my shoulders, and my heart tripped. He ran them down my arms, sending goose bumps across the surface of my skin and tingles shooting beneath. “Then that’s when I’ll be here,” he said.


    He leaned in and as much as I hoped that he’d kiss me, I prayed that he wouldn’t, because I knew that if he did, I wouldn’t be able to keep it from turning into something that had to be finished on the other side of my door. And that would make the whole date idea null and void.


    So it was a good thing when he only pressed his lips to my forehead and stepped away. A perfectly, awfully miserable compromise.


    He walked backward down the hall, his eyes never leaving me. “This is incredibly difficult, you know.”


    I leaned my head against the doorframe. “Walking backward?”


    “Walking away.”


    Damn, could he make me swoon. “It’s hard for me too.”


    “I could come back...”


    “No. This is good.”


    “Matter of opinion.” At the elevator, he hit the call button and said, “Dress casual. And don’t look so good that I’m forced to rip your clothes off.”


    I giggled.


    “Never mind. It’s impossible. You always look that good.”


    He gave an adorable half-wave, then the elevator doors opened and he disappeared inside.


    I stood where I was for who knows how long, tracing my fingers across the place his lips had touched my forehead, feeling more giddy than I’d ever remembered feeling. Cherishing his kiss as though it had been on my lips. As if it had been my first. As if it was the only kiss that had ever mattered.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    


    “You can’t wear that,” Ben said when I stepped out from behind the screen that sectioned off my bedroom. He was snacking on potato chips in my kitchen—which was strange because I didn’t remember having any junk food—while I got ready for my date.


    I’d changed my outfit four times already and had finally settled on skinny jeans paired with a dressy tank. “Why not?” I asked as I crossed the loft to him. I lifted my hair and turned my backside to him. “Can you zip me?”


    He set down the bag and wiped his hands on his shorts before finishing what I couldn’t reach on the tank’s rear zipper. “Because it’s July. In New York. You’re going to roast in jeans.”


    My entire body sighed. He was right. “Dammit! What the hell am I going to wear then?”


    “Shorts. A skirt. The top is nice, though. Or you could do a summer dress thing. What are you going for?”


    “I’m going for something that’s not easy to take off.”


    He laughed, probably deservedly so. “Is that how you plan to keep him from getting in your panties?”


    I shrugged. “Probably not foolproof, but, you know.” I’d already explained to him my reasoning about wanting to hold off on sex, how JC and I needed to get to know each other on a more basic level before deciding whether or not our relationship was worth pursuing. In true brotherly fashion, he’d mocked my plan but was otherwise humoring me.


    Now Ben shook his head. “Girls are weird. Straight girls are really weird.” He rubbed at the goatee he’d just started to grow, scratched at it as if not yet used to it. “How about a romper?”


    “I don’t have one. But I have a skort!”


    “You can’t wear a skort! Are you stuck in the nineties?”


    “They’ve come back in fashion. Hold on. You’ll see.”


    In two minutes I was back with a black skort with scalloped edges. I slid on my strappy slip-ons and presented myself. “Well?”


    “That’s a skort? I was picturing one of those tennis things. Or something denim. But this is good. You can wear that.” He scanned the length of me. “Except I don’t really think you’re committed to the no-sex thing.”


    “Fuck you. I totally am.” I stood in front of the full-length mirror in the foyer and applied my lip gloss. “Why do you say that anyway?”


    “You shaved your legs.”


    “I shave my legs every day. It doesn’t mean a thing.”


    He came up behind me so I could see him in the reflection. “Yeah, but did you shave elsewhere?”


    I scowled as I threw the gloss in my purse. “I missed my wax appointment. It was time.” My protests were weak. I spun toward him. “It proves nothing.”


    He leaned against my doorframe, an apple in hand. “If you say so.” He took a large, loud bite from the fruit.


    I smacked his arm. “Go home and eat your own food. And don’t you need to leave for the cruise soon?”


    He glanced at his watch. “Oh, shit. I guess I do.” He leaned in to kiss my cheek. “You look beautiful, sis. You are beautiful. If he doesn’t see that, he doesn’t deserve you.”


    “Thank you, Ben.”


    He opened the door, but before he left, he added, “Just remember that keeping your legs shut doesn’t mean keeping your heart shut too.” He winked at me. “I mean, I still love you when you’re a frigid bitch, but I’m not gonna lie—sometimes it’s hard.”


    “Thanks, asshole. Now get out of my apartment.” I laughed to myself for a minute after he’d gone, because for an asshole, he was scarily on point. I did tend to get frigid and bitchy when I felt threatened. So I promised myself I would not shut down.


    I grabbed my cell and checked the time. It was six-twenty-nine. I threw it in my purse and turned back to the mirror to give myself a pep talk. “We will not have sex. We will not have sex. We will not have sex.”


    Jesus, I was so horny already, and I hadn’t even seen him yet. I’d thought about taking care of myself before JC got there but wasn’t sure if that would make things better or worse. By the time I’d decided it would make it better, Ben was there, and now JC was ringing my buzzer.


    “You look incredible,” he said when I opened the door.


    I blushed as I gave him a onceover. He was dressed in khakis with a fitted shirt and a lightweight jacket. Lots of buttons, I thought. Which was a good thing, considering how damn good he looked. Had he always been that buff? “You do, too.” My thighs felt hot. Good thing I’d changed out of my pants.


    I really should have pulled out my vibrator earlier.


    “You brought flowers?” I’d been so taken by him I hadn’t noticed the small bouquet in his hands. Three red roses dressed with some smaller white bell-shaped flowers I couldn’t identify were wrapped in a red ribbon. I hadn’t expected it. “I didn’t know you were the kind of guy who brought girls roses.”


    He shrugged with one shoulder. “I’m trying to impress you. I have a feeling this date is a test of some kind, and I want to make sure I pass.”


    “Not a test,” I said dismissively. Though, wasn’t that what this was? A test to see if we got along as well outside the bedroom as we did inside? “But thank you. You do impress.”


    I shifted my weight to one hip and flitted my glance between JC, still standing on the other side of the threshold, and the flowers in my hand. “I should put these in water.” But I wasn’t sure I was ready to invite him in. Because in meant we’d be closer to my bed. And my couch. And my kitchen counter. All of which were locations that could be tempting.


    Really, I just shouldn’t be anywhere alone with him.


    Either JC felt the same way I did or he could read my mind. “You can do that later. The plastic containers on the stems should last until we get back. And we should get going.”


    “Perfect.” I set them on the console table behind me, relieved and nervous all at once. I took a deep breath, grabbed my purse, and turned back to him. “Let’s go!”


    In the hallway, he offered me his hand. I took it, then, there it was—the shock of his touch as his fingers weaved with mine. I let out an involuntary sigh, and with it bricks of tension fell from my body. Release. It shuddered through me as electricity sparked up my limb from where we were connected and spread throughout my body, and I wondered if this was what it felt like to melt. What it felt like to be frozen for so long and then, finally, to have the sun brush against cold ice, transforming it into something more fluid, something entirely different.


    I glanced down to where we were joined, so overcome by how right it felt to be touching him in this simple way. When I looked back at him, I found his eyes pinned on me. His expression said he’d felt it too.


    “You messed up, you know,” he said, as we started toward the elevator. “You were supposed to wear something that I didn’t want to rip off of you.”


    My cheeks heated—actually, I wasn’t sure they’d ever cooled from the first blush he’d caused. “You said it would be impossible for me to wear anything that wouldn’t elicit that response. The only other choice was to go naked.”


    “That would have been an excellent choice.”


    “But not very practical.”


    “I’ve never been a fan of practical.” He pushed the call button and the elevator doors opened immediately, the car likely still there from when he’d arrived.


    We stepped inside, our hands still molded together. The doors closed, and I so badly wanted to turn and kiss him.


    Instead I delivered the short speech I’d practiced since I’d woken up that afternoon. “I think I should tell you, I don’t have sex on first dates.”


    “Wow. That’s...surprising. Considering we had sex before we’d ever even been on a date.” He squeezed my hand. “But, after you left me with blue balls this morning, I already figured out you’d turned into a prude.”


    I laughed. “I’m not a prude. I’m cautious. And that’s nothing new. That’s always been me.”


    “Yes, it has.” The short phrase was full of subtext, and I knew he was remembering how uptight I’d been when we’d first met. Icy. Frigid bitch.


    “I’m better than I was,” I assured him.


    He nodded. “I know. Otherwise you wouldn’t have given me even this much of you. And if you want to wait, then I can too.”


    What I wanted was to push him against the wall and devour him.


    But that was an in-the-moment want, and long-term, I wanted a relationship that was real and lasting. “Thank you. It means a lot.”


    He leaned in close and, though we were alone, whispered in my ear. “I’m not going to say that I’m not dying to have you under me, Gwen. Because I am. But I’m dying to just be with you more.”


    Despite the descent of the elevator, his words sent me floating. “You’re really good at that impressing thing.”


    He gave me my favorite grin. “Who knew?”


    I knew. I wondered if he knew that he didn’t even have to try.


    Outside, JC had a car waiting for us. “A rental,” he said as we approached the curb. “In case you were wondering. I do have some cars of my own, but they’re in storage in L.A.”


    I cocked a brow. “Cars? As in multiple?”


    “What can I say? I like things that go fast.”


    JC was impulsive and carefree. Of course he’d like cars. It was such a simple thing to know about someone. The kind of thing a girlfriend or lover should be up to speed with. The fact that I was just learning it pulled sharply at my sense of reason.


    You don’t know him. He’s virtually a stranger.


    I knocked the voice in my head out cold. This is why I was doing this—going on a date. Refraining from sex. Because I wanted to not be strangers, and when we weren’t anymore, that’s when we’d know what was real.


    JC stopped at the door, one hand on the handle. With the other, he tugged me into him, my body touching his in so many places I thought I might die of overheating.


    “Hey,” he said and waited until I lifted my eyes to his. “Are you done overthinking this?”


    “Yes, actually. I am.” In fact, as long as I stood that close to him, it was impossible to do any thinking at all.


    “Awesome.” He opened the door and stepped back to let me in. “Then ladies first.”


    I slid across the backseat of the sedan, noting the cooler in the front passenger seat as I did. “What’s that?” I asked after he’d told the driver we were ready to go.


    “It’s dinner.”


    “Wow. You’ve gone all out.” JC took my hand again, and my belly clenched low, and I felt swoony from the simplicity of being with him. Innocently swoony, like a kid at a toy store. And simultaneously not so innocently. Like a teenager at senior prom. Two different desires battling, and I was walking a tightrope between them. It was equally thrilling and terrifying and I loved every minute of it.


    As the driver took us through the heavy holiday traffic, JC and I chitchatted about small things—our favorite movies, the last books we’d read, the newest project that JC had invested in. The last one earned further conversation. I’d been surprised to learn that he had been able to continue working while he’d been hidden away.


    “I used secure Internet websites that filtered through other storefronts. None of the investments could be traced back to my name or my location.”


    “Still,” I chided. “Wasn’t it risky?”


    He stroked his thumb up and down mine, sending sparks up my limbs. “Life isn’t any fun if there’s not any risk.”


    I wanted to be impressed and not aroused, but instead I was bothered and very much aroused. “I appreciate your take-the-world-by-its-balls approach, but there are some risks that aren’t worth taking. No matter what the payoff.”


    The degree to which it upset me made me feel vulnerable. I stared out the window, away from him, and waited for him to point out that I was uptight and high-strung, like he had so many times in the past.


    He didn’t. “You’re right.”


    I turned back toward him, surprised.


    “There are some risks not worth taking. And maybe I shouldn’t have taken this one. But I was extraordinarily careful.”


    “Well, I don’t like it.” I wasn’t willing to let go of my concern.


    He grinned like he’d just won the lottery. “I like that you don’t like it.”


    I rolled my eyes and pulled my hand from his. But he retrieved it, and I didn’t protest because I understood just what he meant, and I didn’t really want to not touch him anyway.


    When the car started to make its way across Brooklyn Bridge, my curiosity was piqued. “Where are you taking me anyway?”


    “Brooklyn Bridge Park. So we can watch the fireworks.”


    It was a noble gesture, but I was skeptical about his planning. “It’s almost seven. There’s no way we’ll be able to find a space there at this time of night. It’s the number one viewing spot for the Macy’s show. Crowds start gathering there at noon.”


    “More like nine,” he corrected. “Stop worrying. I’ve got us covered.”


    The driver dropped us off at Empire Fulton Ferry. Carrying the cooler in one arm, JC led me down to the river, past Jane’s Carousel to the boardwalk beyond. As I’d suspected, the area was already quite crowded, but he weaved me through the clusters of people lounging on blankets and deck chairs as though he knew exactly where he was going.


    We ended at a man sprawled out on a red-checkered blanket, two pillows piled underneath him. He was mid-forties, bald, but sharp looking. In good shape. He stood when he saw us approach. “Damn. Now I have to go sit with the wife,” he said as he extended a hand to JC.


    JC shook it but turned to me as he did. “Gwen, this is Dom. He’s one of the assholes who put me in the undercover program. I told him he owed me.”


    “Yeah, so I’ve been parked here since about nine-thirty. Like my tan?” He took my hand next. “Pleasure to meet you, Gwen. I was sure he made you up. And you’re actually as pretty as he said.”


    Warmth shot through my chest. “He said things about me?” I eyed JC. “Maybe you can stick around a little longer, Dom, and chat.”


    “Nah, nah. Dom has his wife to get to. And you can stop holding her hand now too.”


    Dom laughed, pulling me into a side hug instead of letting me go. “He’s fun to mess with, isn’t he?” When JC pinned him with a glare, Dom released me. “All right, all right.” He clapped a hand around JC’s shoulder. “Just pack everything up, and I’ll come back by to grab all this stuff on my way out. Harris and Richie are both here with eyes on you, but I told them to hang back.”


    JC darted his eyes toward me then back to Dom. “Thanks. Now get lost.”


    Dom wandered off to find his family, and I turned to JC, my arms crossed over my chest suspiciously. “Who are Harris and Richie?”


    “Uh, they’re guys on Dom’s crew. I guess they’re here too.” He knelt to begin setting out our picnic.


    “Huh.” It had been a weird way to phrase it if that was all Dom had been getting at. “It sounded like he was saying something else. Do you have bodyguards? Are we being watched?” I scoured the crowd around us, looking for anyone who seemed out of place.


    “Uh, no.” He pulled a bottle from the cooler. “Want something to drink?”


    “Are you changing the subject?”


    He finished assembling a plastic wine glass before raising his eyes to mine. “I am changing the subject. I’ve spent a year with those dicks, and tonight I’d like to forget about them and focus on you. Is that all right?”


    I hesitated, but then I said, “It’s all right.” Because I wanted his focus on me and nowhere else.


    But I also knew he was hiding something and that rankled me. And it made me worry, too. Mennezzo was behind bars. So why would JC need protection?


    I meant to drop it. That’s what he wanted, and I knew from experience that pushing him never got me anywhere. But I couldn’t let it go. “Just tell me, are you safe?”


    He flashed me my favorite grin—charismatic with a hint of playboy. “Of course I am.”


    Even with all his secrets, I still trusted him. And maybe I was reading things wrong. It wasn’t crazy to think that he really wanted to put the trial and everything related to it behind him. So I said nothing else about the subject and sat down next to him.


    The pier was hard even underneath the blanket, and I wondered if I should have worn jeans after all. Ben was right about the night being warm, though. And sitting so close to JC brought a constant surge of heat that blazed hotter every second that passed, despite my intentions to remain cool and aloof.


    A chilled drink didn’t sound like a bad idea after all.


    JC peeled the foil off the bottle and unscrewed the lid, to which I raised an eyebrow. “It’s nonalcoholic,” he explained as he passed it to me. “I figured after the humiliation of the last time I drank, it would be better to stick to this instead.”


    “Probably a good idea.” I raised my glass to my lips and took a swallow of the sweet sparkling juice. “It’s an excellent choice.”


    While JC organized the rest of the picnic, I sipped on my cider and tried to pretend I wasn’t studying him as intently as I was. Memories merged into the present. His concentrated focus, the deliberate way he set about his task, that wrinkle on his forehead—they were all so familiar to me. All things I’d seen him do when he’d moved in and out of me. When he’d given all of his attention to my orgasm. When he’d let go and come as well.


    Jesus, how was I ever going to make it through this date?


    JC met my stare, his expression amused, as if he could guess my thoughts. He held out a sub sandwich wrapped up in foil. “If this isn’t what you want me to be giving you right now, we could always leave.”


    “You wish.” I wished too. More than I’d thought I would. My fingers brushed his as I took the sandwich, and I had to bite my cheek to suppress my moan.


    Food. Food would distract me.


    I began unwrapping it, curious as to what he’d guessed that I’d want on it. “Turkey and bacon with mayo?” It was one of my favorite combinations. I looked at him suspiciously. “Did you call my sister?”


    “I asked Matt. He said you always ordered turkey, bacon, mayo, hold the tomatoes from the kitchen when you worked for him.”


    I narrowed my eyes. “Sneaky. I approve.” I lowered my focus to my sandwich so he couldn’t see how giddy I was at knowing how much effort he’d put in planning our date. And on such short notice. Was this the real JC? Was he actually this much of a nice guy? I’d fallen in love with the man who’d pushed and dominated and fucked me in such dirty ways. I hadn’t guessed that this was another side of him. Surprisingly, I liked it just as much.


    The discovery was also not doing much to calm my libido.


    Food did help, though. A bit. Soon the constant blare of lust dulled to a low hum that was still distracting but manageable. We ate in comfortable silence, watching the display around us, our gazes periodically returning to each other. It was funny how there could be so many people, all of them engaged and participating in their own holiday celebration, and yet it felt like we were alone, the crowd merely scenery, set there by JC to decorate our perfect date.


    The sky was darkening by the time we finished. JC cleaned up our dinner and sprawled out on one of the pillows, his hands laced behind his head. The top of his shirt rose and a sliver of skin peeked through, and instead of fixating on how yummy it would be for dessert, I turned my focus to the carousel spinning behind us, the lights gleaming like stars in the growing twilight.


    JC followed my line of vision. “It’s still open. We should ride it later.”


    The sign outside the glass building had said it closed at seven. “I think it must be a private event. A lot of the people in there are wearing matching corporate T-shirts. But I’ll take a rain check.”


    “I’m taking it that rain check is code for let’s crash the party?”


    I chuckled. “God, you haven’t changed at all.”


    “Have you ever ridden it before?”


    “Once. Years ago. It was the best ride I’d ever been on. Well, it had been the only ride I’d ever been on. But it was definitely one of the best days of my childhood. My mother had taken us out while my father was at work. If he’d known, he would have complained that it was a waste of money. ‘Spending a buck to go around a few times in a circle?’” I said in a low voice, mocking my father. “’Give me the buck and I’ll spin them around instead.’” I stared down at my shoes. “Actually, he’d spin us around for free. His rides just weren’t ones I ever wanted to take.”


    The air around us grew heavy, and I immediately regretted having brought up such a vile part of my life. I pulled my knees into my chest and hugged them, hoping if I was still and quiet that JC would get the hint and let the moment pass.


    He shifted, propping himself up on one elbow. “About your father…”


    I swore silently to myself, wishing I hadn’t brought my asshole dad up. I did not want to ruin the night discussing him.


    JC seemed to disagree. “We should talk about him.”


    He paused, and I took the opportunity to cut him off with a sudden idea. “Remember that day before, well, before you left? When we said let’s not talk about anything too serious so we could pretend we didn’t have baggage for just one more day?” I waited for his affirmation. “Can we do that again tonight?”


    He raised a questioning brow.


    I wasn’t sure how to explain it, but I had a feeling he already understood. “It’s like you said about not wanting to talk about Dom and his crew,” I said after a beat, letting my knees fall to the side. “It’s a first date. There shouldn’t be baggage on first dates.”


    “No sex. No baggage,” he teased. “I must really like you to tolerate all these rules.”


    My stomach flipped, and all he’d said was that he liked me. I was strangely afraid of how I’d react if he said he felt more. “I know you’re not a fan of rules. I promise to try not to have any more.”


    “I guess I can live with these. For one night, anyway.” Despite his words, his body was tight with apprehension.


    Which made me doubt my game plan. Maybe I was going about this wrong. Putting restrictions on topics certainly didn’t lend to getting to know someone better. But he’d had secrets first.


    And why was he so eager to talk about my father, anyway? Or was there something else that he’d planned on telling me? How many secrets did he have?


    I hated the idea that we still had mysteries and walls and things we couldn’t say, and yet here I was perpetuating their existence. It was so much easier with Chandler. Though he and I hadn’t had many heart-to-hearts, it never felt like there had been any barriers between us.


    Was JC the wrong guy? And if so, why was he the one I wanted so much?


    I shivered.


    “Are you cold?” He began stripping off his jacket before I answered. “Here, take this.” He shifted closer and helped me put it on, zipping me up. “Better?”


    I wasn’t that chilly, but I liked the gesture too much to refuse it. The whole right side of my body was touching his, and even now that I had the jacket on, he stayed close, and all thoughts of Chandler disappeared. “Yeah. Much.”


    Unfamiliar ink on JC’s left forearm caught my eye. He’d had the grid with December seventeenth on his right arm before I met him. But this one I hadn’t seen. “You got a new tattoo. December nineteenth? What’s special about that day?”


    He glanced down at his arm and back up at me. The pier lights went dim right then, throwing his face in shadows. “The fireworks are starting. I’ll tell you later.”


    He put his arm around me and pulled me into his side. His heat radiated into me, warming me as we watched the rockets light up the night. Bright blues and reds and twinkling whites rained over us like falling stars. It was dazzling as fireworks shows always were, and even more so because the brilliance was happening inside me as well as in the sky. Soon, I succumbed to the crowd’s giddy buzz of delight, all the while pretending that I didn’t know there were things JC was trying to tell me that I wasn’t willing to hear.


    And I fell in love with him a little bit more because he knew I was pretending, and for now anyway, he let me.


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    


    “Do you like your new job?”


    The fireworks had been over for two hours. After our picnic had been packed up and retrieved by Dom, we’d found a secluded area on the grass behind the carousel, away from the small pockets of people that lingered, carousing and partying. Occasionally the sound of bottle rockets and finger snaps filled the air, mirroring my current state of emotions. While before my anxiousness about us had been loud and blaring like the bursts in the sky, now it was subdued, shrieking in sporadic flares that died quickly.


    Currently, we were lying on the grass parallel to each other, staring at the sky, my feet by his head, playing a game of questions.


    The latest was easy to answer. “Yes, actually. I love my job. I love the increase in managerial control. I love working for a place that is on the verge of being something special. I love the staff. And the Pierces—Hudson and Alayna—she’s the one who let you in and he’s¸ well, he’s Hudson Pierce. Everyone knows who he is. They’re the first real friends I’ve had, well, ever.”


    I frowned. “No, that’s not right. They’re more than that. They’re family.”


    “The Pierces sound like good people.” If he felt any animosity toward the Pierce name because of Chandler, he didn’t let on.


    “They are good people.” Another bottle rocket went off in my stomach, a shriek of guilt and confusion regarding Hudson’s brother.


    But it was gone quickly, pushed aside by the jolt of want that soared through my body when JC nudged his knee against my arm. “Your turn,” he said, as if he had no idea that my whole side was singing from the nearness of him.


    I lifted my head and feigned indignation. “Did you just bump me with your knee?”


    The last time we’d played this game, we’d been naked in a bath together. Sex had followed. This time JC had made rules to keep in line with the rest of our date—no touching and nothing serious. It had been a sweet gesture on his part, showing that, even if he didn’t agree with the path I wanted to take with our relationship, he at least understood.


    “Purely accidental.” His smirk said otherwise.


    “Uh huh.” I settled my head back down so he wouldn’t see the smile I was having trouble hiding. “Are you still living in Los Angeles?” When we’d been together, he’d been living across the country, flying into New York for work a few days of the week.


    “I’m not really living anywhere right now. My L.A. home has been sold and most of my stuff is in storage. For the last year, I’ve been in Michigan. Union Pier.”


    Union Pier, Michigan. Of all the places I’d tried to imagine him, that had not been one of them. “I’ve never heard of it.”


    “It’s an hour or so outside of Chicago.” How many miles had that been from me? Two hours by plane? Three? “It’s a really small town by the lake. Absolutely nothing to do. You have to drive to another time zone to go to a bookstore or see a movie.”


    “Were you bored there?” As unhelpful as they’d been, at least I’d had things to distract me from missing him. Work. Family. Chandler.


    “I had a piano, thankfully. And I had a lot of time to think.”


    I pulled his jacket tighter around me. “About what?”


    He paused, then said, “No way am I answering that. You’ve had three questions in a row.” Though I suspected his reasons for not responding were because it would venture into serious territory. “Since when did you become a rule breaker?”


    “Since you.” That was maybe verging into off-limits grounds as well, but my desire to move that direction was beginning to outweigh my need to stay in the safe zone.


    And it was true. Before him, I’d followed rules to the letter of the law. While I’d never lost that instinct completely, JC had taught me how to give up control. Give it up and give it to him. Could I get there again? Did I want to?


    I thought I did. I just wasn’t sure anymore how to let him.


    “Yeah, yeah. Blame it on me. Now hush up. It’s my turn. I have a really important question too. Have you ever made out in a park?”


    I laughed. “Seriously?” So far, the bulk of what he’d asked had been like this—playful and sexual in nature. Have you ever had a crush on a teacher? What celebrity would you not kick out of your bed? Who was your first kiss? If his line of questioning was any indication, he was as consumed with longing as I was.


    “Seriously. I need to know.”


    I want to make out with you now.


    I wanted to say it. Every inch of me twitched with need for him.


    But I was still scared. “Yes,” I answered, knowing that would torture him into asking for an elaboration. Then I’d tell him about the Truth or Dare game I’d played with some neighborhood kids one summer night when I was fourteen. It was sloppy and silly, the boy getting so worked up he’d creamed in his pants after I’d let him touch my breasts—over my shirt, even.


    But JC liked to keep me on my toes. “Hmm. Your turn then.”


    I propped myself up on my elbows. “That’s all? No follow up?”


    “That was all I needed to know.” He mirrored my position. “Besides, we get only one question a round. I’m not a cheater.”


    I scowled. “No, you’re a jerk.”


    “Hey. No need for name-calling. I’m just playing by the rules.” He was so enticing at that moment. So tempting. My eyes narrowed in on his lips, and I wondered if his kiss was still as demanding as I remembered.


    If I let myself find out, it could ruin this ease we’d established. This was simple. This was good.


    He was studying me too, I noticed. His gaze hot, even in the dark. My heart pounded against the walls of my chest, and I felt like a mouse, and he the cat about to pounce.


    His lips parted. “Take your turn.”


    “Uh…” I lay back down, trying to focus on anything other than the husky tone in his words and the perfect shape of his mouth. “What’s something no one knows about you?”


    There was a pause, a second of effortless silence that didn’t feel at all like a hesitation but more like the kind of beat that allowed the next words to have emphasis. “I’m still in love with you.”


    The ground below me seemed to shift and the sky tilted. His words were a gut punch, knocking the wind out of me. They crowded around me like a cloud of mosquitos, puncturing me with their levity, making me itch and squirm.


    His words were not easy. They were not simple.


    My reaction was automatic and choked. “Oh my God, you’re a fucking asshole.”


    “Tell me how you really feel.” His statement tried to tease, but his tone remained committed.


    Like he’d remained committed. From the moment he’d first said the words, through the year that we’d been apart. Through now. Everything he’d said and done had made that evident. He’d fought for me, even when I couldn’t see him fighting. He was sure of us. What else did I need to know about him to know that his love was true?


    What else did I need to know to know that my love was as well?


    This was the moment to decide—let him in or let him go. I shut my eyes and took a breath.


    And then I leapt. “The same. I feel exactly the same.”


    Immediately, he lurched, scrambling toward me.


    “No, no, stay where you are. Don’t come over here, you’ll ruin it.”


    “Too bad.” He settled himself over me, his upper body propped up on his hands braced on the ground at either side of my head.


    He pierced me with his gaze, and I had a not-quite-identifiable urge to laugh or throw up or cry.


    “Gwen,” he said, and every part of me melted at the word. “I was lost when you met me. And then you found me. You have been the only thing besides revenge that has kept me alive. And really? Living for revenge isn’t any sort of life at all.”


    Cry. That’s what the urge was. My throat was thick and my eyes glossy. I’d thought there was no possible way I could be important in his world after Corinne, and here he was telling me that I was wrong.


    His lips crept into the hint of a smile. “Did I ruin it?”


    “Not even a little bit.” My voice sounded tight, but actually I felt more open than I had in a long time.


    The hint turned into a full grin. “Also, you have the nicest tits and pussy I’ve ever seen.”


    “Dammit. Now you ruined it.”


    “I totally did, didn’t I?”


    He hadn’t ruined anything. He shifted and I could feel his cock pressing at my hip, thick and long and tempting. “Fucking asshole.”


    “I’m so hard right now.”


    “Yeah, I can feel it.” I wanted to feel more of it. Why had I made that stupid no-sex rule? Could I pretend I hadn’t meant it to include every form of sex?


    “I need to get off of you, don’t I?”


    “You probably should.” First, I hoped he’d kiss me. It was all we could probably get away with in public like this, but I was ready for it.


    “Yeah, I should.” He didn’t sound like he meant it, and when he started to roll to his side, I was sure he’d take me with him. Instead he copped a feel of my breast.


    “Hey!”


    He landed on the ground beside me and shrugged. “You already said I was a fucking asshole. Least I could do was deserve it.”


    I laughed, mostly because I needed the release. I turned toward him and propped my head up with one hand. “After all that, you’re not even going to try to kiss me?”


    “Nah.”


    My jaw dropped and I stared at him incredulously.


    “You’ve made out in a park before. I want our first kiss to be memorable. Our second first kiss, I mean. Our first kiss this time around.”


    More likely he wanted to drive me crazy. In which case, it was working.


    On the other hand, if he’d meant exactly what he said, it was a sweet sentiment. “Every kiss with you is memorable,” I said, softly. “They wipe out memories of any others.”


    He shifted so he was also on his side, mimicking me. But he didn’t say anything, and he didn’t move any closer.


    I reached my hand out to graze my fingers along his newest tattoo. He closed his eyes and sighed, as if my skin against his was as much of a luxury for him to feel as it was for me to touch.


    I moved my gaze from his face to the new design. It was important or he wouldn’t have etched it on his body. Earlier he hadn’t wanted to tell me, and I hadn’t pushed because I assumed that meant I didn’t want to hear. Now, ready or not, I thought I should know. “JC, what does this date mean?”


    He let a beat pass then he opened his eyes. “You remember what the other tattoo is?”


    I nodded, not wanting to say her name. Then, hating to be a coward, I forced myself. “It’s the day that Corinne died.”


    He sat up and gestured to the older tattoo. “This was the day I died.” He thrust the newer tattoo toward me. “And this was the day I started living again.”


    I furrowed my brow, not understanding. The dates were only two digits apart. Was it the day they’d buried her? The day Mennezzo was first charged?


    “They’re both December, but they’re different years,” he said, interpreting my confusion. Another beat passed, as he seemed to wait for me to figure it out. When I didn’t, he went on. “The new one was the day I met you.”


    My breath caught.


    Before I could say anything, though, JC had stood and was holding his hand out toward me. “Come on.”


    I couldn’t think. My head was spinning, and my heart felt light and tight all at the same time. Instinct put my hand in his, and he tugged me to my feet. “Where are we going?” And did you really say what you just said?


    “They’re closing up.” He nodded toward the carousel.


    I didn’t want to move my eyes from him, but I glanced over. Just as I did, the ride’s lights flicked off. “The party must be over.”


    “I’d say the party’s just beginning.” JC waggled his eyebrows. “We’re sneaking on.” Still clutching my hand, he pulled me with him toward the glass enclosure.


    I nearly tripped over myself to keep up. “Sneaking on to do what? We can’t ride it. Even if we could figure out how to make it go, someone would notice.”


    He dismissed my concern. “We don’t have to actually ride. We can just walk around.”


    “Why?”


    “For fun.”


    It wasn’t something I’d ever do on my own, but I suddenly wanted to be impulsive and free. Wanted to be impulsive and free with JC.


    He led me in an arc, as if he meant to take me to the boardwalk, then at the last minute, doubled back to the edge of the glass structure that housed the carousel. He leaned against the wall and nodded toward the ride operator who was chatting with two of the lingering event guests on the other side of the enclosure, his back toward us.


    “He’s not even paying attention. Let’s go.” JC moved stealthily ahead of me, reaching over the fence to release the mechanism that opened the gate. Once inside, he gestured for me to follow, keeping his eyes pinned on the operator as I slipped in. Slowly, so that the metal wouldn’t clank, he closed the gate behind us then crept onto the dark carousel, weaving through the animals until he was out of the operator’s sight as well as mine.


    I hesitated for only a moment. Then either adrenaline or the fear of being left alone pushed me forward. I leapt onto the platform and followed the path JC had taken. As I rounded the curve, I noticed the garage-style glass doors at the back of the enclosure had already been shut for the night.


    My pulse was already racing, but it ticked up another notch. “What if we get locked in here?” I whisper-shouted when I spotted JC in front of me. He didn’t answer or turn around. “Justin?”


    He spun toward me, but instead of answering, he closed the distance between us in two strides, and, without any preface or preamble, wrapped an arm around my waist, tangled his other hand in my hair, and kissed me.


    I stood stunned for a moment, while his mouth pressed soft against mine, asking. It only took a second before I answered, throwing my arms around his neck and parting my lips. Instantly the kiss grew deeper, but not so deep that I lost myself. Not so deep that I was consumed. Just deep enough that I could taste what he wanted to offer me, what he wanted to give me completely.


    And for the first time since he’d come back into my life, I could imagine myself taking it all. One day soon, even.


    But for now, in a dark pocket of shadow, among the wide-eyed horses and brightly painted chariots, he just held me and kissed me. Kissed me until time stilled and I was aware of only us. Kissed me until my lips felt swollen and bruised. Kissed me until I was reeling and dizzy and out of breath.


    There, wrapped in each other on the platform, we never moved an inch, and yet my head spun faster than the horses ever had. The memory of my last trip on the carousel was eclipsed by the present moment. This was now, undoubtedly, the best ride of my life.


    ***


    The carousel operator found us eventually.


    He abruptly interrupted our kiss then cursed and shouted as we sprinted across the park, bumbling and giggling, drunk on each other.


    We walked for a bit after that, stopping at an all-night diner for some pie and ice cream before hailing a cab back to Manhattan.


    All too soon, we were standing in the hall outside my apartment saying goodbye. Then kissing goodbye, and not at all the way we’d kissed on the carousel. This kissing was hungry and frantic. This kissing was the kind that didn’t usually end on this side of the door.


    I was already in a lust haze when JC asked, “Are you sure you can’t just forget your first-date-no-sex rule?”


    “No. I’m not.” If he kept licking along my ear like that, I’d forget my own name.


    He sucked my lobe between his teeth then let go. “Are you saying we can forget it?”


    “Yes.” God, yes. I turned my head to nibble along his jaw, and I tried to remember why I hadn’t wanted sex in the first place.


    And then I did remember. That frightened, nervous, panicked feeling was distant now, but still vaguely present. “No, I’m not sure. I don’t know.” I did know that if we stayed there much longer, Ben would see us on his way out for his morning run. And that didn’t sound like a fun encounter.


    JC tore his lips from my skin and pinned me against the door where he could look me squarely in the eyes. “If you don’t know then we should stop. Because pretty soon I’m not going to be able to.”


    Honestly, I was surprised that we hadn’t already passed that point. I leaned forward, desperate to reclaim his mouth, but he pulled away.


    “You know what? I’m going to go.” He was as breathless as I was. “I know it’s important that we do this time right, and I don’t want you to have any regrets.”


    “Really?” I didn’t bother trying to hide my disappointment.


    He nodded so hard I wasn’t sure whom he was trying to convince. “Yeah. This is best.”


    “It is?” My mind was muddled and I couldn’t decide what was best at all. This did not feel like it was best, no matter what I’d said earlier.


    “Painful but best.” He sighed, leaning his forehead against mine. “You don’t have any rules about second dates that I need to know about, do you?”


    “No more rules.” I wished I could figure out how to take back this rule. I couldn’t think of anything to say that would convince him I wasn’t making a decision under hormonal duress, probably because I was under hormonal duress.


    “Good. No more rules makes me very happy.” The way he said happy, the obvious desire in his dilated eyes—I couldn’t help myself. I moved forward and brushed my lips against his.


    He started to return the kiss then stopped, pushing me away firmly with both hands. “No. Uh-uh. This has to. I have to go.”


    “Fine. Go.” I peeled his jacket off of me, disheartened that it wasn’t him peeling me out of it, and handed it over.


    He didn’t bother putting it on, slinging it over his arm instead. “Sleep well.” He kissed me on the cheek, moving in and out quickly as if I might somehow trap him into staying if he didn’t. Then he started toward the elevator.


    “Tomorrow,” I called after him. “Or, today, I mean. Will I see you?”


    He turned to me, walking backwards now. “Yes. Second date is definitely happening today.”


    “Okay.” I hesitated only a second. “I love you.”


    He grinned. “Big words for a first date. You might ruin it.”


    “They’re big words any time I say them.” Real big words.


    He stopped, and I thought he was about to say it back when, instead, he cursed. “If I say it back, I’m going to have to stay. Go inside.”


    I put my key in the lock, but I paused. If I didn’t go inside, would he come back? If he did, would I regret it?


    “Inside!” It was an order this time.


    With great reluctance, I obeyed. As I did, I heard him calling down the hall behind me, “This is painful, Gwen. Fucking painful!”


    I leaned against the door and closed my eyes. God, I missed him already, even though in many ways he was still with me. The smell of him still clung to my clothes, and the feel of his kiss was imprinted everywhere his lips had traveled. His words from earlier played in my ears on a loop. “I’m still in love with you.”


    And, yes, I was turned on and horny, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t think clearly. Didn’t mean I couldn’t make a smart decision. There was still so much I didn’t know about him, and maybe I never would, but what I did know was plenty. I knew that I loved him and I wanted him and I enjoyed being with him, and hell, if that wasn’t enough to base a relationship on, what was?


    It certainly was more than enough to let him back in my bed.


    Goddammit, why had I let him leave?


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    


    I was still leaning against the door when there was a knock, jolting me out of my stupor. Ben had good timing, actually. There wasn’t any way I was getting out of my tank without help unzipping it.


    But when I opened the door, it wasn’t Ben I found standing there. It was JC. The hormones, which had just started to calm ever so slightly, roared back into a storm. The look in his eyes said his had never calmed at all.


    I was rushing to him even before he spoke. “I’m here for our second date,” he said just as our mouths collided, our teeth clacking in the frenzy of our kiss. He was already taking off his jacket as he pushed me toward the wall, and I was madly working at the buckle of his pants, my lips never leaving his, my tongue slipping and sliding against his.


    Then his hands were under my thighs, lifting me to perch on the console table. My shoes fell to the ground as I spread my legs to let him stand between them, the movement knocking my mail organizer and the roses he’d brought me to the floor. I barely noticed, my sole focus on him, on getting as close to him as possible, as soon as possible.


    His buckle was undone now, and after another couple of seconds, his pants were unzipped, and I slipped my hand down to grasp his cock through his boxer briefs. It was so big—bigger than I remembered—and hard and hot under my palm. I squirmed, wanting it out and inside me, my desperation ratcheting higher the nearer it got to happening.


    JC was just as desperate. His hands fell to my knees, sending a delicious shiver down my spine as he skated his hands up and under my skirt.


    And then he found the hem of my shorts. He pulled away to examine the clothing that stood between his fingers and the sensitive skin of my thighs.


    “Fuck,” I hissed, wishing now that I hadn’t been so goddamned precautious. “Take it off,” I urged. “Take it off.”


    He didn’t hesitate, moving to the waistband of my skort. I braced my hands on his shoulders and lifted my ass while he pulled the garment and my panties past my cheeks, then sat and lifted my thighs so he could take them all the way down and off.


    Huh, I guess they weren’t that hard to take off after all.


    I threw my arms around his neck and scooted toward the edge of the table, eager to be pressed against him in all the critical places.


    But JC’s fervor slowed, his attention moving to my now exposed cunt. He smiled as he slid two fingers down the length of my folds toward my opening. I let out a soft sigh as he entered me, so wet that his fingers slipped in easily.


    His eyes flew up to mine. “Holy shit, Gwen.” He added another finger, and I bucked as he rubbed against the magic spot inside that only he had ever been able to find. He pressed his thumb against my clit, and I thought I might come right then.


    “You’re so beautiful when I’m fucking you with my fingers.” He stroked in and out of me, his tempo excruciatingly lazy. “I could watch you like this for hours.”


    “No, no,” I moaned. “Please.” I couldn’t form anything more coherent while he was pleasuring me, but as good as it felt, I wanted him to stop. I needed his cock inside me, and every second that passed that he made me wait for it was torture.


    “Shh.” He bent in to nip my lower lip before pulling his hand from my pussy and placing a single wet finger over my mouth. “I know what you need, Gwen. And I’m going to give it to you because I need it too.”


    He smeared my juices over my lips, then leaned in to kiss me, his mouth bruising me with his greediness to devour my taste. Damn, it was hot. Naughty and dirty and so, so hot.


    As he ravished me, his hands were absent—taking out his cock, I hoped. I inched my hips toward him, frantic to sheath him.


    Somewhere in the haze of my desire, it struck me how much this was like the first time we’d been together, when our lips had been molded and my legs spread around him as I sat on a stainless steel table and eagerly waited for him to enter me.


    Then it struck me how different it was as well. How far we’d come since then. I wasn’t doing this to hurt myself. We were sloppy in our kisses, but out of longing, rather than newness. And I didn’t have to be in charge like I did then. So far we’d come together pretty equally, but the minute he demanded my submission, I’d give it to him, willingly.


    Eventually, his hand tangled in my hair and he pulled me backward, abruptly breaking our kiss. Now, I thought. Now is when he’ll let me become his again. I glanced down and saw his cock was out. I watched with hungry eyes as he lined himself up to my entrance. “Please,” I begged. Please, please, please.


    But he paused, and I knew why. Because this was the time where a condom would go on. Or not. We’d never used condoms. I’d been on birth control and he’d provided a medical record that showed him free of disease. That first time, however, before we’d discussed it, we’d been reckless and ignored any thoughts of responsibility.


    This time, JC paused.


    I still had an IUD. But I’d been with someone else. I knew he had to be thinking about that as he stood there, his cock in his hand, ready to enter me, and I knew I had to say something.


    I searched for a way to say what I needed to while leaving Chandler out of it as much as possible. “I’ve used condoms,” I said between ragged breaths. “There’s never been a time that I wasn’t protected.”


    His eyes never left mine. “Yeah, but do you trust me?”


    Until that moment, it hadn’t occurred to me that he could have been with anyone else in the year we’d been apart. Jealousy raged through me. And anger. I had no right to either since I’d had my own affair, but there they were, real and pulsing with the same magnitude as my desire.


    And there was no way I was letting go of my want. Not when it was so close to being met, no matter what my other emotions were.


    I tilted my chin up and gave him my answer. “Fuck me, Justin.”


    He didn’t wait another second. With his hands gripping my hips, he shoved into me, burying his cock deep inside. I cried out from the relief, from my anger, from the unbelievably exquisite pleasure. He pulled out and drove in again, out and then in, quickly attaining a rapid speed. He filled me completely, but I was so wet, so slick, that I adjusted to him easily, my walls fitting him like I’d specifically been made for him to be inside me.


    God, it was everything I’d remembered and more. Being with him. Even with my lingering fury and frustration, I was transported to a state of bliss. Only he could ignite me this quickly, this thoroughly, lighting every nerve in my body like his cock was a torch and my cunt was a pool of gasoline.


    My fingers clutched onto his shirt, and my mouth tilted up to latch onto his. I wanted to be as close to him as I could, every part of my body touching his. I hated the clothes that separated us from contact, but I hated the idea of halting to disrobe even more.


    And it didn’t matter what I wanted anyway, because it was then that JC took total charge, breaking our kiss and pulling back so that the only place we were connected was between my thighs. In an act of defiance, I swung my legs around his waist, but he reached behind and wrapped his fingers around my calves and pushed out and back so that my knees were bent and my body spread.


    I followed his gaze down to watch him fuck me, his cock stroking in and out of my pussy. The sight was so erotic that I automatically clamped tighter around him, and my orgasm began its upward climb.


    JC leaned in to my ear. “Tell me what it feels like,” he demanded in a husky voice.


    He’d always liked talking during sex, liked me to verbally acknowledge what he did to me. I hadn’t forgotten, and I’d always liked being prodded by him. My head spun so much when he was inside me that it was hard to form thoughts, let alone words. His questions helped direct my attention, made me have to focus and participate in the pleasure, which made it that much more enjoyable.


    “It’s good,” I told him now. “You feel good.”


    “How else?” He took my lobe in between his teeth and bit.


    “Ah,” I cried, the sting at my ear humming through my entire body. “You turn me on everywhere. And you’re so deep. So hard. I love how you feel.”


    “More. Tell me more.”


    His tempo had changed since he’d begun talking, slowed to a torturous pace. I tilted my hips forward, urging him to pick up the speed. “I’ve missed this so much. Missed having you inside me like this. Please, JC.”


    But he went even slower, his cock moving languidly inside me. “Go on.”


    “JC. Please. I need. I can’t. Please.” I squirmed and pled, unable to concentrate on anything but the tension in my belly, begging to be unraveled, aching to be pummeled into release.


    He ran his thumb along my jaw then lifted my chin up until our eyes met. “I’ll go on when I’m ready, Gwen. Tell me what I want to hear.”


    I didn’t know what he wanted to hear, and fuck, I was going to die if he didn’t let me get to my orgasm, like, now.


    But the look on his face said that his patience wasn’t leaving any time soon, and he had no problem tormenting me. He placed his thumb on my clit, just to make sure I was clear on that.


    At the pressure of his touch, the tension grew tauter. I was desperate now, frantic with need. Keeping my gaze on his, I tried again. “It feels so good. So right.” I paused, searching for what else. “Like I was made for you.”


    I wasn’t sure, but I thought his face brightened. He swirled his thumb around my nub, and I knew that despite his leisurely pace, it wouldn’t be long before I burst.


    But it was the words that truly brought me closer to release. The intimate, honest words he was drawing from me. More fell from my mouth, raw and unshaped. “Like you belong here. With me. Like we belong together.”


    His eyes definitely sparked. “That’s it, Gwen.” He pulled my legs in, keeping them bent, and wrapped his arms around them so that his hands could dig into my ass while he rammed into me with revitalized ferocity. “We belong together. We’ve always belonged together.”


    The new position paired with his driving pace sent me over the edge. My body went rigid and my eyes slammed shut. Sensation roared through my body—my limbs tingled and my chest expanded and my pussy clenched and vibrated with intensity, screaming in ecstasy. On the underside of my lids, I saw rainbow streaks of light. My whole face contorted as I sang out with a long guttural sound that I didn’t recognize as coming from me. It felt like crying, but without tears, my body shaking as though sobbing, my throat opening with the long-needed release. It was wonderful and painful and cathartic, my entire being letting out so many emotions I’d kept buried.


    “Fuck, Gwen. Yes. Like that, yes.” JC chased his own orgasm, spurred on by the sight of me, by my sounds, and I realized in that moment what this really was. Realized that this was his reclaiming of my body and soul. He’d demanded it before he set me free. Demanded my acceptance of his ownership over me.


    And something else—I couldn’t explain how or why I knew this—but I was certain that at least a part of him resented me as much as I resented him.


    That final realization was punctuated with his climax. He ground against me, jabbing into my cunt, and groaning as he came.


    His arms flew up to embrace me as soon as he finished, and we sat like that, sweaty and spent, finding our breath, calming down. Me slumped on his shoulder while he held me.


    My head was quiet in that moment. Every emotion had been driven out by my lust, and now, with that sated as well, I felt only peace.


    JC broke the tranquility when he pulled out of me. He took a step back and put his hands on his sides to study me.


    The separation jarred me from my serene state of nothingness, and rapidly, feeling crept back over me like a cluster of spiders emerging from their cocoon. Doubt and uncertainty layered in on top of frustration and irritation. Envy came next. Then bitterness. The emotions choked and strangled, and I didn’t want to face any of them. I wanted to be calm and blissful again. Or, at the very least, numb.


    That, I could achieve. I was good at being numb. At being ice.


    Unable to meet JC’s eyes, I jumped to the ground and found my clothes. I pulled them on, not bothering to clean up, wanting only to be covered and no longer exposed. Needing further distraction, I bent to the ground and began picking up the mail that had fallen during our manic interlude.


    “What are you doing?” JC asked softly.


    I didn’t look at him. “Cleaning.”


    “No. You’re shutting down.”


    I winced at his ability to read me so easily. It made me feel more vulnerable than my nakedness had. Just breathe, I told myself. Breathe and let him in.


    But I didn’t breathe. Instead, I tried to distance myself further. Grabbing the flowers from the floor, I headed to the kitchen. “I’m just cleaning,” I protested sharply.


    He followed me. “You’re not. You’re shutting me out.” He was right behind me now, his body pulsing with warmth that threatened to break past my cold exterior.


    I pulled a vase from the cabinet and set it in the sink to begin filling it with water, hating my behavior, unable to change it.


    JC reached around me and turned off the faucet before the vase was full. He turned me around forcefully and took my hands in his. “Don’t do this, Gwen. Talk to me.”


    My instinct was to pull away. But the jolt of heat that seared through me at his touch was too intoxicating. I wanted more of it. I wanted more of him, and, as Ben had implied earlier, I wouldn’t get that if I kept myself closed off.


    I took a deep breath in and let it out. “You’re right,” I admitted, my attention on the waist of his pants. He’d put himself away, but his buckle and snap were still open. “I don’t mean to shut down, but I can’t help it. I’m telling myself not to and still here I am closing off. I can feel it, but I don’t know how to stop it.”


    It felt better just to say that. My shoulders relaxed, and I took in another deep breath.


    JC loosely shook my arms. “You’re stopping it like this. By talking to me. We can do this. We’re just out of practice.”


    I glanced up at him. Yes, I was out of practice. The walls I’d rebuilt after he left were fragile and likely easy to topple down, but I didn’t remember how.


    But he was going to help me remember how. He ran his hands up my arms, slowly, sweetly. “What’s going on in your head, Gwen?”


    Shit, wasn’t that the question of the century? I leaned against the sink behind me, closed my eyes and tried to pinpoint the emotion consuming me most. When I found it, I crossed my arms, forcing him to drop his. “Our year apart…” I started tentatively. “Were you with anyone else?”


    His eyes remained on mine as he shook his head. “No.” He stepped closer and cupped my cheek with his palm. “No, I haven’t been with anyone since you.”


    The weight on my chest loosened, and I sighed into his hand. Immediately, I felt guilty about my relief. “I have no right to be happy about that.”


    He stroked my face with his thumb. “It was different for me, Gwen. I knew I was coming back. You didn’t.”


    I rolled my eyes up toward the ceiling. “I love how you’re consoling me when I’m the one who cheated.”


    “Stop it. You didn’t cheat.” His other hand perched on my waist, and even with my arms crossed in front of me, I felt him moving in, felt myself letting him move in. “I told you to go on with your life. I was prepared for that.”


    “And you’re okay?” My voice sounded strangled. “I mean, we’re okay even though—” I couldn’t finish the statement. He’d still wanted me, even after knowing about Chandler, and that should have been enough.


    Still, I was asking for more.


    “Oh, Gwen.” He brushed his hand up my face and through my hair. “I thought you weren’t available. I thought I would never have you again like this. In my arms.” He leaned his forehead against mine, his nose stroking against my own. “So, yes. We’re okay. You’re with me and we’re okay.”


    I opened my arms and threw them around his neck. It was difficult for me to believe that he would be so easily forgiving of another man in my bed, but I wasn’t going to push the issue. I was with him and that meant we were okay.


    Then why did I still have so much apprehension?


    “Is this all that’s causing you to close off?” JC’s ability to read my trepidation was uncanny. It was probably a blessing, since I would have likely pretended everything was hunky-dory now.


    I pushed away from him, crossing to get my kitchen shears as my excuse. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be touching him—I did. I always did. It was just easier to say some things without the distraction of his body against mine.


    “I don’t know.” I pulled the scissors from their drawer but kept my back to him a moment longer. “It’s my defense when things don’t go the way I’ve decided they should go.”


    “How have you decided they should go?”


    I turned to face him. He was leaning against the sink, his arms braced on the counter on either side of him. It was somewhat surreal to see him in my kitchen, standing next to my fridge. He fit into my life so effortlessly. Why was it so hard for me to let that be okay?


    That was exactly what he was trying to help me figure out.


    “Well.” I ran my tongue along my bottom lip as I considered how to answer. “Like tonight. Like earlier. That’s how I think we should be doing this. We should date. We should get to know things about each other before we jump back into this other stuff.” I took the scissors and returned to the sink, reaching behind him to turn on the faucet.


    “Tonight was great,” he said as I picked up the roses. “I loved every minute of it. But we can’t play at innocent forever.”


    “Well, that definitely wasn’t innocent,” I said, nodding to the foyer where our sexcapade had taken place.


    “That’s not what I’m talking about. Eventually we have to address that there’s a whole history between us.”


    “A whole history based on sex.” I pulled off all the plastic water containers at once then stuck the ends of the flowers under the running water.


    “So? Does that invalidate how I feel about you? Because I know more about how to make you come than about who you voted for in the last election? Some people, not all people, meet and establish a relationship outside the bedroom first. But when they move to the bedroom, they don’t suddenly give up on everything they have outside of it. We’re just going the other direction. We’re sexual people. It makes sense that we establish a connection there first.”


    I’d trimmed the stems as he’d talked, but now I halted, mulling over what he’d said. It challenged traditional thinking, but that didn’t make it irrational.


    JC reached over and turned off the faucet then took the bouquet out of my hand, dropping it into the vase and setting that on the counter before he faced me. “It doesn’t mean my feelings for you aren’t real. It doesn’t mean we’re doing it wrong. It means we’re doing it the way that’s right for us.”


    “The way that’s right for us,” I repeated. I liked that. It sounded so easy. But was it too easy?


    And if it was, was there anything really wrong with that?


    I didn’t have an answer. All I knew was I was still reluctant. I shook the excess water from my hands then crossed my arms. “We can’t simply pick up where we left off.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because we can’t.” I stomped off across the room, having no destination picked out, just needing to get some space.


    “Why. Not?” he asked again, following after me.


    Jesus, this was ridiculous. I couldn’t think of one good reason. There weren’t any. His points had made sense, and I’d liked them in theory. Get to know each other while we still had sex? Great idea. Stop worrying whether my affair with Chandler was an issue? Yes, please.


    Yet there was still the urge to resist, the urge to refute. The urge to shut down. And the reason was embarrassing and not one I wanted to admit, but another part of me wanted to tell him everything.


    With every ounce of courage I had, I spun to face him. “Because I’m scared. That’s why. I’m scared.” I flashed a tight smile that I couldn’t hold and rubbed my hands up and down my arms. “You broke my heart when you left, JC. It shook my world, and I’m so afraid that…” That he’d leave again. That he’d decide he couldn’t ever love me like he’d loved her.


    I swiped at a tear as it rolled down my cheek. Great. Now I was crying. God, I was so lame.


    JC stepped toward me, his arms out, but I stepped out of his reach.


    He sighed, but he didn’t try again.


    I stared at the floor and caught the next tear with my knuckle at my eye before it fell. “I’m sorry I’m such a coward. It’s not fair for me to hold your leaving against you. You didn’t have a choice.”


    “You should hold it against me.”


    My eyes flew up to his.


    “I did have a choice, Gwen. I knew when I met you that if Ralphio ever got brought in that I might have to go under. I knew I wasn’t available, and that getting involved with you wasn’t the right thing to do. And I did it anyway.”


    There it was, the source of his resentment. He hadn’t wanted to get involved, and yet he did. His life would probably have been a whole lot easier if he hadn’t met me.


    But, damn, wasn’t I glad that he had?


    This time when he stepped toward me, I didn’t move.


    “I couldn’t stay away,” he said, wrapping me into his arms. “I couldn’t stop myself from loving you.”


    “You tried though.” I nuzzled into his shoulder, feeling several times braver in his embrace.


    He kissed the top of my hair. “And I hurt you then too.”


    “We hurt each other.”


    He leaned back so he could look me in the eyes. “But we don’t have to hurt each other anymore.” He cradled my face in his hands, his thumb wiping away a lingering tear. “‘I know you’re scared, I can feel it. It’s in the air, I know you feel it too. But take a chance on me, you won’t regret it.’”


    He was quoting the opening lines to the song he’d introduced me to. A Maroon 5 song called “My Heart is Open.” He’d said it made him think of us. I’d played it over and over so many times in the past year, wishing he was there to tell me the words again.


    And now he was.


    “My heart is open, Gwen. Whatever else has happened, whatever other things are standing between us, my heart is open.”


    I reached my hand up to run it through his hair. “I don’t want to lose you again.”


    “You never did.” He bent to kiss me with long languid strokes of his tongue. Then he pulled me in tighter, clutching me to him as he buried his face in my hair. “I should have begged. On my knees.” He said it so quietly that I was surprised I heard it.


    I was also surprised he’d said it. Surprised that he still had thoughts about asking me to marry him when he’d only proposed so I could go with him into protection.


    Though, I still thought about it. So why shouldn’t he?


    As long as we were being honest…“If you had,” I admitted. “I would have said yes.”


    He pulled back again, his hands on my upper arms. “Say yes to me now.” He paused and my pulse started racing. He couldn’t be asking again, could he? But then he said, “Tell me your heart is open.”


    I was almost disappointed it wasn’t a real proposal. But this I could answer without having a complete panic attack. “Yes. My heart is open.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    


    It was nearly eight before we went to bed. When I woke up later, I’d moved out of JC’s embrace, but I could still feel his presence next to me before I opened my eyes.


    Then he was kissing my temple. “Good morning, sleeping beauty. Or should I say afternoon?”


    My smile turned into a yawn as I rolled to nuzzle into him. “You’re here.”


    “You thought I would sneak out?” He wrapped an arm around me, drawing me even closer.


    “Mm,” I said, which was more of a response to the feel of his bare chest against my cheek than it was to his question. “I thought I might have dreamed you.”


    “Nope.” He ran his fingers lazily up and down my back. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”


    I lay pressed against him like that, enjoying his warmth and musky scent while I wrestled off the last remaining remnants of sleep. If I had ever felt this relaxed and free in my life, I couldn’t remember it.


    After a few minutes, I may not have been all the way awake, but my arousal was, and I found myself wondering if we had time for another round before I had to get up and shower. I shifted but couldn’t see the alarm clock behind me without moving out of his arms, and I wasn’t doing that.


    Instead, I tilted my head up and kissed the underside of his jaw. “What time is it? Have you been awake long?”


    “Almost four.” His throat vibrated as he spoke, tickling my chin with his scruff. “And no, not long.”


    “Wow. It’s late.” I stretched, and my muscles complained, reminding me of all the ways we’d fucked before surrendering to sleep. Nope, definitely not a dream. “You’re probably all screwed up on your sleep now. Welcome to the life of a woman of the night. This is my normal wake up time.”


    JC scooted down so we were face-to-face. “Then I’ll just have to make it my normal wake up time.” He pushed a piece of hair behind my ear. “I’m not officially back to work yet, but even once I am, I make my own hours.”


    After the events of the night before and that morning, it was surprising that such a simple statement could make me giddy, but it did. He wanted to adjust his life to fit with mine. That felt huge. That felt like commitment. And, for once, commitment didn’t feel so scary. JC and I had only been back together one day, and already he’d knocked down most of my walls. So much for my go-slow plan. His method of jumping back in was a much better one.


    “You’re glowing,” he said, a smirk on his lips. “I haven’t even had my way with you yet.”


    “Must still be from this morning. But I think I feel it wearing off.” I blinked at him coyly.


    “Do you have to go to the club tonight?” His subtext was clear—how much time do we have?


    “No club. I always have dinner with Hudson and Laynie on Thursdays, though.” Maybe it was because we’d been so long apart, but I didn’t like the idea of leaving him for my weekly date with the Pierces. “Should I cancel? Or would you want to go with me? I’m supposed to be there at seven-thirty.” I hoped my subtext was clear too—we have plenty of time to fool around before then.


    His eyes genuinely brightened at the invitation. “I’d love to meet your friends. Will they mind if I intrude?”


    I shook my head. “Alayna has heard me talk about you so much, I’m sure she’s dying to finally meet you.”


    “She’s heard about me, has she? What exactly has she heard?”


    “Good things. Mostly. She was with me when I watched your wedding video.”


    “Ah, fuck.” He fell onto his back, a hand covering his face.


    I laughed. “No, she’s a fan. I promise.” She was also a fan of Chandler, but I didn’t mention that. Laynie would love whoever made me happiest, and my gut said that was definitely JC.


    He moved his hand from his face to behind his head. “Okay. Then we’ll go. I’ll have to stop by the Ritz for a change of clothes first.”


    “You’re not staying at the Four Seasons?” It felt strange to think of him staying anywhere other than the room that we’d spent almost the entirety of our affair.


    “I couldn’t be there without you.” He swiveled his head toward me, his gaze bold and challenging, as if he thought I might have gotten cold feet again while we’d slept and that his statements of affection would cause me to withdraw.


    The joke was on him because I hadn’t gotten cold feet. In fact, I was feeling particularly brazen myself. I propped my head up with my hand, eager to test my newfound courage with an idea that had suddenly popped into my head. “Hey. Where are you going to live?”


    He rolled to his side, mirroring my position. “In New York. If you want me.”


    A thrill shot through my body. “I want you.”


    “That’s convenient, since I want you too.” His tone was suggestive, and he lifted the sheet up to peek at my naked body underneath.


    As much as I was interested in pursuing that suggestion, I was intent on finishing this conversation first. I pulled the sheet back down, clutching it to my chest so he wouldn’t be distracted. “I mean, I want you in New York.”


    “Excellent. I’ll start looking for a place.” He inched closer, obviously assuming that would end the discussion.


    “Or, you could…” I hesitated, not chickening out, exactly, but wondering if I should.


    “I could…what? Rip the sheet from your hand and fuck you blind? Oh, I plan to.” He pulled me into him so that the length of his body was pressed against mine. My skin buzzed despite the barrier of the sheet between us.


    “That’s a whole lot less forward and presumptuous than what I was going to say.” Also, his plan was a whole lot more of a turn-on. Maybe the discussion could be put on hold after all. “Let’s go with yours.”


    But now I had JC’s curiosity. “Tell me what your plan was first.”


    “Well. I was just thinking that you could move in with me.” As soon as I said it, my courage wavered. “Too soon? Yeah. It’s too soon. Forget I said anything and get to blinding me.” Though technically we’d been together for a year and a half. Maybe too soon wasn’t the right reason moving in together was a potentially bad idea, but there was probably something, and I was sure he was probably thinking whatever it was.


    He frowned and tapped me gently on the nose. “Our way. Remember. There are no rules we have to follow. There is no too soon.” He tugged the sheet out from between us, and our skin met, the shock sputtering through my nerves. “And yes, I’ll move in with you. I actually had the idea myself but didn’t mention it yet because I thought it would scare you.”


    My chest bubbled with elation. “Really?”


    “Really.” He leaned in to nip along my jaw. “You can be easily frightened.” Nip. “Maybe you don’t know that about yourself.” Nip, nip.


    I threw my arms around his neck. “I meant, did you really want to move in with me, smartass.”


    He moved his mouth to hover just above mine. “I really want to move in with you,” he whispered. His lips slid between mine and kissed them with just enough intensity to promise more would follow soon and with just enough restraint to say that soon wasn’t yet. After a minute or several, he broke away. “I’m happily surprised that you beat me to the asking. I could show you just how happy if you like.”


    “Yeah, your happiness is poking me in the stomach.”


    He shifted so his erection was now notched with the crease at my thighs. “Morning aim. I’ll do better when I’ve further aligned my target.” If I spread my legs, he’d be aligned just fine.


    I kept them shut, enjoying the foreplay too much to move on to the actual play. “It seems to me you’ve already hit your target. I don’t even recognize myself after you and your dirty dark arts.”


    “Dirty dark arts? Are you saying I put a spell on you?” He was trying to put a spell on me right that minute, his hand tickling above the seam of my pussy.


    My breath hitched as his finger found my clit. “You do something to me. You change me with those magic fingers and that magic wand. Give me orgasms and suddenly I’m brave and impulsive.”


    “Then my plan to fuck you into giving me everything I want is working. Stay the night? Check. Meet the friends? Check. Live together? Check.” He slid his touch lower, but I clamped my legs shut tighter. “Come on. Let me in so I can get working on my next check mark.”


    “I want to hear what else is on that list.”


    He retreated, settling his hand on my hip. “Ah, no. That list would definitely scare you.”


    “I don’t know. I’m feeling extraordinarily courageous at the moment.”


    “Really?” He moved his hand to the crease of my ass. “How brave?”


    I reached back and grabbed his wrist, halting his descent. “Uh, not that brave.” Another time, maybe…“Tell me your list.”


    He sighed and I couldn’t tell if it was with frustration or consent. “Well, instead of moving in with you, I’d want to get a place together.”


    I pulled his hand between us and laced his fingers with mine, preoccupying them. “I could be agreeable to that.” My apartment was only mine temporarily, anyway. It had been purchased through Ben’s boyfriend, Eric, and eventually they planned to tear the wall down between their unit and mine to make one large one.


    “And then I’d want you to marry me.”


    My heart did a flip. “What? Like, down the road, you mean.” He was messing with me, of course, but my pulse was skyrocketing nonetheless.


    JC tightened his grip around my fingers. “No. I mean now.”


    I froze, panic edging in under my bravado. “You can’t be serious.”


    He met my wide eyes with a look that said he wasn’t backing down. “We said pick up where we left off.”


    “Oh, no. No, no, no.” I pushed his hand away and tried to wriggle out of the tangled bed sheet. “We’ve done this before. Next you’ll be talking about meeting you in Vegas and—”


    He pulled me back to him, cutting me off. “It’s on my wish list. That’s all. And I don’t mean Vegas. I mean the traditional engagement that leads to a wedding thing that isn’t too far in the future but isn’t that day.”


    That first time he’d asked me, before he’d gotten to the details of his crazy proposal, I’d felt this same crazy rush of adrenaline—half fear, half elation, woven with strands of affection and yearning and possibility. A blaring siren went off in my head, telling me to halt and end the conversation pronto.


    But what was the harm in just talking?


    I silenced the alarm. “A wedding thing with friends and family and bridesmaids and the whatnot?”


    “Yes. Especially a lot of whatnot.”


    Whatnot sounded intriguing, and I could picture JC in a tux waiting for me in front of a minister who looked vaguely like the one in the video he’d sent me.


    Another siren went off, more urgent, causing me to cock my head suspiciously. “Why? Do you have to go into hiding again or something?”


    “No. Jesus. Do you really not understand that I love you?” He waited a beat then fell to his back, running a frustrated hand through his hair.


    I stayed on my side, not moving, the forcefulness of his words cocooning me like a bug trapped in molasses. I stretched a tentative arm out toward him. “JC…”


    He captured my hand and rolled back to face me. “I love you, Gwen. I love you, and I want to be with you. Yes, I had other reasons to pop the question last time, but I would never have asked you if I didn’t really want to make a life with you. I wanted to marry you. I wanted to make vows and do the whole whatnot. The timing and execution of my proposal was not ideal. I know that. But if you had shown up, I would have done everything in my power to show you how much it meant to me. I booked that chapel for you.”


    My head was spinning. He’d said so much, and all I could do was gape at him, not knowing what to process first or how.


    “I even bought a ring,” he added to my heap of confusion.


    This shocked my voice into returning. “You bought a ring? When?”


    “On the way to the airport.”


    “Where is it now? Did you return it?” The mention of a ring was probably one of the least weighty things he’d said, but it was the thing that felt most concrete to me. The one that somehow proved all the other things.


    “No. I still have it.” He studied me carefully, intensely. “It’s in my jacket actually. I was a little nervous you’d look in the inside pocket when you were wearing it last night.”


    I sat up. “It’s in your jacket? You carry it with you?” My heart was pounding so hard now I thought it might beat right out of my chest. It was momentous that he’d bought it in the first place. That he still had it, that he kept it with him…?


    I couldn’t even.


    “I did last night.” He lowered his eyes and admitted timorously, “Maybe I hoped you’d find it.”


    I clutched the sheet to my chest and wondered if it would have been more or less shocking to discover it on my own. “If I had, I would have assumed it was Corinne’s and that you carried it as a keepsake or something.”


    “Cori was buried with hers.” He sat up and leaned his back against the headboard. “And that ring was awful. Gawdy and too big. She picked it out herself though, so.” He shrugged.


    A sort of hateful glee blistered inside of me. It was shameful—finding pleasure in the fact that he’d chosen my ring himself, and he hadn’t chosen hers.


    What did I think it meant, anyway? It wasn’t evidence of the depth of his feelings for either of us.


    But, he’d bought a ring. For me. And that was evidence of something. “Can I see it?” I asked.


    “Your ring?” He sneered at me with mock disgust. “No way. You aren’t seeing that ring until I’m down on one knee.”


    I sat in the wake of his words, absorbing them. He planned to propose. It shouldn’t be so stunning considering he’d already done it once before, but it was. Because this time, there wasn’t anything pushing him to it except his own feelings. He’d said his heart was open, and I’d thought mine was too, but was it this open? So open that I could reveal my greatest hopes and desires without being terrified?


    He lifted his lip into a half smile. “See? Scared you.”


    Scared me, yes. But he’d also given me an awakening jolt, as though he’d strung electric cables from the part of him that believed in seizing the day to the part of me that thought my wants should blend with conventional norms, and then revved the engine. I didn’t think I was ready to consider marriage, but I wasn’t quite able to not consider it either.


    Maybe I didn’t really know what I was saying. Maybe I was truly just overcome with curiosity. Or maybe I understood exactly what it meant when I straightened my spine and said, “Show it to me.”


    He hesitated for a fraction of a second. Then he bolted up from the bed, not bothering to cover up before disappearing from my room.


    Anxiousness trilled through my nerves. I wrapped the sheet around me, as if that would make me feel less vulnerable or more secure, and moved to my knees, tucking my feet underneath me. A hundred heartbeats seemed to pass.


    Then he was back, his hand held out in front of him to display the diamond ring pinched between his thumb and forefinger.


    I started to sit up to see it better when JC dropped to the floor, one knee on the ground, the other bent in front of him.


    “Oh my God,” I gasped. Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod!


    “Marry me, Gwen.”


    “Oh. My. God.” I was way too excited about this than I should be, since I only wanted to see the ring. JC was excited too, in an entirely different way, his hard-on from earlier fighting as much for my attention as the ring. “Jesus. Get up!” I exclaimed through a fit of giggles. “You look ridiculous.”


    He leapt from the floor and pounced, throwing me backward on the bed with the length of his body. “Is this better?”


    “I’m…not sure.” Because, though his naked body no longer pulled my gaze, it was just as distracting pressed against mine.


    And the ring…


    Now he was holding it in front of my face, and I could see its details up close. It wasn’t as blingy as the diamond I’d seen on Corinne’s finger in their engagement pictures, but it was more intricate, the round brilliant stone set within ribbons of smaller diamonds. It was beautiful and perfect and exactly the kind of thing I’d wear and how the hell had he picked something so quintessentially me when he didn’t even know me?


    Maybe he knew me better than I gave him credit for.


    God, I just wasn’t sure.


    “Well, I’m sure.” He shifted, taking me with him so that we were both lying on our sides, facing each other. “It’s okay if you’re not ready for this. I can keep this ring in my pocket for as long as you want. But I need you to know that I am ready. Maybe it’s unconventional to ask when we’ve been apart so long. Call me crazy. Call me impulsive. Really, it’s just that I know what it feels like to look back and say, ‘I wish I had.’”


    He slipped the ring—my ring—onto the tip of his thumb and cupped my cheek with his palm, his eyes searching mine, or urging them to search his. “There’s so much that I wish I had with you, Gwen.” His voice was raw, each syllable he spoke licking at me with the pleasant roughness of a cat’s tongue. “You wanted to do things differently this time? So do I. This time I don’t want you to go a day without knowing where I stand. I love you.”


    My eyes were already stinging when he brought his hand down to find mine. I watched intently while he poised the ring at the top of my finger, and then the diamond doubled in its shine as tears covered my vision.


    “Marry me,” JC said, sliding the band down over one joint, then the next. “Just…marry me.”


    I blinked and blinked again, my attention fixed on the token of JC’s love. A billion different thoughts clamored in my head. Everything from caution to he loves me to why the fuck am I even considering this? There was no reason to rush. But what were the reasons to wait? Because I didn’t know him? Because I loved him but maybe I didn’t love him enough? Because he might never love me as much as the woman he’d loved before?


    If I did marry him, I’d get to be one thing that she never was—his wife.


    That thought I shooed away immediately, but it only quieted, refusing to hush up all together.


    Through all the noise, there was one thought that screamed louder than the rest, resounding so raucously that it vibrated in my bones. I have I wish I hads with him too. And even though it wasn’t particularly useful to play Monday morning quarterback with the decisions I’d made the year before, but if I knew then what I knew now—how miserable and lonely I’d be without JC, how much I’d still want him after so much time—then I would have said yes.


    “It’s okay if you need to think about it,” he prodded gently, “but if you’re going to keep wearing it, I think that means you’re saying yes.”


    I opened my mouth and let the single word fall off my lips. “Yes.”


    “Can you clarify?” JC’s voice was high and hopeful. “Yes, that’s what wearing it means? Or yes, you’ll marry me?”


    “Yes.” I lifted my gaze from the gem to his equally bright eyes. “To both.”


    “I’m. This is. Are you?” He was flabbergasted and nervous and it was adorable and all I could do was grin like an idiot. “I don’t even know what to say,” he managed finally. “Are you really telling me yes?”


    “I’m really telling you yes.”


    Then he was kissing me, his hand pressed against my cheek, my hand (with its sparkly new addition) pressed against his. It was a short, salty-from-tears, passionate kiss, and when he pulled away, he was smiling as goofily as I was. “We’re getting married,” he said.


    “I know.” My whole body was shaking. “Oh my God. Am I insane?”


    “Absolutely and I approve. We can be crazy together.”


    I shot my hand up in the air and squealed. “I can’t believe you bought me a ring! I can’t believe I’m engaged!”


    “I can’t believe you said yes! I hoped you’d say yes, but honestly I thought it would take a little more time and a whole lot more convincing.”


    “Maybe you need to be more optimistic,” I teased.


    “Yes. That’s my problem. Obviously.” He swept his hand down my face, looking at me as though I were as precious as the stone on my finger, beaming as though I’d made his entire world.


    After a beat, he laughed, and I didn’t have to ask what was funny because I was as bursting with emotion as he was. He finished his laugh with a happy sigh. “Now we’re definitely going to need a new place.”


    “What’s so wrong with my apartment?”


    “It’s only one bedroom. Where will we put the baby?”


    I sat up. “Okay, now you’re scaring me.”


    “Fine, fine.” He tugged me back down. “We can wait until the wedding night to start talking about children.”


    “Oh my God, stop.” I covered his mouth with my palm, but now the thought was front and center in my head, screaming you’re an idiot to have said yes before talking about this!


    A possible wrench in my bliss, but there was still time to iron it out.


    I removed my hand from JC’s mouth. “Uh, we should probably discuss that. In case it changes things. Are kids on your must-have list?” I held my breath.


    “The must-have list has one thing on it, Gwen—you.”


    “So that means no to kids?”


    “It means I want kids, but I want you more.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Do you not want kids?”


    I almost lied. It felt so good to make him happy, and I didn’t want to take that away so soon.


    Fortunately, I had enough sense to know that this was something I had to be upfront about. “Honestly, I’ve never wanted kids.” I waited for an indication that this was a deal breaker, but he didn’t give one, so I went on. “I had such a shitty experience with the whole parent/child thing, and I don’t believe that I learned the skills necessary to be a mother. But I can imagine you as a dad. You’d be a really sexy dad.”


    He pulled me to him, enveloping me in his arms. “You’d be an incredible mother, Gwen,” he said at my ear. He leaned back to look at my face. “But I’m being completely truthful when I tell you that I don’t need kids to be happy. I need you. If I get you, then I have everything.”


    The tears had stopped, but now another one rolled down my face. “Well, you do get me. I’m yours.” I’d always been his. Why I ever thought it was something I could fight, I didn’t know.


    “Boom. I have everything.”


    “And maybe kids would be okay.” I shivered at the thought. “I promise I’ll think about it.” Later. Much, much later.


    “We could practice making them at least?”


    He was already climbing on top of me, but I answered anyway. “We should practice right now.”


    Talking ceased as his mouth met mine, his tongue sliding in to smother any words that lingered there. His kiss had a language of its own, and whatever I didn’t know about him was made up for in what I knew about this silent speech. With his lips, he told me everything he’d said before with words. Meaning was gained in the translation, and now I could truly understand the things he wished he had with me. Now I could feel the entirety of his love.


    There was half a minute, though, that his kiss was too soft to take center stage and my head spoke louder. Half a minute when doubt crept in and reason prevailed over emotional attachment. What happens if you aren’t enough forever? doubt asked. Wouldn’t he be happier with someone who wanted babies, someone who wanted to be a mom?


    He’s building so much of his life around you, reason piped in. What kind of a man does that? What hole inside him is he trying to fill?


    And then JC’s cock was between my legs, nudging at my entrance, and the voices were gone, every negative thought chased away with one thrust inside me. When I was open for him like this—emotionally and physically—there wasn’t room for uncertainty or confusion. He filled me too completely for that. Filled me with his cock and his affection and his promise of a future, that right or wrong, we would spend together.


    Soon, my orgasm began to gather wind. With a contented sigh, I wrapped my legs around his waist and hoped I was ready for the storm.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    


    We still hadn’t decided if we would tell anyone about our engagement when we arrived at Hudson and Alayna’s building for dinner. While both of us were excited about the news, we weren’t sure if the timing was appropriate. In the end, JC left it up to me.


    “They’re your friends,” he said as the elevator climbed to the penthouse at The Bowery. “You’re the one who can read them best.”


    It didn’t take knowing Laynie to be able to read her when we stepped into her foyer at seven forty two. I’d texted her earlier about JC coming, but she seemed taken aback when she saw him, and I was pretty sure her surprise was obvious to him as well. Her eyes darted from me to JC then back to me, and though she smiled brightly, her speech was high-pitched and rapid, almost as if she were panicked.


    “Hi. Uh, welcome! I’m so glad that you both could come.” She put extra emphasis on the word both. “I’ll take your purse if you want, Gwen.”


    “Didn’t you get my message?” I asked, sliding the strap of my bag off my shoulder.


    “Didn’t you get mine?”


    “Uh,” I rummaged through my purse for my phone. One missed call. There was a voice mail waiting too. “Guess not. Should I listen?”


    She shook her head. “It’s fine. Everything’s going to be fine.” Her smile continued to be too bright, and I wondered whom she was trying to convince. And why.


    But before I could ask, she’d turned to JC. “We didn’t officially meet, Justin. I’ve heard so very much about you. I’m Laynie.” She held her hand out toward him.


    “It’s JC, actually.” He accepted her hand and rested his other palm on her elbow, making the gesture less formal. His extra effort with my best friend did funny things to my chest and less strange, but unspeakable, things to my lower parts.


    “Good. Good. Glad to have you.” Laynie took my purse and stowed it in the coat closet. When she turned back, she clapped her hands together. “Well. Everyone else is here already.”


    “‘Everyone else?’” We were auditioning a cook again that night, and I’d only expected it to be us, possibly my sister, if Hudson had been able to talk her into leaving work for the evening. With growing anxiety, I rounded the corner and stopped short when I saw the living room. Or rather, when I saw the small crowd gathered there. It wasn’t that I minded lots of people, or even specifically these people. It was just one of the people that caused my heart to start hammering—Chandler.


    “Ah, fuck.”


    JC came up next to me and took my hand. “What’s wrong?” he asked, following my line of vision. “Ah. I see.”


    I turned into him and whispered, “I had no idea. I swear. Do you want to leave? We can totally leave if you want.”


    His answer came instantly. “Hell, no.” He gave me a smile that I was sure he reserved for only me. “I’m not afraid if you’re not.”


    Afraid? I wasn’t sure that was the right word for what I was feeling.


    “Nah, I’m totally cool.” I returned his smile, but I wasn’t sure it looked any less plastered than Laynie’s had. I turned to her next. “What is this anyway? An Anders/Pierce family reunion?”


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “We were all together on the boat yesterday—missed you, by the way—and Mira said we should get together more often, and more often turned into tonight.”


    The we that she referred to included—besides Chandler—Hudson, of course, Ben and his boyfriend Eric, Norma and Boyd, Hudson’s sister Mira and her husband Adam. Really, I would have loved the opportunity to introduce JC to all of them. It was just the youngest Pierce that was making me uncomfortable.


    “It’s fine,” I said, echoing her earlier statement, including the weary subtext. “Everything’s going to be fine.” I turned back to JC and attempted to look on the bright side. “You’ll get to meet my sister.”


    “Do you want me to keep your ring in my pocket?” he asked quietly so that Alayna wouldn’t hear.


    “No!” Except, if I wasn’t going to tell anyone about our engagement—and with Chandler present, it probably was best not to—then I did need to hide the evidence. I didn’t want to part with the ring, though, so I shifted it from my left hand to my right and turned the stone into my palm, hoping that would conceal it for now. “I’m still deciding what I want to do,” I explained, “but I can’t really stand the idea of taking it off.”


    He nodded in understanding. “I can’t really stand the idea of you taking it off either.”


    “Are you going to hover over there all night,” Ben shouted across the room, “or are you going to join us?”


    No running away now. I took a deep breath, and with my hand tightly clamped to JC’s, I entered the lion’s den.


    Introductions went better than I could have hoped, everyone welcoming despite any underlying tension they may have picked up on.


    Ben pounced on us first. “So, is this still the same date that I helped my sister get ready for a day ago?”


    “Nope. Second date.” My blush said otherwise. Thankfully no one mentioned it.


    Ben clapped JC on the back. “Second date! I’m impressed. You must be a good man. Not many people can stand her for more than twenty minutes.”


    “Ha ha.” I stuck my tongue out at him for good measure.


    “I’m not sure if I’d call me a good man.” JC swept his gaze over to me. “I’d say lucky. Very, very lucky.”


    Hudson was next in the lineup. He welcomed JC to his home with a sturdy handshake and offered him a drink that was declined.


    Mira rolled her eyes at JC’s hand, pulling him into a hug instead as she mouthed to me over his shoulder, “Hot!”


    Adam, who I discovered was several years older than his wife, had been at Yale at the same time JC had, and the two spent several minutes reminiscing about campus life.


    Norma took the opportunity to sneak in a word with me. “I would have called to warn you, but Alayna said she already had.”


    “She did. I didn’t get the message. It’s fine.”


    She nodded at my fiancé. “Things are good then?”


    “Yes. Very good. I’m so glad you finally get to meet him. And you brought Boyd?” I hoped that meant their relationship was out in the open now.


    “It’s not as exciting as you think,” she said, guessing my thoughts. “Hudson said I had to keep appearances for the staff, which we did on the cruise yesterday. Tonight I said fuck it. Hudson hasn’t said a word about it being a problem yet, so fingers crossed.”


    “So both the Anders girls are causing drama tonight. Fabulous.” Noticing a break in the Yale conversation, I jumped in. “JC, I want you to meet my sister, Norma. She hates it when I say that she’s practically my mother, because she’s much too young for that, but I say it anyway because, one, I like to annoy her, and, two, it’s true.”


    “Then you’re the one I need to impress.” JC shook her hand, using the same intimate gesture he had with Laynie. “I’m not sure I have the best reputation in the Anders household, but I assure you, I’m in love with your sister, and I promise to do everything I can to honor her from now on.”


    Norma raised her eyebrow in a way that I knew meant she was impressed. “I’m extremely glad to hear that, JC. I don’t think I need to tell you what that means to me. Gwen is the strongest woman I know, but she’s still very breakable.”


    It was a warning that simultaneously irritated and moved me.


    “Trust me. I’m fully aware of what she is,” he said, his eyes locked with Norma’s.


    They exchanged a look that seemed to indicate that they’d reached some sort of silent understanding. I’d been half kidding when I’d said she was my mother, but Jesus, she was certainly filling the role.


    “Okay, okay. Enough bonding.” I tugged JC away and regretted it immediately. Because when we turned from Norma, Chandler was waiting.


    “Justin,” Chandler said, even though I’d introduced him as JC. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.” He offered his hand, his eyes narrowed as he sized up the man he surely saw as competition.


    JC accepted his hand. “Chandler, is it? Yes. I think Gwen may have mentioned you.” His tone was layered with condescension.


    I bit back a groan. Next they’d be whipping out their dicks and measuring. I’d expected the pompous attitude from Chandler, but JC? When we’re alone, I told myself, I’m kicking his ass.


    “Oh,” Chandler said, obviously surprised that I’d mentioned him. “Well. Good to hear.”


    Great. Now he’d probably think that meant he was more important in my life than he was.


    But I didn’t have time to worry about that or worry about if there would be a mess to clean up after the men had finished their pissing contest, because, just then, Hudson announced dinner was ready.


    JC found my hand again as we followed the others to the dining room. “See? That wasn’t so bad.”


    “Not so bad,” I agreed. Still, I had a feeling the showdown had only just begun.


    ***


    Dinner began well. The conversation was light and easy, and the first course, a wedge salad, was perfectly in line with what we hoped to include on the menu at The Sky Launch.


    It wasn’t until the first plates were gathered and more wine was poured that Chandler shot his first pointed question at JC.


    “I see you aren’t drinking, Justin? Are you an alcoholic?”


    Every muscle in my body tensed, but under the table, JC put a calming hand on my thigh. “I don’t believe I am, Chandler. I’m usually fine with moderation. Just, the last time I did drink too much, I embarrassed myself. Now I’m taking a break.”


    “And I’m supporting him.” I raised my water glass as if in demonstration and took a swallow.


    “Ah.” Chandler’s expression narrowed suspiciously. “That sounds like a story.”


    “Not a story that’s going to be shared tonight,” I said. Before he could pursue the topic further, I turned to Mira. “So how’s that adorable baby of yours. Please tell me you have pictures.”


    The main course was served and discussion shifted to Arin, her eight-month old daughter. Mira’s phone was passed around so everyone could see the latest photos and a video of her first steps. It was slightly uncomfortable considering it had only been a handful of hours since JC had said he wanted children himself but was way less awkward then continuing any conversation with Chandler.


    “She’s so, so smart,” Mira said. “When I found out I was having a girl, I stereotypically assumed that she’d love the fashion world as much as I do. The way she’s developing, I think it’s more likely she’ll go to med school like her father.”


    “Maybe she’ll go to Yale,” JC suggested, and I wondered if he wished he had a child that would maybe go to Yale.


    “Justin, did I hear you say you attended Yale as well?” Hudson’s use of JC’s given name was less grating than Chandler’s. He called practically everyone by their full name.


    “I did. Law school.”


    “Law school?” Chandler chuckled. “That’s got to be interesting considering how much Gwen hates lawyers.”


    I knew what he was doing. Trying to prove he knew me as well if not better than JC. But he didn’t. The only lawyer that I had ever hated was my father’s, which I may have mentioned once in Chandler’s presence.


    Well, two could play at that game. “JC’s not actually a lawyer. He just uses a lot of law in his business dealings.” I felt smug, reciting information I’d learned on the Internet as proof that I knew things about JC.


    Unfortunately, JC didn’t catch on to my objective. “Impressive. You did your research.”


    Dammit.


    I smiled, hoping my face didn’t show my defeat. “Of course I did, honey.” I’d never called him honey before. God, what was I trying to prove?


    Whatever it was, I was failing.


    Chandler puffed with confidence. “Oh, that’s right. Gwen told me you were an investor. What sorts of things do you fund?”


    “A little bit of everything. A lot of computer software and mobile applications.”


    “I had a great idea for an application. Maybe you’d want to invest.” As if Chandler didn’t have enough money of his own to fund a project. “It’s simple really. A bowling app that allows you to play your real-time game with friends across the country.”


    “Sounds fascinating,” JC lied.


    “Gwen can tell you more about it. She was there when I came up with the idea. You remember that night, don’t you, Gwen?”


    “I don’t think so.” I did, though. Remembered it well. I’d met up with him at a bowling alley where he’d been hanging out with some of his friends. He sat out the next game after I arrived so that he could join me in the women’s bathroom, where I’d given him a blowjob before he’d fucked me in the handicap stall. Nothing else notable happened that night that I could think of.


    Which meant he was only bringing it up to prove a point.


    I felt sick. And pissed. And the only thing I knew to say that might shut him up was definitely not the right thing to say.


    “I’m sure you do,” Chandler pressed. “You met me outside the—”


    I sprang up from my chair, cutting him off. “Hey, everyone. Guess what.” I tugged at JC’s hand, bringing him up as well. “We have an announcement.”


    He leaned in toward my ear. “Are you sure you want—”


    “Yes,” I whispered back. I wasn’t sure, though. I did want to tell everyone, but I was only doing this to stick it to Chandler. It was the wrong reason, and I knew it. But I’d gone this far…


    So, with a smile that was more confident than I was, I spilled the news. “JC and I are getting married.”


    The room was stunned. Which was fair. An engagement was pretty out of the blue. As the silence stretched to four seconds—five seconds—the wisdom of blurting it out in the middle of dinner like this seemed more and more doubtful.


    But then all at once, everyone burst into congratulations in various forms, all of it blurring together so that I couldn’t tell who was saying what. My eyes flitted around the room, trying to read the expressions of my siblings and Laynie. Each beamed back at me with wide eyes and smiles that seemed sincere enough.


    I let out the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, and despite the motives of my proclamation, the intense joy I’d felt when I’d said yes returned in a second wave. To hell with Chandler. I had JC, and he made me feel wonderful. Agreeing to spend my life with him was the most momentous thing I’d ever done. And, if the best part about being engaged was how happy it made me, the next best part was sharing that happiness with the people who loved me.


    Ben stood and wrapped me in a bear hug. “Damn, girl. I guess there’s something to the theory that you keep them interested when you save the milk.”


    “Uh, yeah, my no-sex plan sort of went to hell.”


    “Really?” he asked with heavy sarcasm. “I thought for sure that skorts were the updated version of a chastity belt.” He beamed as I smacked his arm. “Congrats. You deserve something good.”


    I waved him away, afraid my mascara would run if he said anything else. Then the server that Laynie had hired for the night came out from the kitchen with dessert, and the clamor of congratulations dulled into the sounds of utensils scraping against plates and spoons stirring inside coffee cups.


    As things calmed, I braved a glance at Chandler. He hadn’t said a word since my announcement, and even now, his eyes were cast downward, his jaw tense, his shoulders slumped.


    His reaction didn’t disrupt the waves of elation that continued to crash over me, but it did pull at me, like the undertow in the ocean. A smidgeon of guilt and regret curled around my emotions and threatened to sweep me away, and if I didn’t have JC to cling onto, it might have succeeded.


    But I did have JC, and so I stayed standing in the bubbles of the surf.


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    


    After dinner, we shuffled back to the living room to linger over nightcaps and coffee. The tension I’d felt earlier had completely dissipated, primarily because Chandler had said very little since my announcement. Which only created new tension, a guilty kind of tension, that sat in my belly like remnants from a bad meal.


    Fortunately, the rest of the dinner party seemed enthusiastic about my upcoming wedding, which made up for any negativity. When I’d returned my ring to its rightful hand, the women ooh’d and ah’d while Adam and Hudson got smug about the jewels they’d bought for their wives. I’d yet to get a read on Norma, though. She seemed to be cheerful enough but hadn’t said much, and it was her opinion that I cared about most.


    Eric was the first to ask about the details. “Have you set a date yet?”


    I exchanged glances with JC. We’d easily agreed on a time frame for our engagement¸ but we were well aware that others might have opinions about it.


    “September thirtieth,” I said and readied myself for the assault.


    It didn’t come in quite the way I’d expected nor from the people I’d expected.


    “September thirtieth?” Mira’s eyes were wide with disbelief. “Jesus, are you trying to kill me? We’re barely going to have time to get a dress fitted. Do you even know what style you’re thinking? What about attendants? Is it going to be indoor or outdoor? You know what? Come by the boutique tomorrow. We have to start on this ASAP if we expect to pull this off.”


    “I, uh, guess Mirabelle’s is handling the bride’s attire,” I laughed.


    “I’ll get you set up too, JC,” Mira assured. “I have some connections with some really good menswear stores that can work on that time frame. Just let me know who’s going to be in the party—groomsmen, bridesmaids, parents—and I’ll get everything set up.”


    “Too bad Dad’s not around to walk you down the aisle.” It was Ben’s version of a joke, one that I didn’t find at all funny.


    I shot him my best glare. “The best present that man can give me is to never show up in my life again.”


    “You don’t want him back in jail?” Laynie’s question made me realize I hadn’t ever shared my opinions with her. Or anyone, except Norma.


    “Not really. Because then one day he’ll be out of jail again, and we’ll be back where we were a year ago. I like him missing. I’m convinced he’s too fucked up to do anything to me, and this way I don’t have to think about him at all.” Maybe it was the fact that JC had his arm around me, or that I was surrounded by friends and family in general, but for once I didn’t dread talking about him.


    “I wish he was in jail,” Norma piped in. “He might be completely drugged up, living under a bridge, but he also might be a functional addict with a job and an apartment somewhere. And if he is, what happens when he gets fired and can’t afford his next fix? That’s when he’ll show up again. I don’t like the uncertainty of it.”


    “Neither do I.” Hudson surprised me with his concern. “Let’s talk tomorrow about this, Norma. See if I can help.”


    JC shifted next to me. “I’d like to join you, if you don’t mind.”


    “Really?” I cocked my head and gave him an incredulous look, but he patted my knee, and I decided to let it go. If JC wanted to join Norma on the search for my father, it wasn’t any skin off my back. Besides, his interest was a little bit of a turn-on. Or a lot.


    “Aw, look, H,” Laynie said from her perch on the arm of Hudson’s chair. “Someone who wants to get all alpha protector with you. Have fun with that. Meanwhile, I need to steal Gwen for a minute in the kitchen.”


    “Sure. Be there in a sec.” I waited until she’d gone to quietly say to JC, “She probably wants to know my thoughts about the cook. Will you be okay if I leave you?”


    “I’m never okay when you leave me, but yes, I can handle the boy cub, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    “Very funny.” I kissed him, maybe a little too passionately considering the present company but also maybe because of the present company. I was lightheaded when I pulled away.


    I started to stand, but JC tugged me close to whisper in my ear. “That was very naughty, Gwen.”


    “Perhaps I’ll be punished for it later.” I squeezed his knee and, without looking back to see his response, stood and headed to the kitchen.


    “What’s up?” I asked as I swung through the door, knowing full well that Laynie didn’t want to see me about the cook. She’d save that for our shift on Friday, as she always did when she brought in chefs to her house to audition for the club.


    “Married?” Her eyes were wide and accusing. “Are you kidding me?”


    Nope, definitely not about the chef.


    I glanced around the kitchen, glad to find that both the server and the cook had already left. “I thought you’d be happy for me.” In fact, I wasn’t sure yet if Laynie was more pissed that I was getting married or that I hadn’t told her about it before announcing it to everyone.


    “I would be happy for you if I thought you were in your right mind, but I’m not sure that you are.”


    The kitchen door swung behind me, and I turned to see Hudson. He walked casually over to the sink and turned on the faucet. Since when did Hudson Pierce do anything in the kitchen? Were they ganging up on me? Great. Just…great.


    I straightened my spine and defended my decision, even though I shouldn’t have had to. “This isn’t that big of a surprise. He asked me to marry him before he left.”


    “And you said no because you didn’t know him well enough. Did that suddenly change?”


    I folded my arms over my chest. “I told him no, and I’ve regretted it since. That hasn’t changed.”


    “Gwen!” She practically stomped her foot. “Two days ago you didn’t even know if you wanted to see him again. This came out of nowhere.”


    “As if you’ve never done anything impulsive, Alayna,” Hudson chimed in.


    Oh, so not ganging up on me. Awesome. “Yeah. What he said.”


    “I have done impulsive things, and that’s why I’m the perfect person to say it doesn’t usually work out in your favor.” She shot her husband a conciliatory glance. “You’re the exception, H, of course.”


    “Of course.” He smiled tightly.


    “So, see? How do you know that JC isn’t my Hudson? It worked out for you two, and it will work out for JC and me too.” It was funny how being on the defensive bolstered my position. I did have doubts about our engagement, but I certainly wasn’t going to share that now. “Trust me, Laynie.”


    “I do trust you.” She sighed, her brown eyes softening. I realized then that she was speaking out of love, which made her objections a little easier to swallow. “Just.”


    “Just what?”


    “Two days ago you were also still considering Chandler.” Her eyes darted to her husband and back to me.


    Was that what this was about? Chandler? She hadn’t expressed partiality to him before when I’d lamented about my love life. Maybe I hadn’t been the only one to notice how downtrodden he’d become at my news.


    And Chandler was Hudson’s brother. Some loyalty to him was to be expected.


    But I had to set the record straight. “I wasn’t really considering Chandler. No offense, Hudson.”


    “Absolutely no offense taken.”


    “I mean, he’s a nice guy. He is. And if I were available, yeah, maybe we could make that work. But I’m not available. I never was. I shouldn’t have ever gotten involved with him because I was always holding out for JC. Now JC’s back and he still loves me and I’m ridiculously happy with him. Can’t you be happy for me too?”


    It took a few seconds, but eventually she smiled. “Yes. I can. I am. That’s all I want for you and you know it.”


    She reached out to hug me, and I let her, which was a little strange for both of us since neither of us were huggers. It also felt really good. “Thank you for worrying,” I said at her ear. “You’re a great friend.”


    “Anytime.” We parted and a silent beat passed, both of us wondering what to say next. She found words first. “Chandler, though. Man.” She giggled. “Did you see him sizing JC up when he realized who he was?”


    Laynie rarely giggled, and when she did, it was contagious. “I totally did. I had to look away because I was laughing too hard.” More somberly, I added, “He’s been a total dick all night.”


    “He’s just hurting.” She said it in a way that let me know she understood that Chandler’s pain wasn’t something I was responsible for. It was just the way things were.


    “I know he’s hurting. I feel bad.”


    “He’s fine,” Hudson scoffed, walking over to us. “That kid has had everything handed to him. He’s spoiled. A little heartache will do him good.”


    Alayna slipped her arm around his waist. “Says the man who also had everything handed to him.”


    “I worked my ass off—” She cut him off with a kiss that turned into the kind that I didn’t want to be present for.


    I turned away from the display of affection. “I’ll be leaving now.”


    Alayna broke off to ask, “Not leaving leaving, right?


    “Just leaving the kitchen. Carry on.” I left them to their make-out session, relieved to have my friend on my side, but also a little irked that she hadn’t been on my side from the beginning, and ran straight into Norma.


    “Can we talk for a minute?” she asked.


    “Oh, God. Not you too.” Reluctantly, I let her tug me into the library. “Let me guess. You’re concerned I’m jumping into things too fast. I should think about this more. You think I should wait. There’s no need to rush.”


    “With JC? That’s not what I was going to say at all. I wanted to tell you congratulations. And that I’m proud of you.”


    Though the city’s ambient light streamed in through the full-length windows, it didn’t reach us where we were in the dark room, and it was difficult to read Norma’s expression. But her tone sounded sincere.


    Still, after Laynie’s reaction, I had to be sure. “You are?”


    “I am. I see a change in you when he’s around, and I think it’s for the better. You seem happier. Definitely not as uptight.”


    “I am happier, thank you.” Maybe it was because of the darkness or maybe because she was my sister or maybe just because I needed to ask someone and she was the person I trusted most. Whichever it was, I was able to voice the question that had niggled at me since I’d accepted the ring. “You really don’t think it’s a mistake?”


    “Why would it be a mistake? Are you having doubts?”


    “No, no, no.” I could have left it there. I didn’t. “But should I be having doubts? We barely know each other.”


    “If you did know him better, would it really change anything?”


    That was a good question. “I guess not. Unless I found out something terrible about him.”


    “Did I ever tell you about the time I told Mom that I wished she’d known about Dad before she married him?”


    “No. I don’t think so.” I’d been twelve when she’d died. Norma had been seventeen. I’d often envied that she’d had more time with our mother. That she’d been old enough to have conversations with her about topics that hadn’t even begun to cross my mind at that pre-teen age.


    “It was near the end.” Norma paused, her gaze wandering out the window, and I knew she was remembering. “I told her that I wished she’d known he was violent when he asked her to marry him because then she could have said no.” She turned to me. “And you know what she said? She said she did know.”


    “What?”


    “She said she’d always known he was violent. And that she loved him anyway.”


    “Christ, Mom.” Technically our mother had died of pneumonia-related complications, but we’d always known the true cause of death had been the beatings she’d taken from our father.


    “I know. It’s sad.”


    I let that hang there for a moment, absorbing the knowledge that my mother had loved my father and that she would have stood by him through anything. Did that make me a shitty legacy? Because I didn’t love him like she had even though he was my blood?


    Then I remembered the conversation that had led to Norma’s remark. “Are you trying to tell me that JC might be violent, and oh well, because I’ll love him anyway?”


    “No,” she said dismissively. “Well, possibly.” She put her hand out on my arm. “I’m trying to tell you that if you love JC, it doesn’t matter if you know him. Because whatever else you learn about him, you’ll still love him.”


    “But what if he is violent? Or a child rapist? Or Republican?”


    “I’m a Republican.”


    “Which is why I’ll never marry you, Norma.”


    She chuckled. “If he’s one as well, you’ll find a way to deal. There’s probably very little you could learn that wouldn’t be something you could work through together.” Like finding out he wants kids and I don’t. “And if you do find out something awful, and you want to leave him, it might be just as hard on your heart if you were married as it would be if you weren’t. So I say don’t worry about something that’s likely not going to happen. You should just enjoy yourself.”


    I was so relieved to have Norma’s blessing that I was the one who pulled her into a hug. “I love you, Sissy. Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome. Congratulations.” When we broke apart, she started toward the library door. “Are you coming back out there?”


    “In a bit. I need to absorb everything.” It was a lot to take in—my mother, my engagement, Chandler. A moment to process wasn’t a bad idea.


    “I’ll tell everyone you need a few minutes alone.” She left, and I stood in the dark, just breathing. Full, deep breaths, letting my head go empty. It wasn’t something I was good at—my mind had always been overactive. But I’d gotten better at it since…well, since JC had taught me how to set myself free, usually during sex. Occasionally I found I could do it without an orgasm too. Now wasn’t exactly one of those times—there was still too much spinning in my brain—but after a bit, my shoulders relaxed, and the knot of emotions in my stomach eased.


    Eventually, the windows at the opposite side of the room beckoned me toward them. I didn’t go beyond the desk, not wanting to disturb Hudson’s work area. I didn’t need to go any farther to see the view anyway, which was incredible. The glass ran from floor to ceiling and reminded me of a time JC had fucked me against the windows at the Four Seasons. The Pierce library probably wasn’t quite as thrilling of a location for sex, I decided, since it overlooked Central Park. It didn’t feel like people might be looking in, which was half the excitement.


    I also decided that floor-to-ceiling windows were on the must-have list for our condo.


    Footsteps sounded on the floor behind me. I recognized them without having to turn around, and when JC wrapped an arm around me, I was ready for it.


    What I wasn’t ready for was his other hand to slide under my skirt, nudge aside my panties and push inside me.


    My breath caught.


    His mouth was at my ear, and I could feel his hot exhale before he began speaking. “You know, even though I love you, I still want to do dirty things to you.”


    Even if he hadn’t been stroking my innermost parts at that moment, I was pretty sure I’d be wet from his words alone. I wanted to hear more.


    But we were in someone else’s house, a group of people just in the other room. I should have been stopping him, not fantasizing about what other dirty things he’d want to do to me. Not bucking into his hand as his fingers curled against the sensitive walls of my pussy.


    Desire won out.


    “Like what?” I asked, my voice already raw and unsteady.


    He didn’t hesitate to answer. “Instead of my fingers fucking you, it would be my cock.”


    Unf.


    “And I wouldn’t go easy on you. Even though your friends and family are just in the other room, I’d fuck you hard, and you’d have a really tough time being quiet. But I wouldn’t care. Because they aren’t my friends—yet. And they’re not my family yet. And I wouldn’t give a shit if they knew what we were doing, but I know you would. So you’d try really hard to be silent, which I would see as a challenge, and I’d just fuck you harder.”


    He added another finger and increased his tempo, and I had to bite my lip so I wouldn’t moan.


    “And the whole time I was fucking you, I’d have a hold of your throat.” He moved his other hand up my body to splay his palm across my neck. “Like this. Every now and then I’d apply just a bit of pressure.” He pushed down slightly. “It’s not a lot, see? But it’s enough to make it feel like you can’t get enough air. And you’d struggle. And that would be a big turn-on for me.”


    Holy fucking shit! My heart was pounding and my hands sweaty, and I wasn’t far from coming all over his hand, and he hadn’t even touched my clit. But Jesus. What he’d said? It was so hot. So incredibly hot and dirty and the tiniest bit scary and all I could think was more, more, more.


    I wanted him like that. Wanted him like that right then. “You want to do that to me now?”


    “Yes.” His answer was so low, so primal, so threadbare, and I knew all he needed was permission.


    The words were out before I could think another second about the reasons that we shouldn’t. “Why don’t you then?”


    His fingers left my cunt instantly. “Without turning around, put your arms around my neck. Don’t let go.”


    I did as he said, clasping my hands together so they’d stay. The position stretched my torso and made my breasts push forward, made my taut nipples sting as they brushed against the fabric of my shirt.


    “While I was gone, I thought about all the things I want to do to you. Thought about them in detail.” He gathered my skirt up as he talked, then tucked it into my waistband. “I also thought about all the times we were together. About how I fucked you. About your sounds and how you felt around my cock.”


    Now I could hear him undoing his belt, and then there was the distinct sound of a zipper. I squeezed my thighs together, the ache for him so intense that I couldn’t wait for him to give me the relief.


    “I remembered everything so vividly, Gwen, that I’d barely have to touch myself to get off.” One hand settled at my hip, and I could imagine him behind me, stroking his cock, getting harder. “But as well as I remembered it, it still takes me by surprise when I get inside you. Because I knew you felt good.” He paused to shove inside me with a blunt stroke that raised me to my toes. “But fuck, Gwen, nothing feels this good.”


    No, nothing feels this good.


    He followed through as he said he would, his tempo immediately rapid, his thrusts hard and punishing. His hand returned to my neck, and he lightly pressed it as he gave his next orders. “No talking. Not a sound. But I need you to listen.”


    I nodded, immediately regretting it since the movement increased the pressure at my throat. I could still breathe easily, but his clutch was tight enough to make me feel bound. Make me feel an edge of nervousness that zipped through my entire body and scared goose bumps to the surface of my skin.


    “You’re mine, Gwen.” His voice was rough, punctuated with the drive of his cock. “No matter what you’ve done or who you’ve been with, you belong to me.”


    I shivered, my body feeling simultaneously hot and cold. I was his. He’d claimed me, and every part of me blazed with his declaration, burned like he’d branded me with a hot iron.


    But there was a cold sting that accompanied the flare of heat. Because I knew where this was coming from. Knew that this was about the guy in the other room. Knew that JC didn’t mind if the others heard, because he actually wanted Chandler to hear.


    The realization was sobering.


    It also caused my orgasm to escalate a million degrees, taking me near the brink of its explosion.


    JC continued to pound into me, continued to claim me as his. “I’m the one who will be here in the morning and every morning after that. It’s my cock that fits perfectly inside your pussy. It’s me who knows what you need and how to make you come, and I’m going to be the one who makes you come now and for the rest of your life.”


    My climax was so close, and I was already struggling for air when JC increased the pressure at my neck. Instinctively, I squirmed.


    He only held me tighter. Only fucked me harder. “Come for me if you understand that you’re mine, Gwen.”


    God, I was almost there. Tears rolled down my cheeks and my lungs burned. Almost, almost!


    JC lowered his other hand and found my clit. “Come on, Gwen,” he said, applying pressure to the small ball of nerves that mirrored the one at my neck. “Come for me.”


    I did. I came, my orgasm surging through me with such violence that my whole body shook. A soft cry fell from my lips, and JC moved his hand from my throat to clamp it over my mouth.


    “Shh,” he coaxed as he slammed harder into me. “Shh.” I bit down to silence myself, capturing a sliver of his skin between my teeth. “Fuck,” he swore quietly, and I wasn’t sure if he was cursing because I’d bitten him or because he’d reached his own climax. “Fu-uckkkk.” He dragged the word out, his fingers digging into my cheek as his release blended with mine.


    It took several minutes for our breathing to settle. As we calmed, he held me, too spent to stand on my own. His lips pressed silent kisses against my shoulder, and I bathed in the blessed peace of surrender that I only felt with him.


    Still, even in the haze of post-coital bliss, I recognized the lesson I’d just learned. I’d always known JC could use sex to free me, but now I knew he could use it to cage me as well.


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    


    “Are you trying out the new shower without me?” JC asked, stepping into the stall with me.


    I couldn’t admit that that’s exactly what I’d been doing. The multi-head spray system was one of the things we’d both fallen in love with when we’d put the offer on the condo. “Just getting the temperature right.”


    “Yeah, I bet you were.”


    The last eleven weeks had been a whirlwind with finding a condo and moving while simultaneously planning our wedding. Yesterday had been our first in the new place, and everything was still in boxes. I was so exhausted by all of it that I’d seriously considered canceling my regular Thursday evening at the Pierces. But with only a little more than a week to the big event, I had to get the last-minute details worked out, and this was the best night for Laynie to help me.


    I adjusted the top shower nozzle so the spray would hit both of us. “Are you sure you can’t come to dinner?”


    “I wish I could, but I have to get this deal wrapped up before the honeymoon.” Along with all the other things going on in our life, JC had gone back to work this month. His latest investment was with an info-tech company in Tokyo, which made it easy for him to stay on the same sleeping schedule as me. While I was at the club every night, he would work at home from his computer. Then I’d come home and spend the morning with him before we both hit the sack.


    I picked up the shampoo bottle, grateful I’d remembered to put it in the shower before getting wet, and handed it to JC.


    He took it but then returned it to the shelf without opening it and came at me instead, pushing me back against the shower wall. “Before we get clean,” he said, his body pressed to mine, “we should get a little dirty.”


    Instantly, I was wet, and not just from the spray. “Oh, really? What did you have in mind?”


    When we’d chosen the date for our nuptials, I’d thought it was far enough in the future that the two of us would have a chance to get to know more about one another. And we had (JC was registered as Independent and he hated marshmallows), but the way we still knew each other best was carnally. Which wasn’t at all a bad thing. In fact, it was very much a good thing. I’d never imagined having such an active, full sex life with someone, even after all my experience with JC the year before.


    He gestured above me. “Hold onto that bar.”


    I followed his gaze to find a metal rod, much like a towel rack, anchored into the wall above me. “I don’t remember that being here.”


    He gave me a playful grin. “That’s because I had it installed. Now we’re going to test it out. Hold onto it and don’t let go no matter what.”


    So it was going to be one of those kinds of sexy times—the kind where my lover got bossy and kinky. Though, wasn’t that pretty much every time?


    I stretched my hands up and gripped the bar, having to step on the balls of my feet to reach it.


    JC stood back and surveyed me, his eyes darkening. “Perfect.”


    Perfect? If he wanted me to not let go no matter what, he’d better get on with the games. I could already tell that this particular version of our favorite activity was going to give my arms a workout.


    But I liked it. Even with no idea what he had planned, I liked it. My skin was already covered in goose bumps, and it wasn’t because the water wasn’t hot enough.


    JC reached one finger out and ran it lazily from my collarbone down my body, passing over one nipple that puckered at his touch, then lower, circling my belly button on the way to my cunt. He stopped, right above my slit and peered up at my face with hunger. “God, you’re beautiful, Gwen.”


    And you’re torturing me, I wanted to say, but all that came out was a ragged hiss of breath as his finger sank between my folds and found my clit.


    “You like this, don’t you?” He drew a circle, so light it made me squirm.


    “Yes,” I gasped.


    “Do you like it better when I touch you here with my finger or with my mouth?”


    Did he seriously think I could choose? “Both.”


    He sank slowly to his knees. “Good. Because I like both too.” Leaning forward, he replaced his finger with his tongue. After one long lick down my seam, he pulled back and asked, “What I’m wondering, though, is what else you like touching you here.”


    My heart pounded furiously in my chest, the anticipation turning me on as much as anything he’d done so far. Without taking his eyes off me, he reached for the handheld sprayer and adjusted the head to the pulsing massage.


    Uh, yeah. This was going to be good.


    I’d used a vibrator before, but we hadn’t gotten around to using one together, and I’d never used a shower nozzle, at least not for pleasure. I shivered with excitement.


    JC smirked, noticing my reaction. “Oh, you want this, do you?”


    I nodded. “Yes, please.”


    He teased me a moment longer, using the sprayer on my nipples and the inside of my thighs, everywhere but on the aching spot between my legs. By the time he focused the jet on my clit, I was desperate.


    The pulse of the water was strong, and almost instantly, I felt the tension growing inside me. I writhed under the pressure. Every nerve was on fire, every cell in my body about to combust. When he added two fingers to my cunt, crooking them so they hit my walls, I was a goner. My release rolled over me in waves, ebbing and flowing until it reached the tips of my fingers and toes.


    I was still coming when JC stood, dropping the shower extension, and lifted me so that my legs wrapped around his waist. He entered me with one controlled thrust, sliding in so deep that his balls slammed against my ass. With his hands digging into my hips, he pounded into me, over and over and over.


    My limbs felt weak, and my hands started to loosen on the bar.


    “Don’t you dare let go. You let go, and I won’t let you come again.” He liked that—liked telling me what to do. Liked controlling me when he was buried in my cunt.


    I swore. My arms ached, and with the raised position and all the blood flow going to another part of my body, my fingers were beginning to numb. I didn’t care if I came again. I wasn’t even sure I could stand it if I did.


    But I liked it when JC controlled me—as much as he did, if not more. I adjusted my grip and prayed he came fast.


    Without slowing, he moved his hands to my knees, pulling them up higher around his waist. The new angle changed where he hit me—each stroke gliding across my G-spot, his pelvis now rubbing against my clit on every thrust—and soon another orgasm was brewing, even stronger than the one I’d had before.


    “You’re about to come again.” He could read me so well. He knew my sounds and my expressions. Knew the way my pussy clenched when I was getting close. “You’re about to come again, and I want you to scream when you do. You got that?”


    I whimpered in response. I didn’t have the strength to form a simple word. There was no way I’d have the energy to give him what he asked for.


    But he wasn’t asking—he was demanding. “Scream, Gwen. Come on, we’ll go together.”


    “Can’t,” I cried softly. “I can’t.” Except the storm inside me was beginning to rage and roar and then it was thundering, rolling from my cunt through my torso, up, up, up to my throat.


    JC’s face contorted with the effort to hold on for me. “Screammmm!” His climax caught on his command, every muscle rigid as he slammed hard and stilled, spilling inside of me in a long drawn-out groan.


    At the same moment, my orgasm burst from me in a jagged cry that grew into a full-fledged scream that echoed off the tile walls and vibrated in my bones. My entire body shook with a sound that I didn’t even recognize as my own and with the intensity of the release. In that space of time, I was no longer a woman but an animal, shrieking and howling as she succumbed to the power of the feral beast that had caught her.


    When the tempest passed, I was satiated and spent. I let go of the bar, letting my weight fall completely on JC. Still recovering from his own release, he stumbled to the bench and sat down with me on his lap.


    “Whoa.” His chest moved up and down against my breasts as he tried to compose himself. After a minute, he said, “Well, I’m happy with our bathroom’s acoustics.”


    I tried to chuckle, too drained to fully commit. I laid my head on his shoulder. “I’m happy with you.”


    JC tightened his embrace. “Are you?”


    We’d been so busy, so preoccupied with the events in our lives that it had been a while since I’d truly examined my emotions. Even with the stress and bustle, I realized now, the joy that had overtaken me when JC reentered my life was still alive and present, settled permanently within me.


    “I am,” I said, kissing a drop of water off his neck. “I really, really am.”


    ***


    One of the best things about our new condo—besides the shower—was its location. We were only a couple blocks away from The Bowery where Hudson and Alayna lived. JC walked me over, his hand clasped tightly in mine.


    “I could have made it here myself,” I said when we’d made it to the front doors of the building.


    “I know you could have. I wanted to see you a little longer before I have to jump on the phone.” He bent down to kiss me. “Text me when you’re leaving.”


    “You’re so protective.”


    “I’m so in love.” He kissed me once more then, when I was positively glowing from head to toe, he released me.


    Inside the lobby, I’d already pushed the elevator call button when I remembered I wanted to tell JC there was leftover takeout in the fridge. I ran back outside to try to catch him, but he was already halfway down the block so I decided I’d text him.


    Just as I was about to turn away, though, JC stopped to talk to someone leaning against one of the buildings. After a few seconds, the two of them began walking together back toward our condo.


    It took me a minute to remember why the other person looked familiar. I’d met him before at the Brooklyn Park Bridge on the Fourth of July. It was Dom, the guy who’d helped keep JC safe while he’d been in protection.


    The incident wasn’t really all that strange, still, as I headed up to Laynie’s condo, I couldn’t shake the old familiar feeling that there was something JC wasn’t telling me.


    ***


    Three hours later, Laynie and I had completed much of the list of things I needed to do for the night. All we had left was to finish the seating chart for the reception, which was going to be at The Sky Launch.


    “Did we get everybody?” I asked, studying the diagram of tables and chairs that Laynie had drawn up.


    “Almost. We just have to figure out where you want to put Chandler. I’m still impressed you invited him.” After the night I’d announced my engagement, Laynie hadn’t expressed anything but support for my upcoming marriage.


    “Only to the reception. It felt wrong not to.” I uncurled my leg that I’d been sitting on for half an hour and stretched it out on the floor in front of me. “Do you know who he’s bringing?”


    Laynie shot me an apprehensive look. “Will it bother you if it’s someone he’s serious about?”


    “Nope. Just curious.” I’d had almost no interaction with Chandler since the night we’d announced our engagement more than two months ago, but I’d thought about him on occasion. More like worried about him. Even though there hadn’t been anything I could do to heal his broken heart, I didn’t like the idea that he might still be hurting. “In fact, I hope it is someone he’s serious about.”


    She sighed. “I don’t think it is. Sorry. He told me he didn’t know who he was going to take but that he thought it would be better if he brought a date of some sort.”


    “I didn’t realize he was talking to you about that kind of thing.” If I had, I might have asked about him sooner. Or I might not have, since it was a hell of a lot easier to ignore my regret when I wasn’t talking about it.


    “He’s not. That’s all he said. Honestly, though, I don’t see him much now that he’s in school, but he still works with Hudson a couple of days a week in between classes, and I saw him when I stopped by the office for lunch last week.”


    “Did he seem…you know. Okay?”


    She shrugged. “He seemed fine. And even if he’s not, he will be. It’s like Hudson said—he’s young. Chandler might have man parts, but he’s really just a kid.”


    “If that’s supposed to make me feel better, it doesn’t.” I didn’t need to be reminded that I’d been banging a child.


    “Do you really feel that bad?”


    I considered. “Not anymore. No.”


    “Good. You shouldn’t. People date and break up and their exes go on to get married all the time.”


    “We weren’t ever even dating.”


    “All the more reason why you shouldn’t feel bad.” Laynie pointed at a spot on the diagram. “I think we should put him at this table over here. Close to Mira and Adam but far away from the bridal party.” She wrote his name on the chart then started gathering the papers we had strewn all over the floor.


    “And we’re done. Awesome.” I stood and stretched before plopping down on the couch.


    Laynie glanced up at me. “You look tired.”


    “I’m exhausted.” I pulled my legs up so I could lie down. “I seriously can’t wait until the wedding is over just so I can have a vacation.” Though, with JC, our honeymoon probably wouldn’t include much rest. “Usually I stay up for a few hours after work, but lately I’ve been coming home and crashing.”


    “You’re saying you’re going to bed without…you know?” She waggled her eyebrows.


    “No. I’m not saying that at all.” My cheeks heated, giving myself away even if my words hadn’t. “Just, after that, I collapse.”


    “Maybe you’re pregnant.”


    “Oh, shut up.” Making babies was all Laynie thought about these days. Her period had finally returned, but she still hadn’t gotten pregnant, and though her doctor said it was still too early to be concerned, she, of course, was.


    As for me, I knew my problem—stress. “It’s just all the stuff. All at once. Moving. Buying the condo. Moving JC’s things from storage in L.A. Wedding planning. The new chef. Mennezzo’s sentencing.”


    “He got life, right?”


    “Yes.” The sentencing had taken place two months ago now. “But he’ll appeal. So that’s a stress. Thank God he’s in jail and JC’s safe.”


    Laynie narrowed her eyes. “It’s not possible that he’d hire any hit men to go after JC from there, is it?”


    “You watch a lot of TV.” Except, that was a good question. “Fuck. Do you really think that could happen?”


    She shook her head dismissively. “With as much as the defense team has invested in JC’s safety, I’m sure they would have addressed it if that was a possibility.”


    “But,” I sat up and put my feet on the floor, “I saw JC with Dom tonight. That’s one of the guys who organized his protection. And a couple of weeks ago, I swear I saw him outside the building when I went down to get the mail.” Was Dom’s presence an indication that JC was in danger?


    “Maybe he lives nearby.”


    “The time with the mailbox was at my old place.”


    “Maybe he’s stalking you. I’m an expert on that, you know.” She winked. “Seriously, though, he and JC were together for a long time. They’re probably friends now. Stop worrying.”


    If Alayna Pierce said stop worrying, then I was definitely worrying needlessly. “Right, right. You’re right.” I hoped she was, anyway. “What was my point again? Oh, yeah. I’m tired.”


    “And possibly pregnant.”


    “Oh my God, would you stop? I have an IUD.” Just because she was fixated on procreation didn’t mean she needed to pull me into it.


    Yet pull me in, she did. “IUDs can fail. No birth control is one hundred percent. Except abstinence.” She got up from the floor, taking the papers with her to set on the armchair for me when I left later. “Do you have any other symptoms? Do your boobs hurt?”


    “No.”


    “Nauseated?”


    I rolled my eyes. “No.”


    “Changes in appetite? Didn’t you say that Mira had to send the dress back for an alteration because it was too tight?”


    I threw my head back against the cushion behind me. “Alayna. I’m not pregnant. I’m just tired.” My dress had been too tight because I’d been stress-eating and not exercising. Though, I would have thought that the workouts I got from JC would have made up for that. Guess not.


    “Well, if you decide you want to be sure, there’s a box of pregnancy tests in the cupboard in the guest bathroom.”


    I perked up. “In the guest bathroom? Why aren’t you keeping them in your bathroom?”


    “They’re in every bathroom,” she admitted guiltily. “What can I say? I’m a little obsessed.”


    “You think?” I ran a hand over my eyes. “Pregnant.” The idea…I shivered.


    Laynie looked at me curiously as she crossed over to the couch. She sat down next to me. “Do you not want babies?”


    I hesitated with my answer, not sure if it was polite to tell a woman who was desperate to get pregnant that the idea made me want to vomit. “I don’t know,” I said finally. “Maybe. But probably not.”


    “If you don’t want them, that’s fine. Why do you sound like you feel guilty about it? If you’re concerned about me, don’t be. Not everyone wants kids. I get it.”


    “I was a little worried about you.” Then because I was tired and because she was my friend, I said the thing that had been nagging at me since I’d agreed to get married. “Mostly I’m worried about JC.”


    “He wants them?”


    “He says he wants what I want. But he’s always wanted kids.” JC hadn’t mentioned his desire for children since I’d said I didn’t want them, but we’d spent a lot of time with Adam and Mira recently, and I saw the way he lit up around their daughter, Arin. “I feel shitty taking parenthood away from him.” My throat tightened. “He’d be such a good dad.”


    “And you’d be a good mom. That doesn’t mean you have to be one.”


    I let out a heavy sigh. “But maybe I do want one. I don’t know. I can’t decide.” The image of a mini-JC pulled at me. A kid with his charm and my eyes—maybe that was something I could live with.


    Then again, I’d wanted a kitten once too until I had to change the litter box.


    “So don’t decide. Decide later. And if JC says he wants whatever you want, then why are you fretting about this at all? Don’t you believe him?”


    “I believe him. Just…what if he changes his mind?” From out of nowhere, tears were rolling down my face. “He says he can live without them now,” I blubbered, “but what if in five years he realizes he’s in his forties and his biological clock is ticking and he decides he really does want a baby and he regrets marrying me because I won’t give him one?” I wiped at my cheeks. “What if it’s not five years? What if it’s next month? What if he’s making the worst mistake he could ever make?”


    “Wow.” Laynie handed me the Kleenex box from the side table. “This is really bothering you.”


    I took a handful of tissues and dabbed at my eyes. “Yeah, I guess it is,” I said, a little surprised. I hadn’t realized how much it had been weighing on me because I’d been too busy to think about it.


    Now that I was thinking about it, all the doubt and worry that I’d pushed aside charged forward. “I bet Corinne wanted kids.”


    “Corinne’s dead. What she wanted is moot.”


    I stared at her with wide eyes, horrified by her crude reaction.


    “Well, she is. I’m not trying to speak ill of the dead, but she’s gone. You can’t compare yourself to her. JC chose you.”


    “Right. He chose me.” That didn’t mean he wouldn’t rather have Corinne if he had the choice. But that wasn’t a subject I wanted to delve into any further.


    “Here’s the thing.” She stretched an arm out on the back of the couch behind me and set her opposite hand on my knee. “And let me preface this by saying that I’m not very good at these things in general. I’m usually on the receiving end of wise advice, but I think I’ve got a good outlook on this one.”


    I smiled encouragingly, almost certain that she couldn’t say anything to make me feel better, but wanting her to try anyway.


    “Yes, he could change his mind in five years. But so could you. You could change your mind about a hundred different things that you think you want now. That’s what people do—they change. When you marry someone, you have to accept that you’re both going to change. You hope that you change together. But sometimes you don’t, and that’s something you have to work through. When it happens. Not now. You certainly can’t beat yourself up over what could maybe happen one distant day in the future. You can only worry about what’s going on today and today he loves you and you love him. What else matters?”


    “Nothing else matters.” My voice was weak, my throat thick with emotion. Because nothing else did matter. I did love him. More than I thought possible. I wasn’t willing to give him up over this, and at the moment, anyway, I wasn’t ready to give him what he wanted either. So what could we do but live for today?


    “Exactly.”


    Still, even though she had good points, it was easy to get caught up in doubt. “Would you…” I paused, wondering if my question was too insensitive. I decided I didn’t care. “Would you still be happy with Hudson if you couldn’t have kids?”


    “Yes. Very. We didn’t even discuss having them until our wedding. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll be devastated if we can’t have kids, but Hudson is all I ever really needed.” She furrowed her brow. “Huh. I should tell him that sometime.”


    “You should.” I put my hand over hers. “And thank you. I needed this.” I stood up and crossed around her to get more Kleenex to blow my nose. After I’d tossed the tissue, I turned back to her, embarrassed now about my outburst. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m so emotional lately. Wedding jitters, I guess.”


    “Or you’re pregnant.”


    “God, you’re such a twunt.”


    Though Laynie’s pep talk had alleviated almost all of my anxiety about the possibility of children in the future, her teasing had made me paranoid about now. So later, in the bathroom, I found one of her pregnancy tests from under the sink. I followed the instructions, and then checked my watch to begin the three-minute countdown.


    The results came up in half that time—pregnant.


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    


    I didn’t say anything to Alayna about the pregnancy test. It didn’t seem fair to talk to her before JC, and as much as I was at a loss as to what I’d say, I was very eager to have that conversation. I was a mess with worry and panic, and the last time I’d felt that way—when Ben had tried to kill himself—it was JC who had calmed me.


    I needed that now. Needed him to center me in the way that only he could.


    When I got to the condo, I paused outside JC’s office door. I could see him through the French doors, on the phone, one leg bent to rest his foot on his desk. He was so much like a big kid himself, and now he was going to have one of his own.


    Yup, I felt sick. I was pretty sure it wasn’t the morning sickness variety of nausea, but it was still a symptom of my pregnancy.


    I took several deep breaths and then went in.


    JC looked up at me and smiled, but then went back to focusing on his computer screen and talking “delivery dates” and “production costs” on the phone. When I’d texted him that I was leaving Alayna’s, he’d told me to stop by his office when I got home to let him know I’d made it safely. He probably expected that was all I was doing now, and that I’d slip out again to unpack some more boxes.


    So when I stayed and took a seat on the office couch to wait for him, he could tell something was up.


    As soon as I sat, his eyes darted back to me and remained there. He sat up, putting his feet on the floor. “Uh huh,” he said on the phone a couple of times. Then, finally, “Hey, Hiroko, can I call you back? Something’s come up here.” He was standing up before he’d finished talking, coming over to me.


    When he reached me, he threw the phone on the couch and knelt in front of me, placing his hands on my knees. “What’s wrong?”


    I shook my head for several long seconds, my throat tight and my words missing. There wasn’t really anything that needed to be said, though, except, “I’m pregnant.”


    “What?”


    It was obvious he’d heard me and that his response was based in shock and not needing clarification. But I clarified anyway. “I took a test at Alayna’s, and it was positive. Pregnant.”


    I saw it—the flash of excitement before he put on an unreadable mask. He moved to sit next to me, and for the second time that night, someone wrapped an arm around my shoulder and laid a hand on my knee.


    “How do you feel about this?” His tone wasn’t nearly as tentative as mine had been when I’d told him.


    “I don’t know.” I wanted to say more, but I’d seen that moment where he’d been happy, and it felt shitty to take it away.


    But I wasn’t taking it away, I realized. He was putting it away so that I would be honest with him, and so I owed that to him. “I thought I’d have longer to figure this out,” I said, tears brimming again. “It’s not that I hate the idea of children, you know? I like them well enough. I think. I haven’t been around them much. Just. I don’t even water plants. If I can’t keep a simple philodendron alive, how the hell am I going to take care of something that’s actually important?”


    JC pulled me into his shoulder and kissed my head. “Plants don’t talk.”


    “Neither do babies!” My words were muffled in his shirt but understandable.


    “They don’t use words, at first, but they tell you what they need in other ways. They cry.” He kissed my head again and rubbed his hand up and down my back. “And you won’t be raising this child alone. I’m going to be here for all of it, and if that’s not enough, we’ll hire nannies or nurses or whatever it is you need to make this something you feel like you can do.”


    God, he was wonderful. Never once did he suggest that he would support me if I didn’t go through with the pregnancy, and somehow that helped. Took away an option I didn’t want to think that I’d consider.


    He brushed the hair from my face. “What are you thinking? Talk to me.”


    “I didn’t want this.” I shifted so that I was in his arms, but my face was no longer buried in his clothes. “You know that. Especially not now when we’re just starting our lives together.” I remembered what Laynie had said about people changing. She’d been right, but what was it that made people change in the first place? Usually being confronted by something outside their comfort zone, I’d imagine. Wasn’t that exactly what me being pregnant was? An uncomfortable confrontation?


    And now that I was facing it head on, the anxiety of what if was replaced with what now, which was, in some ways, an easier anxiety to manage. Because I could do something concrete about it. It felt more productive than just worrying.


    JC wrapped me tighter into him. “I didn’t ever mean for this to happen now.”


    “But that’s how it’s always been with us. I didn’t mean to meet you. I didn’t want to be so attracted to you. I didn’t want to fall in love with you. I didn’t want to still love you, even when you left.”


    “Does thinking about it that way change how you feel about this?” This. He wouldn’t say “being pregnant” or “a baby,’ and I knew it was himself he was protecting with the avoidance of such tangible terms.


    How could he be this selfless? For me? To try to distance himself from something he really wanted for no other reason but to take care of me?


    Maybe that deserved some sacrifice on my part as well.


    I shifted again, facing him this time. “Tell me how you feel about it, JC. Not what you think I want to hear, but the brutal honest truth. I need to know.”


    He twirled a stray piece of my hair around his finger. “Well.” He paused a second longer before dropping his carefully masked expression, his lips morphing into a wide smile. “Honestly, I’m pretty fucking happy.”


    More tears came. At least I could blame hormones for being a crybaby. “If you’re really happy, JC, then I am too. Because all I need to be happy is you, and this…” He was scared to say it, but I wouldn’t let myself be. “This baby of ours, it’s half you. And how can I not love that?”


    He was cautious. “Are you saying that because it’s what you think I want to hear?”


    “Maybe. Partly. But I also think it’s true.” I let out a laugh—a silly half chortle that was just as much a sob as it was laughter. “I’m going to be terrible at mothering. I’m warning you now. I hate things that smell and make messes. I sleep like the dead. You’re going to have to really nudge me to wake up when the baby cries.”


    “Or I’ll just get the baby myself.” He reconsidered. “We’ll take turns.”


    I scooted into his lap. “And you’ll still love me when I’m fat?”


    “That much more of you to love.”


    “We might have to cut back on the sex.” I actually had no idea if that would be an issue, and the thought that it might be made my heart sink a little.


    “Oh, no,” he assured me. “We’ll still have plenty of sex.”


    I tried to laugh again, but it was shaky. “It’s really going to be okay?”


    He cupped my face in his hands. “It’s going to be much better than okay. It’s going to be everything.”


    “I love you so much. So much.” I would have said it again, explained my affection in more detail, told him how he was the best thing I’d never planned and how I believed it could be possible that I would one day feel the same way about our child.


    But I couldn’t say anything at all. Because he was kissing me, his lips wrapping around mine in ways that told me he already knew the things that I wanted to tell him. His tongue stroked against mine—softly, yet with confidence—and I was pretty sure I knew all the things he wanted to tell me too.


    ***


    JC got me in for an appointment with an obstetrician first thing the next morning. I’d suggested waiting until after the wedding, but he was too excited. His enthusiasm was adorable. A turn on, even. Who knew that expectant fathers were a hot button for me?


    He also insisted on coming with me to the check-up, which I’d been against at first, but was glad for when I realized that the visit would entail a lot more than an arm poke and a urine dip.


    “You know, I think your breasts do seem bigger,” he said, looking up from the pamphlet the doctor had handed him while we waited for the ultrasound technician.


    “You would know.” I fluffed the pillow behind me, trying to make myself comfortable on the exam table.


    He grinned even though he was already back to reading. “You really haven’t felt any morning sickness?”


    “Nope.”


    “Maybe it’s too early.”


    “Or maybe I’m not the type who gets nauseated. I’m being optimistic.” I didn’t need to read a pamphlet to know that there was a lot about pregnancy that sucked ass. Swollen hands and feet? Varicose veins? Stretch marks? Ugh.


    “Oh.” He peered at me tentatively. “It says they may do the ultrasound transvaginally.”


    “Uh, what does that mean?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.


    “I’m pretty sure it means that they’ll stick something up your vagina.”


    And I was back to wishing he’d stayed home. “Stop saying vagina. It’s weird.”


    “Your pussy then. Is that better?” He gave me a naughty grin. Only JC could turn an impending violation into something sexual.


    “Not if they’re sticking something up it. I’d prefer anything that goes up there be connected to you.”


    “I prefer that as well. But you do realize that that’s where the baby will come out, right?”


    “They can’t just unzip the pouch at the bottom of my abdomen and take it out that way?”


    He laughed. “Maybe we can have them put one in for next time.”


    “Let’s just get through this one first, okay?” It wasn’t that I was still apprehensive about the pregnancy—though I was that too—but the doctor had warned that the rate of miscarriage was higher because of the IUD. Oddly, the idea of losing the baby was worse than the idea of having it. When Laynie had said people could change, I hadn’t expected it would be overnight.


    “We’re going to get through it fine,” JC said as his phone started ringing. “Sorry, I’ll reject it.” He glanced at the screen and his brow furrowed, but he pressed a button and put the phone back in his pocket.


    I was curious about his call, but too wrapped up in thinking about the creature in my belly. “I wonder if they’ll be able to tell if it’s a boy or a girl.”


    “Not until twenty weeks.” He held up the pamphlet. “According to this anyway. Do you have a preference? Boy or girl?”


    “Right now I’m still trying to grapple with the idea that it’s an actual baby. Gender is going to be a while, I think.”


    His phone buzzed again, this time just once, alerting him to a text, I guessed. The crease in his forehead deepened as he read it.


    This time his reaction was too severe to ignore. “What is it?”


    Just then the door opened, and the tech walked in. “Good morning, Mrs. Anders. Mr. Anders.”


    “Nothing that can’t wait,” he said to me as he pocketed his phone again. “It’s Bruzzo. And soon to be Mrs. Bruzzo.” He took my hand, and I fleetingly wondered if that made him as giddy to say as it did for me to hear.


    Then I was just glad that he was holding my hand because I was suddenly very nervous. “Is this going to hurt?”


    “No, but if we end up going transvaginally, it might be slightly uncomfortable. Since you aren’t having periods, and we have no idea how far along you are, we’re going to see what we can find with a standard ultrasound. Please raise your gown to just under your breasts.” She handed me a blanket while she spoke. “You can use this to cover up below your belly.”


    As I adjusted my gown and the blanket, Dr. Wright, the doctor we’d seen earlier, returned.


    “I wanted to be in here to see the placement of the IUD,” she explained to the tech.


    “What is it that the ultrasound is looking for?” JC asked. She’d already told us, but I suspected that he wanted to hear it again because he was as nervous as I was.


    “We want to see how far along the pregnancy is, which we can figure out by measuring the embryo, and we’ll want to be sure that the baby is developing as it should for its age. We’ll also want to locate your IUD. Like I said before, we’ll try to remove that if we can.”


    JC tightened his grip on my hand. The IUD removal, she’d explained earlier, was often the cause of miscarriage, but the chances of a successful pregnancy were better with it out.


    Please, please, please, I prayed to a god I wasn’t sure was there, let the baby be okay. Let this baby that I didn’t even want be okay.


    “Are we ready?” The tech asked, not waiting for answer before she squirted a cold bluish gel on my stomach. “This is a conductive medium that helps the transducer receive the sound waves through the skin.”


    She placed the ultrasound wand—the transducer—on my belly and immediately the screen filled with white and black and gray static. Or, at least, that’s what I saw. Then the tech moved the instrument around and a black lima-bean-shaped bubble appeared. Inside that, looking a bit like something out of an alien movie, was the distinct image of a face.


    I gasped.


    “There’s your baby!” Dr. Wright exclaimed. “She or he is cooperating with us. It’s like she or he is posing for the camera.”


    The tech maintained her position, and it was unmistakable, even to an untrained eye, that we were seeing a miniature human being. I could make out its mouth, its nose. Its eyes. An arm lay across its forehead, and below that was another white circle—the baby’s torso, I guessed. And inside there, the small black pulsing shape of what could only be its heart.


    JC’s grip on my hand tightened. “Oh my God,” he whispered, his voice full of awe.


    Oh. My. God.


    Actually seeing it, this creature, this product of the love JC and I had for each other…I was flabbergasted. I couldn’t think of this as a foreign object any longer. Now it was very much a child—my child. Our child.


    “But…that’s a baby!” I knew I sounded ridiculous—what else would it be? I’d just expected it to look…different. Not real. Not so…formed. “Isn’t it supposed to look like a jellybean or a peapod?”


    Dr. Wright chuckled. “It does at first. You’re further along than we expected.”


    “Like how far?” How the hell had I been living with that—that baby—inside me and not known it?


    And how did I ever think that it would be something that I wouldn’t want? Because now, having seen it squirm and flip around, having seen the beat of its heart and the fishlike movement of its mouth—I was very much attached.


    “We need to wait for the tech to finish her measurements, but I’m going to guess that we’re too far along to remove the device. Nancy,” she leaned into the technician, “can you focus on that flash of white above the legs.”


    Nancy moved the transducer, pressing harder on my belly.


    “Yep. Right there.” Dr. Wright looked back to me. “That strip above the baby is your IUD. The bad news is that we definitely can’t remove it. The good news is that it’s definitely wedged between the amniotic sac and the placenta. You can see the placenta is starting to grow around it.”


    I couldn’t see anything of the sort, but I took her word for it.


    “Usually what we worry about with an IUD is that the sharp edges will pierce the amniotic sac, but since the placenta is there, and the baby is firmly implanted in your uterus, I’m not that concerned about it. We’ll still want to have an ultrasound once a month to watch it. If all goes as it should, we’ll get the device out at birth.”


    “Then the risk of miscarriage…?” JC asked tentatively.


    “I’d say it’s about normal for anyone in the second trimester. Unless the device dislodges, but it really doesn’t look like it’s going anywhere.”


    I hadn’t wanted anything bad to happen, but I hadn’t realized how relieved I’d feel to hear that nothing likely would. Tears gathered in my vision.


    JC met my gaze with glossy eyes. “This is good. This is good, Gwen.”


    “It’s excellent,” Dr. Wright concurred. “The heart rate is 161, which is excellent. The sac looks great. And you’re measuring at,” she waited until the technician finished drawing her lines on the screen. “Fourteen weeks, one day. That puts your due date at March twentieth.”


    A spring baby. Wasn’t that absolutely perfect?


    Except…


    “Fourteen weeks? When does that mean I conceived?” I didn’t know what fourteen weeks ago was without a calendar in front of me, but I was pretty sure it had to be June.


    And I hadn’t slept with JC until July.


    “Since most people don’t know the exact day they conceived, pregnancy is dated from the day of the mother’s last period. It’s funny, I know, but that means we consider you two weeks pregnant at the time of conception.”


    I let out a sigh. “Good. That’s better.”


    Dr. Wright adjusted the wheel of her calendar tool. “Looks like your estimated conception date was June twenty-eighth.”


    June. Still June.


    I was speechless as the life that I’d begun to build up in my mind threatened to crash down around me.


    No. Not June. It couldn’t have been June. There was no way this was Chandler’s baby.


    JC remembered the timing of our reunion, too. “It’s not mine,” he said quietly.


    I shook my head, adamant. “It is yours. I know it.”


    “I’m sorry,” Dr. Wright said, understanding the situation. “I didn’t realize.” She turned to Nancy. “You can go. I’ll finish up here.”


    I sensed she’d sent the technician away to protect the awkward nature of our discussion. I appreciated it.


    But I didn’t wait for Nancy to shut the door before turning to JC. “We used condoms. You’re the only one that I didn’t use additional protection with.”


    “No method of birth control is one hundred percent effective,” Dr. Wright reminded us.


    Uh, obviously. Since I had an IUD and was still very much pregnant.


    “Isn’t it more likely that I conceived when I wasn’t using a condom too?” I didn’t wait for her answer, which I presumed would be canned. “It can’t be right.” I tried to recall what was going on back then. When I’d last been with Chandler. “JC, do you remember the day that I came to court? What day was that?”


    “Uh.” He thought for a moment. “The twenty-third. I think.”


    “Yes!” I exclaimed. “Then this can’t be right. I’d broken up with Chandler before that. And that’s before the twenty-eighth.” I turned back to Dr. Wright. “I didn’t have sex that week. With anyone. These measurements can be off, right? Is it possible that I really got pregnant on July fourth? Or fifth?”


    “Ultrasounds are slightly less accurate in the second trimester. It’s generally not off more than a week at this point.” Dr. Wright spun the dial of the calendar. “So it does seem that July fourth would be a possible conception date.”


    “See?” I looked at JC, pleadingly. “It’s yours. It has to be yours.”


    “The dating can also be off in the other direction,” Dr. Wright said. “Which would put you at June twenty-first.”


    “And that’s…” I trailed off. I had broken up with Chandler before the day I went to court, but it had only been a couple of days before. I felt the blood drain from my face. My heart sank lower, lower, and I couldn’t look at the image of the baby on the screen any longer. Couldn’t look anywhere but straight ahead at the plain white wall of the room. Go cold, I thought instinctively. Be numb.


    JC understood without me saying anything. “Dr. Wright, is there a way to get a paternity test during pregnancy?”


    He was the one who should be upset, yet he was the one keeping it together.


    “There are a couple of ways we can find out paternity. The traditional way is an amniocentesis. I don’t recommend that. There’s no other health data suggesting we need that test, and it’s invasive and there’s a slight chance for a miscarriage. There’s a newer test that analyzes the fetal matter in the mother’s blood. It would just be a blood sample needed from all the parties involved. Is it only two possible fathers?” Dr. Wright looked toward me questioningly.


    The part that killed me, though, was that JC looked as well.


    “Yes. Only two possible fathers,” I said weakly. At another time, I might have felt offended by the question. But I was too heartbroken. JC had every right to assume there may have been other men besides Chandler. He’d never asked, and I’d never offered. Yet it still felt like a blow that he hadn’t automatically known that I would have already told him.


    “I can order the draw from the lab downstairs. As soon as all the samples are collected, the data will be sent out. Results should be back in five to seven business days.”


    In other words, we might know next Friday, two days before our wedding. Or we might not find out until the day after we’d tied the knot.


    Bile gathered in my throat as I wondered if JC would want to postpone.


    “Thank you,” he said to her. “If there’s any way we can speed it up, it would be better.” He’d done the math too. He wanted the results before the wedding as well. How could he not? “Do we need to have the other possible father’s blood drawn as well? Since there are only two of us, shouldn’t just mine be enough?”


    I hadn’t even thought about involving Chandler. Of course, I was trying not to think at all.


    “It would provide the most conclusive results to have it, yes,” Dr. Wright said. “If contacting him is not a possibility, then they can go with just the one. I do recommend you get his as well if you can.”


    I looked at JC, but he didn’t meet my gaze.


    “I’ll send the nurse in with the lab request. Do you have any other questions for me before I step out?” She addressed it to me, but I’d checked out.


    Once again, JC was the responsible party. “Are there any restrictions on activity?”


    “Not many. No skiing, saunas, hot tubs, or contact sports. Otherwise Gwen should be able to continue her daily routine.”


    “What about sex?”


    At another time, I would have been embarrassed and secretly grateful that he’d asked. Now, I felt nothing.


    Dr. Wright smiled knowingly. “No restrictions there either.”


    “That’s all I got. Gwen?”


    I shook my head numbly.


    “Great. Both baby and mother look healthy. I’ll want to see you in four weeks for another exam and ultrasound. The nurse will bring you paperwork for the paternity test when she comes in to take your blood.”


    The minute she left, JC stood and put both hands on mine. “The baby’s healthy, Gwen. You’re healthy. And whatever else doesn’t matter. I’m going to love it just like I love you. Because it’s half you. How could I not love that?”


    They were the words I’d said to him the night before. I recognized that they should touch me. I was just too numb for them to move me like they should.


    “You’re both healthy,” he said again. “It’s all that matters.”


    I nodded, but I didn’t believe him. Our health wasn’t all that mattered. I wanted this baby if it belonged to JC and me. I wanted to love it and muster through taking care of it and raise it with the man that meant the world to me.


    And if it was Chandler’s…


    Well, then that changed everything.


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    


    Without speaking, we headed straight to the lab downstairs. Despite his words of assurance, JC seemed as eager to discover the paternity as I was, and I guessed that was probably a truer version of his feelings than what he’d said to me in the doctor’s office. He loved me, sure, and maybe that was enough to expect that he’d love my baby too. But how could he not want it to be his own?


    It had to be his. I couldn’t stand to think there was any other possibility.


    Which was why I had to tell Chandler.


    “Who are you texting?” We were in the waiting room of the lab, and this was the first time JC had spoken to me since we’d arrived.


    “Chandler.” I was still composing the message, unsure exactly what to say. It was probably a conversation that should happen in person, though, so I ended up just asking if he had time to meet me.


    Before I could hit Send, JC put his hand over mine, stopping me. “We don’t need to tell him yet.”


    There it was—the honesty.


    “We do. Because I need to rule him out conclusively. For you. I know he’s not the father, JC. In my heart of hearts, I know this baby is yours. And I need to prove that without a doubt.”


    With reluctance, he removed his hand. “Do you want me to be there when you tell him?”


    Yes. Maybe it wasn’t fair to put him in that situation. It probably wasn’t fair to Chandler either, but JC was the man I was trying to build a life with, and his happiness mattered a hell of a lot more than Chandler’s, no matter what I might owe him. “Do you want to be there?”


    JC met my eyes, startling me since he hadn’t really looked at me in what felt like days. “I want whatever you need to make this pregnancy okay, whether or not I’m the father.”


    I didn’t have the heart to tell him that the only way I’d be okay with the pregnancy was if he was the father, and I settled on what would make me okay for the moment. “Then I want you with me.” I didn’t wait for him to agree before sending the text.


    Chandler answered immediately. Got class all day. Can skip tho. What’s up?


    I didn’t consult with JC before replying. Need to see you. Can you meet me uptown? There may have been a twinge of guilt for asking him to put me before school, but I ignored it. This was important. This was urgent.


    I was still waiting for Chandler’s reply when the lab assistant called me back. “I have an appointment too. Justin Bruzzo. Can we go together?” JC asked. Whether he knew I needed him or whether he needed me, I wasn’t sure. Either way, I was grateful that he asked.


    The tech paused while he looked at his clipboard, probably trying to see what we both were there for. “Yeah. That will work.”


    We stood and my phone buzzed.


    I can be there in 30.


    I hurriedly texted him the address of the coffee shop next door, and with JC’s hand in mine, followed the assistant to the back for our blood draw.


    ***


    Twenty-five minutes later, JC and I had been poked and bandaged and were sitting in Starbucks waiting to tell my ex he might be a father. I should have been preparing my speech, but strangely, the only thing I could concentrate on was the non-caffeinated iced latte I was sipping. I badly wanted it to be a regular iced latte, and while Dr. Wright had said I could have up to two cups of coffee a day, I was pretty sure I’d need that when I woke up for work in, oh, just six hours.


    It was strange how quickly I was able to adapt to the physical demands of being a mother-to-be. Now if I could just adapt my emotions as well…


    “Call Liesl,” JC insisted. “Tell her you’re overwhelmed with bridal stuff. She’ll cover your shift.”


    I was already taking so much time off for the wedding. But I was also emotionally drained, so I did. JC dumped my drink in the trash and returned to the line to order me a new one, leaving me alone at the table when Chandler walked in.


    My eyes darted toward JC, but he was buried in his phone and not watching the door. Chandler didn’t seem to notice my glance either, sitting across from me without looking around. “Is everything okay?”


    I forced a smile that I didn’t feel. “Well. Yes. For the most part.” Diving right in seemed inappropriate, even though it was what I most wanted to do. “Thanks for blowing off your schedule to meet us.”


    “Us?”


    “JC is here,” I admitted. “He’s at the counter.” Then, because I really did think it might be easier to get out the news while it was just the two of us, I said, “I’ll get right to the point—I’m pregnant.”


    “You’re pregnant…” His expression was contained, but I could tell when he figured out why this information was pertinent to him. His eyes lit up. “And you think it’s mine?”


    “No. I don’t.” My gut said he wasn’t. “But, apparently, it’s possible.” I explained the ultrasound dating and how it said that I’d conceived during a week I hadn’t been sexually active. “So, like I said, it’s possible.”


    “It’s a fifty-fifty chance you are,” JC said, setting my drink in front of me. He remained standing as he held his hand out toward Chandler.


    Chandler hesitated but he took it.


    “Thank you for coming.” JC let go of Chandler’s hand and sat down next to me. “I’m sure this is awkward for you. I hope you know there’s no hard feelings on my part.”


    “I wish I could say the same,” Chandler muttered under his breath. I heard it, but I couldn’t tell if JC did or not.


    Maybe I could tell. Because under the table, JC took my hand in his. I wasn’t certain if it was meant to reassure me or to claim me, so I didn’t let go. If I knew it was only for support, I might have, though. I was committed to him, but I didn’t necessarily think we needed to shove it in Chandler’s face.


    “Anyway.” I sounded nervous. I was. “There’s a test they can do with just a blood draw. I hoped you’d be willing to give a sample.”


    Chandler, who had been giving JC the evil eye, moved his focus to me. “Count me in.”


    “Great!” I was more relieved than I thought I’d be. I hadn’t realized that I was afraid he might say no. “The lab is next door. All you have to do is give them this transaction ID number, and they’ll send it for processing immediately.”


    With my free hand, I pulled the Post-it note from my pocket where I’d written the information. I scooted it across the table toward Chandler.


    He took the note, but then he covered my hand with his. “If the baby’s mine, Gwen, I’ll take responsibility. You know I have the money to support you and a kid, but I need you to know that I also have the desire. I’ll be a good father. But I could also be good for you too. I’d make a damn good husband, or spend my life trying, anyway. And not just because you got knocked up.” He lowered his voice and somehow increased the intensity of his sincerity. “I’m in love with you, Gwen.”


    I was frozen, my lips parted. He’d only ever hinted at having deeper feelings for me. His confirmation felt like he’d ripped the bandage off an old wound, taking the stitches with it. I’d hurt him, but knowing just how much hurt me too.


    Go numb. Just be numb.


    I could ignore the pain. I couldn’t ignore the awkward. Hearing Chandler confess his feelings in front of JC. My fiancé secretly gripping one hand while my ex held the other. There were right words to say to each of the men, but unfortunately, saying them would likely upset one of them, if not both.


    Right now, though, I couldn’t worry about JC. He had my eternity—at least, he did if he still wanted that when everything was resolved. This moment had to be about laying the groundwork for a possible lifelong connection with Chandler, whether or not JC still wanted to be part of it.


    Under the table, I tightened my fingers around JC’s. Then I gently slid my other hand out from beneath Chandler’s. “I’m fond of you, Chandler.” Beside me, I felt JC bristle. “But that’s all there is for us. If this baby is yours, I know you’ll be an excellent father. We will do everything we can to make sure you have every input you deserve in the upbringing. But JC is where my life is. Whether this baby is his or not. That isn’t going to change, no matter what the paternity test says.”


    Chandler’s expression fell. “Sure. I just had to say it while I had the chance.” He stood up. “I’ll go take that test now.” He was gone before I could even tell him thank you.


    ***


    We were silent on the drive home.


    I thought about my grocery list. And the wax appointment I needed before the wedding. And whether or not we should try to sell the car we were in since city driving was a bitch. I thought about anything and everything that wasn’t the baby growing inside me or Chandler’s proclamation or what JC must be thinking.


    At the condo, I headed to the bedroom, planning to hit the sack. I’d napped earlier, but I was tired now. So very, very tired.


    JC followed me. “I’ll pick up prenatal vitamins tonight,” he said, kicking off his shoes. “Do you think I should reschedule the painters? Maybe it’s not good for the baby to be around the fumes.”


    I stared at him in disbelief. He’d just found out our baby—the one that he wanted so badly—might not actually be his, just listened to another man declare his love for me, and he was concerned about paint fumes?


    JC misread my expression. “You know, the painters we have scheduled for the office? They could come while we’re in Santorini instead.”


    He was still thinking about our honeymoon. That should have made me feel better. Obviously, he still wanted to marry me, even if he wasn’t the father. Even if someone else loved me too.


    But as the wall of ice around me came down, it wasn’t relief I felt. It was anger.


    I was furious with myself. Furious with unreliable contraception. Furious with my body. Most of all, unreasonable as it was, I was furious with JC. Not only because he’d left me alone for long enough to look for sexual satisfaction elsewhere, but also because he seemed to be perfectly okay with the fact that I had.


    “What is wrong with you?” I asked, not hiding my rage.


    His expression said he was confused by the question, but it seemed to ignore my temperament. “What do you mean?”


    I repeated myself, even more forcefully. “I mean, what’s wrong with you? Why aren’t you upset?” I was bordering on distraught, and he was coolly going on with his routine, as if our entire world hadn’t just changed dramatically.


    He shrugged then took off his jacket and draped it over the end of the bed. “I guess I don’t think there’s anything to be upset about.”


    My face morphed into cruel disbelief. “Your fiancée might be pregnant with another man’s baby, another man who tried to win me over in front of you, and you don’t think there’s anything to be upset about?”


    “You weren’t my fiancée when you got pregnant. If it’s not mine, I mean.” He turned away to unbutton his shirt, the only indication that he might be affected.


    I circled around him, forcing his attention on me directly. “But you weren’t with anyone that whole time we were apart. And I was. That doesn’t bother you?”


    He paused undressing and let out a huff of frustrated air. “We’ve been over this, Gwen. I knew I was coming back. You didn’t. I can’t hold a grudge about anything you did while I was gone.” He brushed past me, headed toward his closet.


    “Hold a grudge?” If he’d been with someone else, I would have been hurt, devastated, jealous as hell. A grudge would not have even come close to describing how I would have felt.


    He spun around to face me. “What is it you want me to say? Because obviously I’m not saying the right thing.” There was more energy in his tone now, but it was exasperation, which wasn’t at all what I was looking for.


    “I want you to say it bothers you.” I was practically yelling. “I want you to say that you’re mad.”


    “At you?”


    “Yes!” I exclaimed. “Why don’t you hate me? You should hate that my relationship with Chandler might have ruined the rest of our lives.”


    He softened, coming toward me, his hands outstretched. “A baby isn’t going to ruin our lives.”


    I brushed him away. I didn’t want compassion. I kept on, trying to get what I did want from him. “We’ll be tied to him. Forever. He’ll want visitation rights and to have a say in where we put the kid in school. He might even want to be in the delivery room.”


    “Then we’ll deal with that.”


    I stepped forward, ready to go to the worst place in order to provoke him. “He was inside me, JC.” I didn’t even flinch as I said it. “I let him put his cock inside me—inside the body that you say you own. Let him kiss my mouth and touch my breasts and stroke my pussy. And that doesn’t bother you?”


    “Yes!” He exploded. At last. “It bothers me! Is that what you want?” He didn’t wait for me to respond, knowing that it was exactly what I wanted. “It makes me crazy with jealousy. He touched you in places that I thought no other man would be after me. And, yes,” his tone grew gruff, textured with contempt. “I hate him. I loathe him. I’d kill him if I could. Rip his balls out with my teeth and cut off his dick and then I’d fucking kill him.”


    I winced ever so slightly, only because I’d never seen JC so passionate, not because I was actually scared that he’d hurt anyone.


    “But if I did anything to him,” he continued, his volume lower but with just as much force, “I’d lose you. I’d be thrown in jail and where would that put me? Huh? Instead, I do the only thing I can—I love you. All of you. Every damn square inch. Every part of you he ever had, because I know, that whatever he thinks he feels for you, I love you better.” He jabbed a single finger into his chest for emphasis as he said the last part.


    “So you want me to hate you?” His expression seemed baffled. “I can’t do that, Gwen. Because then he wins. And I won’t lose you again.”


    I was speechless. And blown away.


    Weakly, I sank down on the bench next to the window. JC slumped onto the bed across from me, apparently equally drained. His words had cut through me, slicing away preconceived notions and replacing them with understanding. He was upset about my time with Chandler—how could he not be? He was just handling it in his own way, in a productive way, turning his hatred into love. I should have known. I’d often sensed his resentment during sex when he got possessive and dominating. I’d also always been able to feel his love. They just weren’t separate as I’d always assumed—they were tied together, one dependent on the other.


    And now I felt shitty for pushing him.


    But I also was glad to know.


    We sat quietly for several minutes, neither of us looking at each other, both of us processing the situation in its raw form. It felt like we were carrying an egg, each of us handling it with fragility, afraid that we would break it. Then finding out it had been hard-boiled the whole time.


    This wasn’t going to break us. If we turned the pain into loving each other, we would only get stronger. It was a good lesson to learn.


    “I was lucky to get you back,” JC said finally, softly. “I lost you to him for a moment. It could have been forever.”


    My head shot up to look at him. He was completely genuine, and I understood something else now too. That every day while I wrestled with my doubts and concerns, JC did as well. His were much heavier to carry than mine, I realized. I was only afraid he would be happier with a ghost. He was afraid that I would be happier with a man who was still in my life.


    Now possibly more than ever.


    We still had so much to learn about each other. At least we already had love on our side. Or we did if I didn’t keep pushing it away.


    “He didn’t ever have all of me,” I said as quietly and sincerely as he had. “He never had my heart.”


    He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I know.”


    Even if JC didn’t hold a grudge, I would always regret that I’d ever been with someone else when I’d still been in love with him. I’d never thought there could be lasting repercussions from it. Never stopped to consider, what if…


    I raked my teeth along my lower lip. “If you can’t, do you mind if I hate myself?”


    “Yes,” he said sternly. “I mind that a lot.”


    I leaned back against the window and cast my eyes to the ceiling. Then I said the words that were the real heart of my pain, the source of my attack in the first place. “I can’t do this if it’s not yours, JC.” My voice cracked, and immediately he was kneeling in front of me.


    He put both of his hands on top of mine. “You can. We can. Together we can do anything, and trust me, this is not the worst thing that could happen to us.”


    I nodded, my throat tight. I swallowed hard, then managed to whisper, “I’m so sorry.”


    “I know.” He stroked his hand up my arm, gently. The sweetest caress. “I’m sorry too. I’m sorry I put you in a situation where you felt you had to stop living to be loyal. I’m sorry that I wasn’t here sooner.”


    I didn’t care anymore about what had happened in the past. My only concern was our future. “You’ll stay with me? Even if…?”


    He didn’t hesitate. “Yes. No matter what. You’re mine.” He leaned forward and kissed my stomach. “And you’re mine.”


    I melted. Or collapsed. Maybe a little of both. I was so moved that he wanted this child no matter what, but I was also devastated that it might not be his.


    He rested his head on my lap, and I pulled my hand out from under his to run it through his hair. “We’ll have another one, JC. I promise.”


    He turned his head so that he could look at me. “If we do, that would be as amazing as this one. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves, okay?”


    Hadn’t those been my words earlier? Mine had been based in fear, though. His were based in the utmost affection.


    I slid off the bench to kneel in front of him. “I love you,” I murmured, my hands cupping his face. “I love you so much. So much.”


    Then he was saying it too, pausing now and then to kiss me. The depth of feeling I had for this man—it consumed me. Filled me up so full that I didn’t know how I ever found room for apprehension. Completed me so entirely that I was sure he could never understand.


    Still, I wanted to try to show him.


    Our kisses grew more urgent, and I finished unbuttoning his shirt. But before he could remove mine, I pulled back, drawing his eyes to mine. “There’s another part of me he never had.”


    He paused, but I knew he understood what I was saying. “I’m not…you don’t have to do that.” He reached for the hem of my shirt and pulled it up and off.


    “I want to,” I said when my head was free. “I want to give you that. I want to give you every single part of me, including that.”


    He was the one to pull back this time. “Okay,” he said after a beat. “I’ll look forward to it.” He wound his hand in my hair and brought his mouth to hover just above mine. “You should too. I promise you’ll like it.”


    The heat in his tone made a delicious chill run down my spine.


    But I shook my head.


    His hand dropped. “I’m not going to make it a punishment.”


    “No, that’s not what I was getting at.” Although… I pushed the thought away. “I mean, now. I want you to take me that way now.”


    He wasn’t sure. “Gwen...”


    “Please.” I ran my hands down the toned planes of his bare chest, the feel of his skin beneath my fingertips sending an electric buzz to my core. I was so turned on, so affected by everything that had transpired between us, and I was desperate for the significance of it all to be translated into a physical connection. One that was unique and meaningful in a way that no other time we’d made love had been.


    And if the baby inside me wasn’t his, at least I’d know that every other part of me was.


    “Please,” I said again. “I need you to. I need you to show me that you own me.”


    My statement affected him. His eyes darkened and his breathing grew heavier. “You need me to show you that I own you?” His voice was coarse, and I knew with certainty that he’d moved from considering to deciding. “If you even have to make that statement, then, yes, you need me to show you.”


    He stood abruptly. “Get up,” he commanded, assuming the role we both loved so much. “Take off your clothes and lean over the bed, ass up.”


    He turned away from me, confident that I’d do what he’d said. My legs were unsteady as I stood to undress. I wanted this and was shaking from anticipation, but also, I was nervous. We’d used toys. He’d used his finger, and I’d loved it each and every time. But his cock was much bigger than my butt plug. The thought of how much bigger almost paralyzed me.


    Almost.


    It also made me delirious with arousal.


    When I was naked, I went to the bed and got in position. I couldn’t see what he was doing from here, but he’d been at the nightstand, getting lube, I imagined. Then I could hear the clank of his belt and the purr of his zipper. Soon, my legs radiated with heat, and I knew he was behind me.


    Gently, he placed his palms on my ass cheeks and ran them up my body to my shoulders and back down. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” He said it so quietly that I guessed it was a comment for himself rather than me. Stronger, he said, “Relax, Gwen.”


    He repeated the path of his hands, pressing harder now, coaxing my muscles to loosen. I forced myself to take deep, calming breaths, a challenge considering how wound up I was with want and anxiety. After a few minutes, though, I felt the knot in my shoulders ease, even as the tension in my core tightened.


    JC must have noticed a change in my posture, shifting his attention from my back to the space between my legs. His fingers slid easily into my hole. “You’re soaked,” he said in awe. “You have no clue how much that turns me on.”


    I did, in fact, have a clue. A hard, thick one that was now shoving inside my cunt. He grunted as he settled in deeper before adopting a leisurely pace with his thrusts.


    “Yes,” I moaned. He felt good. I always loved him from behind, and his slow tempo teased and taunted, spurring me to beg for more.


    “JC. I want. Please.” I wasn’t even sure what I wanted anymore. All I knew was that he would give it to me.


    And he did. Without saying a word, I heard the click of a bottle opening, and a moment later, the cold tip of a toy was at my ass.


    “You know how this goes. Bear down while I push in.”


    A moment of clarity burst through my lust-filled haze. “I need you, JC.” He’d already been the only person I’d ever used a plug with, but I wanted all of him. Wanted him to mark me and make me his with his cock.


    “I know what you need.” He seemed irritated. “Right now you need to let me be in charge. Now. Bear down.” He didn’t wait for me to agree, pushing the plug in until it was firmly fitted inside me.


    Immediately, I began the climb to climax. The penetration from the plug while he was inside me tightened my pussy around him. Made each stroke rub against my walls, hitting every nerve ending.


    “I’m going to come,” I warned, already half there. I’d be all the way there if I weren’t trying so hard to wait.


    “Go ahead. You need to come before I go on.” As if he didn’t believe that I’d give in so easily, he reached around and found my clit.


    It was too much to fight against. My orgasm erupted, spilling over his cock in a wet gush of heat.


    He pulled both his cock and the plug out the instant I went over the edge, and even in my bliss, I could sense he’d moved away from me completely.


    “Come over here,” he ordered.


    I stood, blinking, still not recovered. I turned to find he was now sitting on the armchair, his erection pointing boldly out from him, calling me to him as strongly as his voice had.


    He had the lube, and he applied a generous amount to his cock as I stumbled over to him. “Crawl in my lap. You can take me at your own pace.”


    He was making this sweet and intimate. Trying to take away all the fear by putting me in control.


    Except my fear never really went away unless he held the reins.


    “JC. This isn’t—”


    He grabbed my arm and roughly pulled me to him. “You need to stop questioning everything I’m doing, Gwen. This is going to require all your trust, and if you can’t give it to me then we need to do this another time.”


    “No.” I was already climbing up to straddle him, afraid he’d stop it if I hesitated at all. “I trust you.” I was on my knees, hovering above him.


    “Good.” He kissed me, savagely. His tongue plunging deeper into my mouth than ever before. When he broke away, I was panting. “Now sit back.”


    I leaned back and felt his head at my back entrance. He didn’t need to tell me to take a deep breath, but he did anyway, reminding me again to bear down. Slowly, I pushed down. He felt big, so big, and when he reached my snug rim, I was sure he was too big, and that I’d have to stop from the pain.


    But I slid down just a little more and his crown passed the tight part, and suddenly the pain turned into something else—incredible, breathtaking pleasure that I’d never felt before. So intense that my vision had spots in it, and I hadn’t even taken him to the hilt yet.


    “Ahhhh.” The sound fell from my lips, half sigh, half whimper.


    “Are you okay?” JC’s voice was strained, and I knew it was taking everything he had not to thrust.


    “Mmhmm.” I’d stilled, letting my body adjust to him before sitting on him completely. I didn’t know if I could sit on him completely. Before I’d been unsure if I could put the whole of him inside me because of the pain, but now I wasn’t sure because of the pleasure.


    “Can you take more?” He sounded both patient and eager at the same time.


    And I’d wanted to give him this—all of this—so I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, sinking all the way down as I did.


    “Oh my God.” I closed my eyes and didn’t move, but I could feel him throbbing inside me, and it was so fucking amazing. “Oh God.”


    “Gwen?”


    I opened my eyes and found his expression labored and concerned. “It’s good,” I assured him. “It’s really, really good.”


    His face relaxed and a smile slid onto his lips. “You feel incredible. So tight.” He lowered his mouth to one of my breasts and sucked a nipple in his mouth, pulling it just enough to make me wriggle.


    “Ah!” The slight movement had sent shockwaves through my limbs, lighting me up like a firework. The sensation diminished as soon as I stilled. And it had been so good I wanted it back as soon as fucking possible. So I began to move.


    I rode JC much slower than he usually rode me, bobbing up and down at such a gentle pace that I was positive he was going crazy. But I was going crazy too, my entire body vibrating more with each stroke. I felt wonderfully dizzy, and I put my hands on his shoulders to keep my balance.


    JC ran his hands all over me—down the sides of my torso, up over my breasts, lower to graze against my pussy. He was desperate for me. The power I had over him added to the pleasure, and pretty soon I was nearing climax.


    Before I could get there, JC leaned in toward my ear. “Are you used to it now?” he asked huskily, his breath tickling my lobe.


    “Uh huh.”


    “Good,” he growled. “Because now you’re going to get on all fours on the bed so I can fuck you like I want to.”


    I came to a halt, frozen by a cocktail of apprehension and desire. JC liked to pound—was I ready for that? On the other hand, while I’d thought I’d been aroused before, his sultry threat was pure magic, turning me on so much that I couldn’t think or breathe.


    “Gwen.” With one stern syllable, he reminded me who was in charge. Reminded me who I wanted to be in charge.


    I climbed off him, hastily, and scurried to the mattress, getting into the position he’d requested. Behind me, I heard him get up. Then he was standing next to the bed. He put a hand on each hip and tugged me to the edge of the bed.


    God, oh god, oh god.


    He was going to stay standing to fuck me. That meant he’d have the strength of his legs to thrust. Adrenaline pumped through my veins.


    Yeah, this was going to be good.


    Once he had me where he wanted me, he smacked his palm across one cheek. I jumped at the sting, surprised to find that the slap made me even wetter. He moved in close, and I could feel his thighs pressed against the back of mine. He drew his cock along my pussy, landing at my backmost hole.


    “That over there,” he said, his voice raw, “was what you gave me. The rest I’m going to take.” Then, with his fingers gripping my hipbones, he nudged in to the hilt. And he took.


    Though I’d been warmed up, his hasty entrance burned, but the bite of discomfort blurred quickly with the electrifying ecstasy that devoured me as he lost himself in a manic frenzy of thrusts. Low grunts punctuated each stroke, and his fingers pinched my skin, and the unevenness of his rapid rhythm told me that he’d lost control.


    Maybe I should have been worried. But, Jesus, it was the hottest thing he’d ever done to me.


    And, fuck, did it take me where I wanted to go. Within seconds, I was there, coming and coming, long and hard, my body undulating and shuddering as JC once again claimed me as his. Rainbows streaked in front of my eyes, tears ran down my face, a constant string of nonsensical syllables tumbled from my mouth, and even I wasn’t quite sure whether or not I was in pain or rapture.


    Both. It was both. Not pain because he’d hurt me physically, but pain because the euphoria was so overwhelming that it almost became a burden.


    I was still skyrocketing when he caught his own release. He rocked into me then stilled, letting out a ragged, drawn-out cry that sounded to me like a shout of victory.


    I collapsed and he fell onto the mattress beside me, both of us completely shattered. My brain was mush, and I was ready to let sleep consume me without cleaning up or even moving under the sheets.


    But JC stretched his hand out to caress my back. “Are you okay?” he asked, and whether it was tentative or simply weak from exhaustion, I wasn’t sure.


    I turned my head toward him. “I’m more than okay. I’m yours.”


    His smile was subtle, but it lit up his entire face. With some hidden reserve of energy, he gathered me into his arms. “Then I have everything,” he said softly, and that was the last thing I was conscious of before falling into a deep and dreamless sleep.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    


    When I woke that evening, JC wasn’t in bed. I threw a robe on and found him wearing only jeans, pacing in the living room while he talked on the phone. He saw me immediately, and his expression grew weary.


    I tensed with a horrible sense of déjà vu.


    “Yep,” he said. “I know. I know. I’ll do what I need to, don’t worry.” He clicked the phone off then tossed it onto the couch before coming to me.


    “What was that about?” I asked as he wrapped his arms around me.


    He kissed my nose. “Nothing for you to worry about.”


    His mouth moved to cover mine, but I dodged him. “No, not this again. The last time you got a bad phone call and told me nothing, you started talking crazy with marriage proposals.”


    His hands tightened at my waist. “Really, how crazy was it? Because look at your finger now.”


    I pushed out of his arms. “And you aren’t charming your way out of this either, JC. I want to know what’s going on. We can’t build a life together on secrets. If I’m yours, you have to be mine too. That means I deserve to know.”


    He lowered his head and sighed. “I know you do.”


    “So quit with the stalling and tell me already.” Every second that he waited, the more my imagination spun with possibilities. Was it the baby? Or his work? More likely it had something to do with Dom and the reasons why I’d seen him lately. I’d wanted to get this out in the open anyway, but the look on JC’s face made me terrified to find out more.


    He smiled, but it felt insincere. “I’m going to tell you.” Gently, he gripped my shoulders. “First, I want you to repeat after me, ‘There is no reason to freak out. Everything’s going to be fine. JC’s going to handle it.’”


    My instinct was to pull away, but instead I cupped his face with my palms. “Whatever it is, we’re going to handle it. Together. And I’m not promising that I won’t freak out until I hear what it is.” I dropped my hands. “Now tell me!”


    He hesitated. “That was Jeffrey Hines,” he nodded toward his phone, “the prosecuting lawyer from the trial. He was the one who called while we were at the doctor’s earlier.”


    The call that had been followed by a text that had obviously bothered him. “And?”


    “He wanted me to know that the judge declared a mistrial. By tomorrow morning, Ralphio Mennezzo will be released from jail.”


    ***


    JC spent the next hour on phone calls, and an hour after that, Norma was leading us to a conference room at Pierce Industries. It was almost nine on a Friday night, so the building was dark and practically empty.


    Norma unlocked a door, opened it and turned on the lights, revealing a long rectangular table surrounded by chairs. “Will this do?”


    “It’s perfect.” JC brushed past me and took a seat at the head of the table in the chair that I assumed was normally reserved for Hudson. I was pretty sure that taking the seat of command was JC’s way of feeling in control. While he’d been focused and alert all evening at the condo, it had been the most anxious I’d ever seen him.


    And that made me more worried than I’d thought possible.


    I put a hand on my sister’s arm, posing it as a gesture of gratitude when I really needed the support. “Thank you for arranging this, Norma.” JC’s people—whoever they were—thought it would be best to meet somewhere that neither of us were directly tied to. Pierce Industries was the best we could come up with on short notice.


    “Of course. It wasn’t any trouble at all. Do you know why the trial was thrown out?”


    “They discovered that one of the jurors was connected to one of the other witnesses who’d been murdered. Steve Stockbridge’s lover—Greg Thompson. The defense believes the juror was paid to make sure the trial went in the prosecution’s favor.”


    Norma’s forehead tightened. “That’s awful.”


    “I know. And now Mennezzo is free on bail until a new trial can be set up.” I shivered at the thought of the man who’d killed Corinne—the man who wanted JC dead—back on the streets.


    “Don’t worry yet,” Norma said in her big sister tone. “Wait and see what the authorities say.”


    It was good advice, but I was pretty certain I already knew what they’d say. Still, I nodded. “I’ll give you a recap tomorrow.”


    “Oh, I’m not going anywhere. I can’t just leave a room full of people who aren’t employed here to run amuck.” Norma knew as much about the situation as I did, which meant she also knew that this wasn’t the type of meeting where people would run amuck.


    “I’m not even sure you’re allowed to be here, Sissy. I’ll come by your office after so you can lock up.”


    “If they want the use of my building, they’re going to have to accept it on my terms.” It was almost cute how she called it her building. “So I’ll just stay here, if you don’t mind.”


    She would be difficult when it came time to make hard choices. I didn’t want her there. “It doesn’t matter if I do mind, does it?”


    “No,” she grinned. “I don’t believe it does.”


    With a defeated sigh, I headed to take a seat next to JC. Just then, a dozen men entered the room, half wearing black suits and ties, the rest in plain clothes. Dom was there in a T-shirt and jeans, but he was the only one I recognized.


    JC stood to greet one of the suited men. “You got in okay?” he asked as he shook the hand of one of them.


    “You can pretty much get in anywhere when you flash the right badge,” the man answered.


    As the rest of the group claimed seats around the table, JC introduced me to the one he’d been talking to. “Gwen, this is Andrew Tate. He’s the man in charge of the witness protection program.”


    “Well, I’m in charge of your case anyway.” Andrew turned to offer me his hand. His grip was firm yet gentle at the same time. “I’d say that it was good to meet you, Gwen, but I’d hoped it would never be necessary.”


    “And now it is?” My voice was shaky.


    “Now it might be. We’ll get there. May we sit?”


    I sat down and leaned over to JC. “I thought that Dom was in charge of your case.”


    Though I’d kept my words low, JC answered so that everyone could hear. “Dom is one of my bodyguards. I was nervous about the protection program so I abandoned it in Las Vegas and relied on my own team to hide me instead. They worked closely with Drew’s division.”


    “You were nervous about a program run by the FBI?” I knew JC liked to be in charge, but I hadn’t known he’d been so intent on it that he’d brush aside the help of the experts.


    Andrew chimed in before JC could answer. “Actually, I’m not with the FBI. They usually only step in when a case involves organized crime. There are few states that have their own witness protection program, but New York happens to be one of them. That’s us. When we realized that JC was in danger, and that he was the single key witness remaining in the case against Mennezzo, we offered him a place in our program.”


    I addressed my next question to Drew directly. “Are state level programs not as secure?”


    He glanced over the other men in suits. “We certainly endeavor to be, but we obviously don’t have the manpower of the FBI or the US Marshals. However, I believe Justin’s decision not to use us was based as much in his desire for autonomy than it was in a fear for his safety.”


    I glared at JC.


    He didn’t seem at all apologetic. “I wouldn’t have been able to stay in touch with my detectives.”


    “The detectives that you hired to look after me, you mean. You put yourself at risk just so that you could know where I was? What the hell, Justin?” I’d wanted to keep my emotions in check as much as possible during this meeting, but I couldn’t hide my anger. I’d wanted to know where he was when he’d been in hiding too. It didn’t mean he should put his life on the line.


    “It wasn’t just you I was keeping tabs on. But, yes.”


    “Who else did you need to spy on?”


    JC exchanged a glance with Norma, and I imagined they were both commiserating over my stubbornness. “Can we save that for later? I promise I’ll tell you. It’s just not relevant at the moment.”


    “By all means, leave all your confessions until they’re relevant.” It was snotty, but for once, I felt I had the right to an attitude. “Whatever. The past is past. Can someone tell me what happens now that Mennezzo is going to be free?”


    Everyone looked to JC. He didn’t answer.


    “That depends on what he decides,” Drew said after a beat. “We’re offering the same protection we did before. The team here is ready to escort JC to a safe place the minute he gives the word.”


    Those are the men in suits, I reasoned out. The other men were most likely hired by JC.


    “To escort you, as well, Gwen,” Drew added. “I’m told you’re expecting?”


    JC must have told him before I’d walked in on his phone conversation. “Yes. I am.”


    “You’re pregnant?” Norma had been impressively silent during the meeting so far. It figured that this would be the thing that got her attention.


    I ignored her, keeping my focus on Drew. “Is that a problem?”


    He shook his head. “We can certainly get you set up with new doctors, but I can understand why you might not want to relocate during a pregnancy.”


    I slammed my fist on the table. “I wouldn’t want to relocate if I wasn’t pregnant. I’m asking, do we have to?”


    Drew cleared his throat. “It’s my recommendation. Taking us up on our services, though, is always a matter of personal choice.”


    His recommendation. The expert on the matter recommended that we pick up our lives and disappear. My job, my friends, my family…our wedding! Did we just abandon all the planning and get hitched in front of a justice of the peace?


    I wanted to cry.


    JC swiveled his chair, directing his words to me alone. “We can rely on Dom’s team. He’s been watching us since I got back, and they’re very well trained. We have no reason to assume that Ralphio will try to go after me now that my testimony has been heard.”


    “But that testimony doesn’t count. It’s a mistrial. You’re back at square one. If he gets rid of you, then he’s free forever. Right?” A glance at Drew confirmed my words.


    But now there was something else that JC had said that was bothersome. “And what do you mean they’ve been watching us since you got back? Were you worried about our safety even with Mennezzo in jail?”


    When it was clear I wasn’t going to get answers from JC, I turned back to Drew. “Have we been in danger this whole time?” Because if so, then my anger was about to escalate to full-blown rage.


    “While Ralphio Mennezzo has not been tied to any other criminals, there is strong reason to believe that the other witnesses were taken out by a third party.”


    Drew’s calm delivery made me doubt my interpretation of his words. “Meaning he could have hired someone to take JC out, even from behind bars?”


    “Yes.”


    I was wrong. I wasn’t raging. I was panicked. My heart was thudding in my chest, my hands were clammy, my mouth was dry, and all I could think was how fast can we get out of here? How soon can we be safe?


    Somehow I managed to stay seated when I really wanted to be up and moving. “What do we have to do? Can we pack some things, or do we need to just disappear?”


    “If you decide to go,” Drew said, “we’d want to leave as soon as possible. We’d like as much time to get you far away before Ralphio’s released.”


    “Of course.” I was too frightened to disagree. What did it matter if I didn’t get to hug Ben before I left as long as I’d get to hug him one day in the future?


    My mind was already letting go of my material things. The plans we’d made would be harder, but as long as I had JC and the baby, what else did I really need?


    Except JC had other ideas. “We aren’t going anywhere, Gwen.”


    I spun toward him with blazing determination. “You’re not going without me. Not this time.” I’d chosen not to go with him before, and it wasn’t a choice I’d ever repeat.


    He shook his head, and I was already preparing to argue further when he said, “Neither of us is going anywhere. We aren’t going to be pushed out of our lives.”


    “How can you be so flipping obstinate?”


    JC sat forward. “This isn’t me being stubborn, Gwen. I don’t believe Ralphio will do anything. He’s got too many eyes on him. Before, he was acting in the dark. He could commission hit men without notice, but now no one wants to work with him. His connections have cut him off. They won’t touch a wanted man. And what good is it to Ralphio if he walks away from Corinne’s murder and ends up in jail for mine? He’s too smart for that.” He leaned back in his chair. “The detectives I had watching him while I was gone saw nothing to indicate that he’s still interested in silencing me. We’re not going.”


    JC’s speech came with conviction. I wanted to buy into it.


    I didn’t. “That’s mighty confident considering it could mean your life if you’re wrong. Unfortunately, I’m not that ballsy. We’ll take the protection.”


    “I said no. I’m not going anywhere.” JC stood, signaling an end to the meeting. “Thank you, Andrew, for the offer. I appreciated it before, and I appreciate it now, but I’m not interested in running.”


    I flew up from my chair. “It’s not running! It’s living!”


    Drew kept his gaze away from mine. “Are you sure about this, JC?”


    “I’m positive. I’ll take my chances with the team I have.” He nodded at Dom and the men surrounding him at the other end of the table. Several, I noticed now, were wearing guns. If I could see those, how many could I not see?


    Maybe the weapons should have made me feel safer. Instead, it made me even more frightened. Made the whole situation more real.


    “Do I not get a say in this at all?” My voice sounded shrill. “Because I don’t agree. We’re going.”


    JC put a hand on my upper arm. “I’m not taking you away from your life, Gwen. And I’m not leaving you. The matter is settled.”


    I brushed him away and ran to Drew’s side. “Tell him he’s wrong. Tell him he’s making a mistake.”


    “I’m afraid I can’t. We offer witness protection for those afraid of testifying. We can’t force someone into the program if they don’t want to go.” He stood and directed his attention to JC. “If you’re officially declining—”


    JC cut in. “Which I am.”


    “Then we’ll be going. You know how to reach me if you change your mind.” Drew nodded at JC then gave me a tight smile before making his exit.


    I stood gaping, astounded and pissed and scared. JC ran through introductions with the men that remained. I did my best to smile—it probably wasn’t the best idea to piss off the people who were protecting me from harm—but I couldn’t manage to do more than that.


    As the names were told to me, I recognized two of them as the ones Dom mentioned on the Fourth of July. We’d had bodyguards watching us for that long, and I’d never had a clue. In some ways, I understood why JC hadn’t told me. It wasn’t something I wanted to deal with even now that I had to. He’d read me right, but just because he understood that about me didn’t mean that he’d acted appropriately in keeping me in the dark.


    Goddammit, I was so mad! And hurt. And in love with this lying jackass. Which meant there wasn’t anything I could do about the situation because he’d chosen to stay in town, and I was bound to him wherever he was.


    “We’ll move our watch in closer,” Dom said as he was leaving. “I’ll have two men assigned at all times on rotations of three instead of just the one from afar. One man inside the building, another out. First tight shift will start at oh-eight hundred hours.”


    “Thanks, man.” JC clapped him on the back, and the team departed, leaving only JC and Norma and me.


    I hugged myself, trying as hard as I could to not completely fall apart and not succeeding. My eyes were watery, and I refused to look at him even though I felt his gaze pinned on me.


    “Gwen…” he said softly, and I couldn’t help myself—I looked up. “I’m sorry.”


    “Fuck you. Don’t apologize when you don’t mean it.”


    He took a step toward me, arms outstretched. “I do mean it.”


    I backed away. “Why exactly are you sorry then? If it’s for not listening to reason, then it’s not too late to call Drew back and say you’ll accept.”


    JC’s features softened, and, for a second, I thought he might be considering my suggestion. But he said, “I’m sorry that you don’t agree. I’m sorry that you don’t think that I can keep us protected without them.”


    “Little good your sorry is worth if you’re dead.” I headed toward the door, careful not to touch him as I passed.


    Then I remembered something else. I spun back toward him. “Who else did you spy on, JC?” If I had to play his game, he’d have to play by my rules. And rule number one was transparency. “What was so important that you had to maintain your own protection team?”


    As before, he glanced at Norma, and this time I didn’t think it was just out of commiseration.


    “Why do you keep looking at her?” I turned to my sister. “What do you know, Norma?”


    Her eyes widened, as if she’d been caught, but all she said was, “It’s not mine to tell.”


    “But you know something he’s keeping from me?”


    Behind me, JC let out a frustrated huff. “I’m not keeping anything from you that you didn’t want me to keep from you.”


    I threw my hands in the air, tired of the constant circles. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Can you just give me a straight answer?”


    “It means that you said you didn’t want to have anything to do with your father.” He gestured at Norma. “So, together, we decided not to tell you that I’d found him.”


    My eyes widened in shock. “You know where my father is?” He nodded once. “How long have you known?”


    He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Since I left town. I tried to tell you—at the fireworks—but you didn’t want to talk about him. And then the next day you said you didn’t want to have any connection with him at all.”


    The next day… I remembered the fireworks, but I had to rack my brain to recall the conversation we’d had at the Pierces’. What had I said? That I was glad he was missing. That I liked not having to think about him.


    But that didn’t mean that I wanted to be kept in the dark. Not only by JC, but by Norma.


    I turned to her, brows furrowed. “You knew and you didn’t tell me either?”


    Norma wrung her hands in front of her. “I did. It wasn’t meant to be deceptive. Hudson offered to hire some people to find him. Put him back in jail. But JC told us not to bother because he already knew where he was. You’d said you didn’t want him arrested again, and I did. JC convinced me he would keep Dad watched so that he didn’t present a danger to you, and I agreed. That’s it.”


    That’s it? As if she’d merely forgotten to tell me that she’d bumped into one of my schoolteachers on the street instead of that she was practically an accomplice in hiding my fugitive father.


    Slowly, I ran my hands through my hair. “I can’t believe this. The two people I trust more than anyone else—”


    “You didn’t tell me you were pregnant!”


    “Jesus, are you kidding me? I just went to the doctor this morning. I haven’t told anyone. You’ve known about Dad for months!”


    “Don’t blame Norma for this,” JC said from beside me, closer than I’d realized he’d gotten. “I bullied her into it.”


    Norma rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t bullied into it. I needed convincing to not have him sent to jail, but I readily agreed that Gwen didn’t need to know about it.”


    I pointed a finger at her, shaking with the extent of my frustration. “You always do that. Overprotect us. You did it with Ben, and now me. You’re my sister, not my protector. It wasn’t your place!” I was yelling. I didn’t care.


    Next, I spun to JC. “And you. You’re the worst! Watching my father for more than a year? On my behalf? I didn’t ask you to do that. How dare you assume you knew what I wanted?”


    “I didn’t assume anything.” JC’s volume matched mine. “I watched him for me. When I left, he was a threat to you. I couldn’t leave and know that he might come after you again. I’ve lost someone before, Gwen. I’m not going to apologize for wanting to keep you safe.”


    “And yet you think it’s fine to put yourself in danger. Don’t you realize what it would do to me if I lost you?” My throat was so tight that my final words came out as a sob. That was at the epicenter of my anguish—the possibility that the man who had taken so long for me to find, the man who loved me more than I’d ever thought possible, that he could get hurt. That he could be killed.


    It was a thought that I couldn’t entertain for even a second without feeling my world collapse under me.


    He started toward me, but I put my hand out to stop him, as well as the conversation. “You know what? I don’t want to talk about this any more right now. I need time to calm down. Norma, can I stay with you tonight?”


    She started to answer, but JC interrupted. “Our place is better protected. If you want me out of the condo, I’ll go, but please stay there instead.”


    Right. I had to plan my life around security now.


    I rubbed my hand across my forehead. “I’m not kicking you out of the condo. It’s yours, not mine.”


    “It’s ours.”


    I didn’t argue. He’d been the one to pay for it, but I’d never thought of it as his place, even as I said it. “Whatever. Just. Take me home, then. You can sleep on the couch.”


    Strangely, even though I was mad, I didn’t want to be away from him. I just didn’t want to have to look at him either.


    Without another word, I left the conference room.


    “Gwen?”


    I turned back at my sister’s call. “What?”


    “Congratulations on the baby.”


    It almost made me laugh. God, how ridiculous this day was. I hadn’t fully adjusted to the fact that I was pregnant, and now I had to deal with both that and living under high security. And I was mad at Norma too. But I loved her, just like I loved JC, and I’d forgive them both soon enough. “I’ll—I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


    JC came toward me, his arm poised as if he were going to wrap it around my waist. “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t touch me right now.”


    He dropped his arm, and I spun around to head down the hall.


    Behind me, I heard them talking. “I’d like to tell you that she’ll calm down,” Norma said, “but frankly, I’ve never seen her like this.”


    “Thanks for the thought. I’m sorry I put you in the hot spot with her.”


    “It’s not the first time. I’m used to it.”


    Then I was out of earshot, so bone tired it was all I could do to put one foot in front of the other. The elevator doors opened as soon as I pushed the call button, and with a burst of spite, I got in and pushed the button for the parking level instead of holding it for JC.


    Once the doors closed me inside, I slumped against the wall and allowed myself the trip down to cry.


    I’d hoped the ride would give me time to compose myself, but by the time I arrived in the garage, I was even more worked up than when I’d left Norma’s floor. With tears streaming, I stumbled toward our car. It wasn’t fair. None of this. We were just beginning our life, and now there was a big wrench thrown in the middle of it. Yes, I could cope—I would cope. It was better than losing JC altogether. But what if he was wrong? What if his team couldn’t keep him safe? What if Mennezzo got to him anyway?


    “Gwen!” The other elevator must have been waiting on that floor as well, because JC was close behind me. I hurried my steps, as if by making it to the car, I could hide my blubbering.


    “Wait,” he called after me. “Talk to me. I can’t bear to see you this upset.”


    I didn’t look back. “You think I can bear to see you dead?”


    “I’m not going to die.”


    I didn’t remember where we’d parked, and surprisingly there were a lot of vehicles in the garage, despite the time of night. I weaved aimlessly around an SUV, not knowing which direction to go and not ready to ask JC.


    “Gwen, stop.”


    I stopped and wheeled around to face him. “You could though. Don’t you see? This isn’t me being unreasonable.”


    “I didn’t say you were being unreasonable. I’m trying to tell you that I’m taking care of this. Trust me.”


    “Trust you?” I’d been loud upstairs, but now I was yelling. “You’ve just admitted to two big secrets! And you want me to trust you?”


    “They were secrets kept in your best interest.”


    “My fucking best interest…” Unbelievable. “Just tell me this. How could you spend all that time away from me, away from everything, to protect your life and then, the next minute, not give a fuck that it was still in danger? Why would you do that?” Wanting so badly to understand, I grabbed at whatever reasoning came to mind. “What, was it not your life that you cared about, and only the chance to testify for Corinne?”


    There. Like a punch to the lungs, I was suddenly certain I’d hit the nail on the head. “That’s it, isn’t it? You don’t fucking care if you die. You just wanted the chance to tell her story because she’s the only person who ever mattered in this anyway, isn’t she?” It was always her. It was the fear that never let me go.


    “Are you serious?” His eyes were wide. Incredulous. “That’s not it at all.”


    “Then what?”


    He shook his head, cursing under his breath, his fist on his hip as though he’d anchored it there in lieu of hitting something.


    I’d learned from my father not to push someone when they had that look. But I knew JC would never hurt me, and I wanted answers. “Just tell the goddamn truth for once!”


    And then he snapped. “The truth is I wasn’t going to look for you!”


    For half a second, I was confused, not understanding what he meant.


    Then I did understand. He was talking about after the trial. He’d never intended on looking for me.


    In that moment, I realized two things with blazing clarity. First, I’d been wrong—he would hurt me. He’d hurt me with those words more than he could have if he’d struck me.


    Second, I wanted to get as far from him as possible.


    I whirled away, having no direction in mind, just needing the space.


    JC was faster than I was. He’d reached me in two steps, grabbing on to my upper arm.


    “Let me go!” I wrestled away from him, but he caught me again a second later. “Let me go, you asshole!”


    His grip tightened, and soon he caught my other arm as well. With my hands secured, I began kicking and fighting so fiercely, he had to pin me against a sedan with his entire body.


    “Stop! Listen to me!”


    I’d lost, but I kept struggling, kept begging for him to let me go, but then his mouth was on mine, and though I resisted initially, it only took a few seconds before I gave in, returning the kiss with fervent urgency. I sucked at his tongue, bit at his lip, and when he loosened his grip enough for me to have use of my hands, I clawed at him as well. He was still pressed against me, and I could feel his erection, hard like steel at my thigh. I shifted, trying to get him closer to my center, desperate for him to make up for the pain he’d caused me with his cock.


    When he understood what I was after, or maybe when he’d finally come to his senses and realized he was about to fuck me against a stranger’s car in a well-lit parking garage, he broke the kiss.


    He was still panting when I slapped him.


    In a flash, he had me pinned again, this time his front to my back as he pushed me against the hood of the car.


    He leaned down so that his mouth was at my ear. “I wasn’t going to look for you, Gwen, because I knew I was still in danger. I knew I’d never be completely safe, and there was no way I was going to pull you into that. I wasn’t even going to tell you I was in town.”


    I squirmed, trying to shake my head, but my cheek only met cool metal. “Don’t. I don’t want to hear this. Stop talking.”


    “I won’t stop talking,” he hissed. “You wanted the truth. Here it is. I wasn’t going to look, but then I saw you. And every plan I had went out the window because I couldn’t stay away.”


    With a growl of frustration, he let me go. I didn’t move as he leaned his back against the door next to me. “I was weak. I’m still weak. I can’t exist without you, and I decided that who I am with you is the only me that I would ever want to protect. Without you? That guy can die a thousand times over, I don’t give a shit.” He swiveled his head to look at me. “With you is the only way I want to live.”


    I rushed to him and clutched at the lapels of his jacket. “Then let’s go,” I said, kissing along his neck. “Together. It will be different together.”


    He wrapped his arms around me, much gentler than he’d gripped me a moment before, but with just as much strength. “I want to.” He nuzzled his cheek against my hair. “I do. It didn’t seem necessary when Ralphio was behind bars. But now…” He trailed away. He didn’t need to finish the thought. We both knew what came after but now.


    He kissed my temple. “I want to take you away and love you and protect you, Gwen. It’s all I want. But this isn’t just about you and me anymore.”


    And that was exactly why I needed to be with him! Because it wasn’t just us, but a child we had to protect as well, and there was no way I was raising a kid without its father.


    Then I understood what he was really saying. If it were just the three of us, it would be different. But it wasn’t. There was someone else.


    My throat tightened. “If I hadn’t told Chandler, we could have left. He would have never known.”


    JC pushed me away so he could look me in the eye, his hands placed on either side of my face. “He needed to know. You’d hate yourself if you kept that from him.”


    Not as much as I hated the situation we were in now.


    But maybe Chandler didn’t matter. “So what if he knows? He can’t do anything about it if we’re gone.”


    JC swept his thumb along my jaw. “This program isn’t about relocations. It’s protection until a trial. We can’t pretend that we’ve died and start a new life with new identities. Chandler is powerful enough that he may be able to put pressure on the department. And even if we were to hide without Drew’s team, is that fair to keep him from his child?”


    I leaned into his hand. “It’s not his. It’s not.” If I said it enough, it would be true.


    JC held my gaze. “Okay. It’s not his. But we don’t have that proof yet.” He was indulging me, and I loved him even more for that.


    I reached my arms around him and held on for dear life, my anger having dissipated into resignation. How could I stay mad? He’d chosen me over safety. It’s the same choice I would have made. Maybe that meant we were weak. Or maybe it meant we were that strong in our love.


    So now we had shit to deal with. At least we’d face it together.


    “Do you really think we’re safe?” I asked eventually, my cheek pressed against his shoulder, facing away from him.


    He took a breath in and let it out before he answered. “Both Steve and Tom had families that were never targeted. Ralphio isn’t after brutality. He wants his freedom. That’s all. He’s not going to hurt you, but Dom and his guys are doubling security. They’ll watch you closer now, just in case.”


    “And you?”


    “I don’t know. I should leave you. I should go away on my own.”


    I pulled back to look at him. “Don’t say—”


    He covered my mouth with his hand. “I’m not going to. I can’t. I should, but I can’t. The condo is secure. I’ll have bodyguards whenever I leave the house. There are men that will watch Ralphio—both from the cops end and from Dom’s end. And if there’s any indication that we’re in danger, we’ll adjust our plans.”


    He leaned his forehead against mine and stroked the back of my hair.


    “It’s only one week before we find out you’re the father. We could leave for our honeymoon and then not come back.”


    I stared at his lips as they turned up into the slightest of smiles. “If it looks like we need to, we will,” he promised.


    The next question I could only ask because he was holding me so intimately and because I couldn’t see his eyes. “And if you aren’t the father?”


    He let a beat go by. Then two.


    Finally, he said, “You already know I am.”


    It wasn’t a real answer, but I didn’t press him. I was too afraid I wouldn’t like what he’d say if I did.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    


    I spent the weekend in a daze. There was a lot to organize in terms of security. It was easy to hide a bodyguard at the club. The apartment, not so much. Neither JC nor I wanted someone inside the condo, invading our personal space, but I was willing to adjust in order to feel protected. JC, on the other hand, insisted on keeping the watch outside the doors.


    “We have a high-tech security system set up already. No one’s getting in here,” he insisted. “A man outside is more than enough.”


    I could agree to that, except I wanted the man just outside our door, and that wasn’t happening in our luxury apartment building. We settled for a man in the lobby. Dom made arrangements to have a team member pose as an additional doorman on each shift. It worked well enough, but I couldn’t believe it was something we could carry on for any length of time.


    And the few times I tried to ask JC how long he thought we could pull this off, he dismissed the question. “I’ve got this,” he assured me.


    Part of me believed him. Part of me believed he might even have something up his sleeve that he wasn’t ready to share. Another part of me believed he was in denial. That scared me too much to think about it for long, so I pushed that part of me aside and joined him in his delusion.


    I worked both Saturday and Sunday night, which was a benefit. The familiar groove gave me something to focus on that wasn’t terrifying or out of the ordinary. At the club, my guard kept so well out of sight, it was easy to forget he was there. If Laynie had been working, I would have had to explain him, but she had weekends off. It bought me time to settle into the new routine.


    Unfortunately, as grateful as I was to have the distraction, the hours at The Sky Launch were also a burden. There was much to do to get ready for my leave of absence, which started on Wednesday, and that made my shifts jam-packed. I was exhausted by the time I got home, with no mental bandwidth to deal with anything that wasn’t right in front of me. Luckily the majority of wedding plans had already been taken care of, so I could effectively ignore that for the time being. But there were other things I was avoiding. Two days passed before I let myself really think about the danger JC was in, that I was in.


    On top of all of it, I had a baby growing inside me. I still hadn’t absorbed that. Monday morning, I got ready for bed, eyes already half-closed, when I caught a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror as I undressed. Wearing only my panties, I stopped to examine myself. My belly was taut, which explained why all of my waistbands had seemed snug recently. And my breasts looked full, and my nipples seemed darker. The changes were subtle but there. Yet I still felt exactly the same as I always had. If I hadn’t seen the screen fill up with a face and a spine and limbs that waved at the doctor’s office, I’d never have believed the test I’d taken was accurate.


    In the mirror, I saw JC come up behind me before I felt his hands at my waist. “You glow,” he said softly, his voice filled with awe.


    I squinted at my reflection. Yes, maybe my skin did seem to have a rosier complexion than usual.


    He wrapped his arms around me and pressed his body tight against mine. Since the meeting at Pierce Industries two days before, there’d been a subtle tension between us. We hadn’t ignored it, exactly, but we’d maneuvered around it. We talked about being safe without again addressing our alternatives. We’d fucked, we’d made love, but we hadn’t simply held each other. Until now.


    He pressed his cheek to my head and sighed, and I felt the weight of it in his hot breath on my temple. “I love you. You know that, right?”


    I nodded and placed my arms over his, tightening his embrace. “Everything you do tells me how much.” If he didn’t love me like he did, he wouldn’t have come back for me. He wouldn’t insist on staying while Mennezzo was free on bail.


    “Too much,” JC mumbled. “Or not enough. I’m not sure which sometimes.”


    He moved his hand down and slipped it inside my panties, but he didn’t go as low as I expected he would go. Instead, he caressed the stretched skin of my belly. “I hope she gets your eyes.”


    “She?” It was the first time we’d really talked about the baby since the doctor’s office. “Are you hoping for a girl?”


    “A girl is just the easiest thing for me to picture. A miniature version of you.”


    My throat tightened. Because in my mind, I saw a miniature JC. And the accuracy of my picture was questionable.


    “I hope she has your sense of humor,” I said when I could speak, turning into him. Even if it wasn’t JC’s biologically, I would make sure that he was very much a part of our child.


    ***


    I woke up that afternoon, my hands clammy and my heart racing. JC was still sleeping next to me. Careful not to wake him, I sat up and tried to calm myself while I attempted to remember what I’d dreamed about. It had been vivid only a moment before and now was already fading, but I could recall part of it still. I’d been in a rocking chair, singing some sort of lullaby, a baby nestled in the crook of my arm. While I’d cooed and smiled down at the infant, JC had come up behind me. “She glows,” he’d said.


    “She looks like you.” I’d glanced up at him only to find it wasn’t JC after all, but Chandler.


    He kissed my temple. “She does look like me, doesn’t she? Pierce through and through.”


    I’d panicked for a moment about the change of leading man, but as often happens in dreams, I adjusted quickly. I gazed back down at the baby. “We make beautiful offspring.”


    “Beautiful and ungrateful offspring.” This time when I looked up, it was my father standing there, his face cruel and menacing. The baby and the rocking chair vanished, and I was cowering under my father’s raised hand. “Don’t tell me you don’t have any money. Your fancy clothes and fancy apartment say different. You should have given me what I asked for. Ungrateful bitch.” He’d raised his arm to hit me right before I woke up.


    Gentle pressure on my thigh startled me from the memory. “What’s wrong?” JC asked, bleary-eyed.


    “Bad dream.” I shuddered at the lingering image of my father.


    JC sat up next to me and stroked his hand up and down my back. “Anything I can do?”


    I started to shake my head then stopped. For the first time in days, I realized that there was one aspect of my out-of-control life that I could do something about—with JC’s help, anyway.


    “Yeah,” I said, snuggling into his arms. “You can take me to see my father.”


    ***


    Two days later, we stood on the step of a Staten Island condo. No one answered when we rang the bell the first time, nor the second. JC rapped his knuckles on the wood, and then cupped his hands to peer inside the window at the top of the door.


    I’d been nervous on the drive out, as scared at the prospect of seeing my father as I was of seeing the place he’d been living for most of the past year. Stereotypically, I’d expected JC to lead me to an abandoned building in the Bronx or to some makeshift housing under a bridge. I hadn’t expected to be taken here.


    “Are you sure we’re at the right address?” I stepped back to look again at the strip of condos that lined the street. They looked like any other middle-income housing, not the drug den for heroin addicts that JC had described. The yard was well-groomed, and the cars parked in front seemed to be maintained. There was a golf course and country club only a block away.


    “This is definitely it,” JC said, knocking again.


    A shot sounded, and I jumped.


    “It was just a car backfiring,” he assured me. “But we can still go back and get the bulletproof vests if you want.”


    I shook my head. “He’s not going to shoot me. It just startled me. That’s all.”


    A door opened at the end unit, and a mother walked out with two small children in tow. She threw a suspicious glance as she walked past us, clutching tighter to the small hands.


    “They’re at the bad place,” I heard the little boy say before he was shushed and ushered along.


    Maybe we were at the right address.


    Cigarette butts littered the porch, but other than that, this unit appeared like any other. I looked over the stoop into the bushes and saw the first indicator that my father might be inside after all—a pair of used needles sticking out of the greenery.


    I shivered. All this time, I’d imagined my father withdrawn from society while he fed his addictions. Instead he was hidden in plain sight, in the middle of suburbia.


    With still no answer at the door, JC tried the knob. It turned. He shot me a glance.


    I shrugged. “If it’s open, I guess.” It wasn’t as though we would be charged with trespassing. We were here with police backup, a unit of officers gathered right around the building, waiting for my cue to come forward and take my father into custody.


    Simultaneously, we looked back to Drew, who stood at the edge of the driveway. Hunting down convicts who’d jumped parole was not his area, but when JC had reached out to him, he’d met with Officer Taylor, the cop who had been on my father’s case since he’d shown up at the Eighty-Eighth Floor and demanded I give him twenty thousand dollars. Together, the men had arranged both for the team of police and the deal I wanted to offer my asshole excuse of a dad.


    Now, Drew nodded.


    With that as permission, JC threw the door open. “Hello?” he called out as he stepped tentatively inside.


    A terrible stench wafted from the condo and clung to me. It smelled like feces and vomit and urine and chlorine all mixed together. I covered my nose with my hand and paused half a second, wondering if it had been a bad idea to not let one of the plainclothes men to accompany us after all. I’d wanted to talk to my father without them, though, and I still did. If we needed them, all either JC or I had to do was say the word and the mic I wore would relay the message. So with a rush of courage, I grabbed the hem of JC’s jacket and followed him in.


    The interior of the condo was dark even though there were still several hours before nightfall. Heavy blackout curtains over the windows shut out the sun. I blinked, letting my eyes adjust, as JC tried a switch on the wall to no avail. The door had swung shut behind me, but I pushed it back open to let some light in and immediately started to retch at the sight. The room looked like it was straight out of an episode of Hoarders. It was strewn with trash and dirty dishes crawling with maggots. Small drops of what looked like blood were smattered all over the walls and ceiling. Flies buzzed around a bucket in the corner, and I was certain without looking in it that it was filled with shit. At the other end of the room, a man and a woman were passed out on the floor, needles and spoons lying around them.


    I half regretted bringing JC to this horrid place. I wished he could never know that I was related to someone who lived in this pigsty. Someone who was this disgusting. It was embarrassing.


    Yet he was the one who turned toward me, blocking my view. “We don’t have to do this, Gwen. Just say the word, and the men outside can come in here and take your dad into custody. You don’t have to offer him your deal.”


    He was right—I didn’t have to offer my father anything. For as little as he’d given me in my life, I didn’t feel obligated to him, which made it hard to explain my reasons for wanting to see this idea through, even to myself. Maybe I felt like I had something to prove. Or maybe it was about being the bigger person. Or maybe my few days of pregnancy had already changed me into someone more maternal. Someone who wanted what was best for my flesh and blood, even if the feeling wasn’t mutual.


    Whatever the reason, I was committed to it. And as many strings as our authority friends had pulled to fulfill my requests, they couldn’t out and out skirt the law.


    “If I see him,” Officer Taylor had told me, “I’ll have to arrest him.”


    That meant that if I wanted to make this deal with Dad, it had to come from me.


    “It’s okay,” I assured JC without much confidence to back it up. “I’m okay. Let’s just find him and get this over with.”


    Reluctantly, he agreed, but he made me wait by the door while he crossed the room to nudge the sleeping man. “We’re looking for William Anders,” he said, when the guy seemed relatively coherent. JC’s detectives kept tabs on my father at all times, so we knew he was currently on the premises. Not having to trudge aimlessly through the shithole would be welcomed. “Is he upstairs or down?”


    The man sat up, bobbing as he did, obviously still high on whatever drug he’d taken. It took him a minute, but finally he answered. “Will is down.”


    Down was exactly the answer I was hoping he wouldn’t give. If it was this dark on the main floor, I couldn’t imagine what it would be like in the basement.


    JC apparently had the same thought. He pulled out his cell phone and turned on the flashlight before gesturing for me to join him at the basement door. I stepped carefully over to him, then—my hand clasped tightly around his—we went down the stairs together.


    Downstairs was even worse than the main floor. Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on how I wanted to look at it—the lights worked and were already on as we descended, making it easier to avoid the used needles and blood rags underfoot, but the waste was significantly worse, and the scene was chilling. How did people live like this? Existing merely for the next hit with no thought to hygiene or nourishment or even comfort. It boggled my mind and plucked at the nugget of filial affection that I kept buried deep inside.


    The smell down here was worse too, the odor so thick and foul that I could taste it. I pulled my T-shirt up over my mouth and nose and tried not to breathe as JC and I paused at the bottom of the stairs to scan the space. What other horrors would we have to endure as we made our way through these rooms in search of the man who’d made my childhood hell?


    Luckily, we didn’t have to look far. Two adult men and a half-dressed teenage girl lay sprawled out on the couch in front of us, and there, on the floor beneath them, was my father.


    He appeared asleep or passed out or maybe just so doped up he wasn’t able to move. The latter seemed most likely since his arm was splayed to his side, a rubber tube tied around his bicep and blood dripping from a pinpoint just below the inside of his elbow. He was hard to see like that, but I couldn’t look away. He’d aged ten years in the last fifteen months. His hair was thin, his clothes unkempt, his face gaunt and his skin flushed. Bruises and track marks decorated his arm, and an abscess oozed on his forearm.


    This man had always been a giant in my life. A monster with strength and rage that always made me feel frail in comparison. Like this, puny and pathetic, he was barely recognizable. I wanted to have compassion, and I guess I did or else I wouldn’t be there, but I wasn’t moved the way I thought I should be. Maybe all his faults had stemmed from his slave to addiction—first to alcohol and now to heroin. Maybe he couldn’t help the person he’d been to my siblings and my mother. That didn’t make him forgivable. He’d had a responsibility that he’d ignored.


    Now I understood my reasons for having to do this for him. It wasn’t out of love or obligation. It wasn’t, actually, for him at all. It was for me. I could only do this if he no longer had a hold on me. This was proof that I was free of him in a way that he’d never be free, even if he chose rehabilitation.


    I took a deep breath, ready to confront him.


    One of the men on the couch noticed us and turned his eyes slightly toward us. “If you’re looking to buy, we ain’t got anything. Unless Jake is back.”


    JC tightened his grip on my arm. “Not buying.”


    “Well, then.” The addict blinked a few times. “If you’re looking to steal, we still ain’t got anything.”


    My father shifted, rolling his head to peer at us. His eyes were crossed, and I wasn’t sure if he could focus, but he seemed to meet my gaze. “Gwen,” he said, his tone absent of inflection.


    It was the only word he spoke, and I took it as an invitation to approach him. JC kept his hand at my back until I crouched down at my father’s feet. “Hi, Daddy.”


    “What are you doing here.” Again, his voice was flat, his question sounding more like a statement.


    “I came to see you. The last time we saw each other, you said you’d be back. I got tired of waiting.”


    His eyes lulled shut then he jerked up, as if he was fighting unconsciousness. His face was expressionless, so I couldn’t be sure he even knew what I was talking about. But then he said, “The cash. Did you bring it?”


    He was slightly more animated now, as though the thought of money was the only thing worth getting excited over. I wondered how many bundles of dope twenty grand could buy him. Wondered if he was struggling to calculate it in his head. Wondered how long he’d go before spending it all. Would he even be able to go through half of it before he’d consumed enough of the drug to kill him?


    Still squatting, I hugged my knees. “I didn’t bring cash, Daddy. But I’m here to offer you the money in another form.” His lids opened just a bit wider, indicating I had his attention. “I want you to go to a treatment center. There’s a good one I’ve found. It costs just over twenty thousand, and JC and I are willing to pay for it if you choose to go.”


    There was no way to know if my father remembered JC, though he didn’t ask me who he was. It wouldn’t have surprised me to find he couldn’t process anything at all in his current state, but he evidently could because he asked, “You’ll only give me the money if I go to your place?”


    “Yes. That’s the condition.”


    “Then I’ll go. Give me the address and the cash, and I’ll make arrangements.”


    It was almost funny that he thought I’d believe that. “I’m not giving you the money, Daddy. We’ll take you to the facility and pay the bill for you.”


    “Nope. Not doing it.” He leaned his head back on the sofa, and I was unreasonably relieved that he didn’t fight me further. Like, what was he going to do to me? Take a swing? He could barely lift his neck or train his focus. Even if he tried to throw a punch, there was no way he’d connect.


    But old habits died hard, and fear of him was a habit I was still recovering from.


    I wasn’t done with my speech, however, and while I’d never really expected him to take me up on the offer for treatment without announcing my alternative, I’d hoped I’d been wrong. “If you aren’t going to go into treatment, then you’re going to have to go back to jail.”


    His face, which had been slack, tightened. “Jail? I’m not going back to jail. Fuck that.” His words were passionate, but the energy behind them was missing.


    “Those are your options, Daddy. The police are waiting to take you into custody right now, but I was able to work out a deal. If you go to this treatment center and commit to the program, then the police will postpone your arrest until you’ve finished.” It was a secured facility, and the patients were generally there because they’d been sentenced by a court. If my father agreed to go, he’d sign away his rights to leave until the treatment was over.


    My father sat forward, his head wobbling as he did. “You’re saying I could go to this center instead of jail?”


    I glanced up at JC, who smiled at me in support. “No. I’m saying you’ll go to jail either way. But if you went back to jail clean, you’d have a better chance of getting out earlier. A better chance at everything, really.” I wasn’t stupid. The options weren’t that enticing. What was the point of being drug-free when he was only going back to the place where he’d gotten hooked in the first place?


    There probably wasn’t a point. But it was the best I had to offer. If there was any part of him that cared to get better, this was his shot. A long shot, but the only shot.


    He didn’t seem to see it that way. “I’m not fucking going to jail, Gwen.” There was a low rumble to his words, and I wondered if he was sobering up. “So get the fuck out of here with your offers and conditions. And I’m still coming back to see you. When I do, you’ll give me the cash with no strings attached.”


    I rose to a standing position and reached for JC’s arm. My father’s threats were hollow but prickled at me nonetheless. I needed the support of my fiancé.


    Staring down at the man who gave me half his DNA, I knew that anything else I said would fall on deaf ears. Still, it was my one chance to talk without fear of being smacked, and the words I wanted to say were for me, not for him. “You aren’t coming back to see me, Daddy. And I’m not giving you money. You are going back to jail because it’s where you belong, and not because I’m frightened that you’ll come after me. You can’t touch me anymore. Not physically, not emotionally. You can’t touch Norma or Ben either. Our lives are whole now. Without you. We are building careers and marrying and having babies and continuing the family that you started with Mom. But even though we have your name and your genes, we are not yours.”


    I directed my next words to JC because they were as much for him as for the man on the floor. “I’ve learned that recently, in spite of how I was raised. Biology is not what defines a relationship. It’s love and sacrifice. That’s what truly makes a family.” That’s how I knew that JC would be an amazing dad, no matter who the paternity test showed was the father.


    I turned my focus back toward William Anders, who was already slipping back into unconsciousness. “I’m not yours. And you are no longer mine. The police will be in shortly. Let’s go, JC.”


    If the mention of police alarmed any of our audience, they didn’t show it. No one attempted to stop us as we carefully made our way through the hellhole back to the fresh air and the evening sky.


    Once we were off the porch and the police were on their way inside, I fell into JC’s arms. “That felt good,” I said, even though I was shaking. “Thank you for helping me do this.”


    He pulled back to look at my face. “I didn’t do anything but be here.”


    “That was enough.” I jumped as another car backfired, then laughed. “I’m so edgy.”


    JC didn’t laugh, though. He didn’t even smile. Instead he clutched his hand over the left side of his chest, his face stricken.


    His expression had me instantly panicking. “What’s wrong? JC? What is it?”


    “Gwen,” was all he said before he crumpled to the ground.


    I went down with him, confused and concerned. Then I saw it—blood pooling out from between his fingers as his color went white. Still baffled at what had happened, it wasn’t until Drew ran up to us, calling over his walkie for an ambulance that I understood that JC had just been shot.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    


    The first hour in the hospital waiting room, I spent crying. The next, pacing. Drew and Dom checked on me periodically, but once they realized I couldn’t be consoled, they found someplace else to wait for news. I preferred that. I didn’t need the shoulders of strangers. I needed my sister.


    Norma arrived early into the second hour and found me screaming at a nurse, begging for an update. She assumed the responsibility of handling the hospital staff, which was better for everyone, and then assumed the responsibility of handling me.


    “They’ll let us know as soon as he’s out of surgery,” she said when she’d returned from the nurse’s desk. “Right now we just have to wait. How was he in the ambulance?”


    “He was conscious and breathing fine, so the paramedic said the bullet missed his lungs and heart, but the drive to the hospital was short, and they were hovering over him the whole time, so I really don’t know how he was.” I gasped for air, having delivered my run-on sentence without a breath.


    Norma took the opportunity to hug me. “All of that sounds very positive. He’s going to be fine.”


    “But what if he’s not?” It was the first time I’d been able to say this out loud, and as it was, I could only say it while facing over her shoulder. “I’ve been looking at the Internet, and lots of injuries seem fine at first but then there’s internal bleeding.” I pulled out of her arms and resumed my agitated loping around the waiting area. “And why the fuck are they not telling me what’s going on?”


    “The Internet is not where you’re going to get answers, Gwen. Wait for the doctors. They’re taking a long time because they’re thoroughly examining his wound. Right now, we have to just be patient.”


    I wrapped my arms around myself and nodded, even though she was asking for the impossible. As if I could be patient. Ridiculous as her suggestion was, I was grateful she was there. She was a godsend, really. Without her, I’d have probably strung up one of the medical technicians by that point.


    The third hour, we still had no information. I was exhausted and in shock. I was so upset that my stomach churned and I almost puked.


    Norma scrounged up a protein bar from a vending machine and forced me to eat it. “You can’t miss meals when you’re pregnant. That’s what makes you feel nauseated.”


    “I’m nauseated because I’m sick with worry.”


    “That too. But I bet this helps.”


    It did help. A lot.


    Shortly after, Drew appeared from wherever he’d been hiding.


    I jumped up, my legs shaking. “Have you heard anything?”


    He dodged the question. “Hi, Norma. Glad you’re able to be here with Gwen. Do you mind if I steal her for a while?” He turned to me. “We have some information we’d like to go over with you. If you could come with me—”


    “I’m not going anywhere until I hear how he’s doing.” Realizing I was a little louder than I should probably be in public, I lowered my voice. “I’m fully willing to give a report, Drew, but not until I get an update.”


    He smiled sympathetically. “I understand. However this conversation needs to occur now.”


    Norma put a hand on my back. “I can text you if there’s any word. Maybe a distraction would—”


    I shrugged her away. “What conversation? Do you know something? Did the doctor talk to you already?” My volume crept up again.


    Drew remained unreadable. “Let’s discuss this somewhere else.”


    “I don’t want to fucking discuss this at all unless you’re telling me that JC is all right.”


    He leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “Gwen, I’m on his side. I’m on your side. Right now you’re making it difficult for me to help either of you.” He paused to let that sink in. “Please, come with me, and I’m sure we can get some of your questions answered.”


    A beat passed before I reluctantly conceded. “Okay. Can we tell the nurse where to find me in case there’s any news?” It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Norma. I just wanted all my bases covered.


    “That won’t be necessary.”


    Wasn’t necessary because we wouldn’t be long? Or because he already had news about JC?


    There was a fifty percent chance that his answer would kill me, so I didn’t ask.


    Numbly, I followed Drew out of the waiting room and toward the elevators. I’d expected him to take me to whatever waiting room the rest of JC’s team had found, so when he led me instead into the elevator and pushed the button for the ICU floor, my uneasiness grew.


    If he was dead, the doctor would have told me, I reasoned. If he was dead, it wouldn’t be Drew who broke the news.


    But my basis for protocol came strictly from TV, so it was hard to feel reassured.


    When we got to our floor, we were buzzed into the Intensive Care Unit with no questions asked. This had to be where JC was. And Drew must have already been up here. My uneasiness spiraled into dread.


    Drew guided me to the end of the hall and stopped outside a patient room. He nodded to a police officer in uniform who seemed to be standing guard and then opened the door and gestured for me to enter. Tentatively, I stepped inside, surprised to find Dom was there, as well as two of his team members. They hovered around the hospital bed, blocking my view of the patient who lay there, but I could hear the heart monitor, its blip blip strong and even.


    I brushed past the men, and at the sight of JC, let out a strangled sob, unable to speak. I’d been so fearful of what I’d see when I got to him, afraid I’d be met with vacant eyes and colorless cheeks and the rhythmic swoosh of an oxygen machine. Instead, he was sitting up, his face animated as he listened to Dom say something about the security level of the unit. He was bare-chested, not even wearing a hospital gown. A cord ran from JC to the monitor and another to an IV drip, but except for the bandage on the upper left side of his chest and the sling around his shoulder and arm, he appeared unscathed.


    He opened his mouth to reply to Dom when his eyes caught mine. Immediately, his expression softened and he stretched out his right arm, an unspoken invitation for me to come to him.


    I ran into the crook he’d created, tears streaming down my face. “I thought you were…” I couldn’t finish that sentence. “I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.”


    “I’m fine. Bullet went clean through. Tore some of my muscle, that’s all.” He kissed my forehead and stroked my hair. “I’m just so relieved that it didn’t hit you too.”


    I cried harder, the anxiety of the last two and a half hours finally releasing in a torrent of emotion. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” I could barely get words out, so I kept saying it over and over.


    “Shh,” JC hushed me. “Whatever are you sorry for?”


    It had been my fault he’d been at that drug den. My fault that he’d been around the kind of people who would throw a shot at innocent bystanders outside the door of a heroin dealer. If I’d just let the police handle my father, JC would never have been in the line of fire.


    It was too much for me to say, though, so I just cried, and he let me.


    After a few minutes, I remembered we had an audience, and I started to feel self-conscious. My apologies could wait. The crying slowed, and I gratefully took the tissue Dom offered.


    “I don’t understand why no one told me you were okay,” I said when I could speak again.


    Drew was the one who answered. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you out there. Too many ears. Until we can make a game plan, we prefer to operate under the illusion that JC’s condition is more serious than it is.”


    I wiped a stray tear with one hand, keeping the other wrapped around JC’s. “It was almost three hours! You couldn’t even drop me a hint?”


    This time it was JC who answered. “I wanted them to tell you sooner, but they had to arrange admission to the ICU and make sure the staff was on board with the situation before we brought you in. I’m sorry you were worried.”


    Irritation prickled at me but was overwhelmed by relief and confusion. “You’re really okay?”


    His grip tightened around my hand. “I really am.”


    “Why are we in the ICU, then? Isn’t this unit for patients with severe trauma?”


    “It is,” Drew answered. “But it’s the most secure unit in the hospital. And we don’t want Mennezzo to realize that JC is basically unharmed. Otherwise he might try to arrange another hit. This buys us a little bit of time.”


    “Mennezzo? He wasn’t behind this.” I understood why Mennezzo would be a suspect, but it made just as much sense that the shooting had been because of our location. “This had to be someone else. We were at a drug den. It was most likely related to that. Wrong place, wrong time.”


    I lowered my eyes. “It was my fault you got shot. When I think of what could have happened because of me…?” I couldn’t finish the thought, knowing if I did, I’d end up in tears again.


    “You think this was your fault?” JC’s voice was sympathetic and incredulous all at once.


    “Because you were there for me. I should never have risked either of us in a place like that. Not for the sake of the piece of shit that calls itself my father.”


    Drew exchanged glances with Dom. “The shooting had nothing to do with your father, Gwen,” he said.


    “You can’t just assume it’s Mennezzo. That’s jumping to conclusions. A hit man wouldn’t try to shoot at JC when the place was swarming with cops. That would be ridiculous.”


    Dom nodded. “You’d think that, wouldn’t you? It’s exactly what I would have thought.”


    My stomach curled. “Do you have something to prove this theory?” I hated the idea that I’d put JC in danger, but I’d rather he’d been shot accidentally, even if I had to accept the blame. Otherwise, it meant that Mennezzo was even more menacing than I’d thought. If his men really were brave enough to strike with police crawling all over, what else would they do?


    Drew adjusted his collar. “We do have proof. The shooter was apprehended just after you left in the ambulance. He asked for his lawyer early in questioning, but, before that, he admitted to working for someone. Apparently he’d hoped that he could get away unseen in the confusion of the moment. Fortunately, he was wrong.”


    It should have been a relief to know that they’d caught the hit man—and it was—but it didn’t outweigh the anxiety of knowing the man who’d ordered it was still out there. Panic flooded through me like adrenaline. “If he admitted to working for Mennezzo, then can’t you revoke his bail? Take him into custody? That has to be reason enough to put him behind bars. You have to get him off the streets so he can’t do shit like this!”


    Drew shook his head. “I wish we could. But the name he gave wasn’t Mennezzo. We’re sure there’s a connection, but until we find it, we have no basis to bring him in.”


    “Then we should go undercover. That’s what you’re suggesting, isn’t it?” I had no problem with that. Anything to keep him safe. JC would have to agree to that now.


    I turned to him with urgent pleading. “You’ll take them up on the offer this time, right? You can’t argue with them. You could have died.”


    “Yes. I’ll take them up on the offer,” JC assured me. “Just…” He trailed off, his gaze drifting to Drew.


    “Just what?” When JC gave no answer, I directed my question to Drew. “What’s the just?”


    “We have indeed extended our offer again to JC for protection, and he has accepted,” he said. “Whether or not you go as well is still being discussed.”


    The expression on Drew’s face told me that it wasn’t he who was suggesting that I not go. A new lump formed in my throat, and I withdrew my hand from JC’s. “You don’t want me to go?”


    JC looked to the men in the room. “Would you guys mind if we had a minute to talk about this alone?”


    Dom nodded. “No prob. I need to restructure the men’s shifts anyway. Half of them have spent all day here, and we need to get them rotated.”


    “We’ll have a man here at all times, if that helps, Dom,” Drew said. He signaled to one of the other men in the room. “I think we have things figured out for tonight, Jerry. I’ll walk you out. I need to leave a message for the attending physician anyway.”


    They weren’t yet out the door before I jumped back into the conversation with JC. “Why don’t you want me with you?”


    He reached for me, but when I kept my arms folded over my chest, he dropped his hand on the bed. “I do want you with me, Gwen. I want you with me always. We’ve been through this. There’s more to think about than you and me.”


    “Who else is there? Our baby? Because she’s a reason that I should go with you. She needs her father.” I was almost shrieking, and I didn’t even care. I’d thought I’d lost him. I couldn’t bear to consider letting him go on purpose.


    JC’s expression was gentle. “She does need her father.” He paused. “And that might not be me.”


    I swallowed the sob that threatened. “Uh-uh. I don’t accept that. Even if you’re not the biological father, you’re the person I want to raise this child with. Only you.” We’d had this fight before, but neither of us had ever won. I wouldn’t let him beat me now. “You said you’d raise her. You said you wanted her no matter what.”


    “I do want her. Or him. But if Chandler is the father, he has a right to be involved. I can’t in good conscience take his baby away from him, and I know that you can’t either. You’d hate yourself for that, and you’d end up resenting me.”


    I shook my head emphatically. “You don’t know that.”


    “I’m not willing to take that chance. Not if it’s not my kid.”


    I wanted to keep arguing with him, but there was some validity in his thinking. Even though I was sure I wouldn’t resent him, I knew enough about Chandler to know he wouldn’t be happy if I took his baby away. And with the Pierce name and power on his side, it wasn’t crazy to think that he’d pressure whomever he needed to in order to find us. Taking Chandler’s baby away could put all of us at risk.


    I wanted to kick something. Wanted to punch the mattress or the wall. How long would I have to pay for my relationship with Chandler? Would it always interfere with going forward with JC? Would I forever be steeped in such deep regret?


    While I didn’t know the answers to those questions, there was one thing I knew with firm certainty—I would not lose JC again.


    My only hope was the paternity test. “If you knew it was yours, would you let me come with you then?”


    JC ran his hand across his forehead. “If we found out for sure that the baby was mine, then it would be another situation entirely.”


    I tried to appreciate his cautiousness. He wasn’t willing to let emotion guide him. That was usually my position on matters, and he was usually the one telling me to let go and feel and trust.


    This time I had to be the one who trusted. I trusted my instinct—the baby was JC’s. It had to be. I could believe in that enough for both of us, if I had to. “All we have to do is wait until the end of the business day tomorrow. The results should be in, and you’ll see. Then we can focus on protecting our family. Our family. Our child. Trust me.”


    Before JC could respond, the door opened behind us, and I turned to see Drew had returned. “When do we have to act if we want to take you up on protection?”


    “Well. The doctor wants to keep JC for observation tonight, so we are planning to get out of here first thing in the morning. The sooner we get moving, the better.” The way he rubbed his chin as he spoke, I could tell that he was anxious about even having to wait the night.


    “Can’t you just give us until tomorrow evening? If you keep him in ICU with a guard at the door, what difference will another eight hours make? Please just wait until then.” I was practically begging. I’d beg for real if I had to.


    Drew let out a heavy sigh then looked to my fiancé for the answer. “JC?”


    “Gwen.” His face was pained and his voice soft and full of love. “There are so many unknowns. I don’t want to put you in danger. I don’t want to be the reason you take a stray bullet, and I don’t want you to have to have a baby away from your family.”


    “Shut up. You’re my family.” I sat down on the edge of his bed, facing him. “I need you. I need to be with you.”


    He was still hesitant, but I could see he wanted to give in as much as I wanted him to. I knew that the reasons he was torn were noble. He wanted me safe because he loved me. He wanted me with him because he loved me.


    Finally, he said, “If the results come back saying that this baby is Chandler’s, you have to stay.”


    I wouldn’t make that promise. “It’s not his.”


    JC reached out and ran his hand down my face. “I know.” To Drew, he said, “We’ll wait until tomorrow night.”


    My entire body sighed in relief, almost as great as the relief I’d felt to find he’d survived the shooting with little injury.


    Drew clapped his hands together. “Tomorrow night, then. Got it. Here’s how we’ll proceed. Gwen.” He waited until I’d shifted to face him. “You’ll need to come by after visiting hours. You have clearance to be here at all times, but the hospital will be quieter then. Bring only your essentials. No suitcases or duffle bags. You can pack something small that appears to be items from home for JC. That’s it. Come alone and tell no one the truth about JC’s condition or what the plans are from there. We’ll have a team waiting here to escort you to a safe house and then your new location.”


    A bubble of sadness formed in my chest for all the people I’d have to leave, the people I couldn’t say goodbye to. But I pushed it away and held on to the knowledge that I’d be with the person I loved most. If I had JC, I had everything. “I’ll be here. Is there anything you want me to bring for you?”


    “I don’t need anything.” JC put his hand on my knee, stroking it tenderly. “If we decide that it’s just going to be me, Drew, how do you want Gwen to handle that?”


    “I’m going with you.” It wasn’t an option.


    “It’s a backup. That’s all,” he reassured me.


    He was being prepared. I understood that. But I suddenly saw a flaw in his logic. “It’s a stupid backup plan. If you’re gone, what will stop Mennezzo from going after me?”


    “That’s not his M.O.,” Drew explained. “He’s not out for revenge; he’s out to avoid prison. There’s no benefit for him to go after you.”


    “I’ll keep a guard employed to watch over you just in case,” JC added. “Dom has agreed to oversee your safety, even though I won’t be able to keep in touch with him this time since I’m going with Drew.”


    “We’re going with Drew.” I frowned. “And I can’t fucking believe you’ve already made arrangements otherwise. Aren’t we supposed to be partners?”


    “Just a backup plan,” JC said again. “I had to explore every scenario.”


    “Well, this scenario is not happening.”


    “If for some reason you don’t go with him, Gwen,” Drew said, ignoring my objection, “we’d want you to stay quiet about JC’s disappearance for as long as possible. That gives us until your wedding ceremony. It may be uncomfortable, but that’s a perfect opportunity for people to discover he’s gone. It will also distance JC from you publicly so that Mennezzo isn’t on your back.”


    “You mean he just won’t show up for the wedding? And I’d have to announce that I’d been jilted?” Everything about this idea made me prickle with rage.


    “You could have Norma do it.” JC continued to caress my leg. “You wouldn’t have to face anyone. Then you could go on our honeymoon by yourself and get away from all the stress for a while.”


    “I don’t want to go on our honeymoon without you! And I don’t want to go to my wedding knowing you aren’t going to be there. I’m going with you, JC. That’s all there is to it.” I felt like a child having a tantrum. Making demands that I had no authority to make.


    I hated my powerlessness. Another second of it, and I was going to break down again.


    JC must have sensed my fragility. “Let’s take this one step at a time, okay? Tomorrow, we’ll get results. We’ll go from there.”


    I bit my lip and nodded. Everything was going to be fine. One more day, and we’d find out that JC was the father, and he’d have to let me go with him then. It was going to be fine.


    “I love you,” I said softly, in case he’d forgotten.


    “God, I love you too.”


    I knew he did. Hearing it relaxed me. There was no way he’d leave me when he loved me as much as he did. He was gallant and strong, but I was his weakness. I adored that about him, and right now I had to rely on it as well.


    The door opened again. This time it was a nurse who entered. “How you doing, Bruzzo? Did those pain pills kick in yet?” She walked over to the other side of his bed as she talked and examined his bandages.


    “They’re working as well as I’d expect,” he said. He gestured to his IV line. “Do I really need to stay hooked up to all of this?”


    The nurse looked at his chart. “Your next antibiotic dose isn’t for another four hours, so I can unhook your IV, but any patient that comes in here gets chained to the monitor. You’ll have to deal with it.”


    He gave her his most charming grin. “What will happen if I unplug it as soon as you walk out?”


    “An alarm sounds, and I’ll be right back in.”


    I laughed. It wasn’t often that a woman could resist JC’s wiles. I certainly couldn’t.


    He wasn’t deterred. “Can you just give me an hour? After that, I’ll do whatever you say, no complaints. I promise.”


    “I swear I prefer it when the patients can’t talk,” she muttered. Then she sighed and unplugged the monitor from the wall. “Well, look at that. This machine doesn’t seem to be working. I’ll have to switch it out. It should take me about thirty minutes to find another one.”


    Wow. I was impressed.


    JC didn’t seem to think he’d won all that he could yet. “At this time of night, they’re probably harder to find. An hour sounds more like it.”


    She scowled. “Forty-five minutes.”


    “Sixty.”


    I covered my mouth to stifle a giggle.


    Drew joined in the battle. “I’m probably going to need some of your time going over what that chart should say, Lydia. Give them the hour.”


    Her scowl remained, but she said, “Only because it’s you, Drew.”


    “Drew,” JC called after him, “can you flip the overhead off? And make sure no one bothers us, will you?”


    “I’ll tell the guard.” He flipped off the switch, leaving the bedside lamp the only light in the room, then shut the door behind them.


    I pulled out my phone to shoot a text to Norma saying that JC was going to be fine and that I’d call her in the morning. Then I looked at the man I planned to spend my life with. The man I was sure I’d lost. “You better not have gotten the room emptied so that you could give me more of your talk of backup plans.”


    “I got the room emptied so I can give you more of me.” His tone was full of innuendo.


    I chuckled as I ran my finger across his collarbone. “How much more of you?”


    “All of me.” He lowered his voice. “Especially the hard parts.”


    No matter what else was going on with my emotions, he could always make my stomach flutter. “Will we still get married?”


    “As far as I’m concerned, we’re already married.”


    “But we can make it official? I don’t care if it’s in Vegas or at City Hall. I just want to be yours.”


    He brought my hand to his lips and kissed it. “Anything you want. Come up here with me.”


    “I am up here with you.” I stretched across him, my attention on his bandage. He’d been sitting forward the whole time I’d been in the room, I realized, not letting his back touch the bed. “How long will you have to wear the sling?”


    “Only a couple of days so that the stitches aren’t ruptured.” He leaned up and kissed my jaw.


    I winced as my mind flashed back to the look on his face when he’d been shot, the way he’d fallen in front of me. I was pretty sure I’d have nightmares about that for years to come. “Does it still hurt?”


    “Like a mother. I need you to distract me. Take off your panties and get up here.”


    I narrowed my eyes, not sure if he was playing around or if he really wanted what he was suggesting. “There are people just outside the door.”


    “People nearby turns you on.” His wicked smile dissolved into a serious expression. “Get up here.” He said it in his commanding voice. The one he used when he bossed me around during sex. The one I could never say no to.


    I didn’t hesitate any longer, standing to remove my panties. I wasn’t feeling particularly aroused—not yet, anyway—but I understood that he needed this. He needed me. I needed him as well. We needed this familiar way of ours. Needed the intimacy and support. Needed to feel as united as possible when we’d almost lost everything.


    After I’d tossed my panties aside, I pulled down his sheet, exposing the long, lean muscles of his torso and the tattoo that decorated half his chest. The Japanese letters that read, “The current age of existence is but a brief moment in the current scope of existence” had influenced him to live for the now. I, instead, took it to mean that everything would pass away. The bad, the awful, the situation that seemed impossible to overcome today—all of it meant nothing in the grander scheme of things.


    And so what did have resonance for all time?


    Love, I decided. Only love.


    I swept my fingers down the design and then gripped the waistband of his briefs. I lowered them down, releasing his cock. He was already half-erect, and he grew thicker under my gaze. Just watching him harden for me got me wet.


    With my lids half-closed, I climbed onto the bed. He sat up straighter, an awkward move with the use of only one arm. “Are you sure you can do this?” I asked.


    “You’re going to be doing most of the work. Stop stalling and get on me already.”


    I straddled his lap, gathering my skirt at my waist, and hovered over him. With his good hand, he rubbed his cock up and down my folds until I was wet and he was fully hard. “You’re so goddamn beautiful,” he murmured when he lined up his head at my entrance.


    I bit my lip and sank down onto him. Slowly. Enjoying him more than teasing him. Letting myself feel every single centimeter of his shaft along my walls. He made me feel so full, so filled. So utterly complete.


    Shifting my weight to my knees, I began to pulse up and down along the length of him. My tempo was even but laidback, and selfish. He generally preferred to race us toward release, and while I generally preferred whatever he gave me, this was what I needed to give him right now—attention he could luxuriate in. Patient adoration. Tenderness. Love.


    He dug his fingers into my ass, pulling himself closer to me. “You’re so fucking tight in this position,” he groaned.


    I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I can feel you everywhere. All through me.”


    “I want to be everywhere inside you.”


    “You are.”


    We didn’t say anything more, letting our bodies and our touch speak for us. His kisses were both sweeter and deeper than ever, and my orgasm, when it arrived, stretched and unfurled through me, reaching every molecule of my being with its satiating bliss.


    When we’d finished, I curled up next to him under his sheet, my temple pressed to his. I crossed my arm over his chest and let my fingers dance aimlessly along his neck as we stared up at the ceiling. My mind was calmer now. My anxiety quieted.


    “I’m sorry, Gwen,” he said, breaking the silence.


    “For what?”


    “I should have listened to you. We weren’t safe. I put you and the baby at risk. If that bullet had hit you instead—”


    “Stop it. It didn’t hit me. We’re okay, and after tomorrow, we’ll be even safer.”


    “Yes. We’ll be safe. All three of us.” He brought his free hand up to sweep up and down my arm. “Tell me something. The other day you asked if I cared about testifying for Corinne more than anything else. Do you really think that?”


    I was surprised by the question and started to tell him that it was only said in the heat of the moment then thought better of it. This was a time for honesty. “Truthfully, I really don’t know. It wasn’t fair to say that to you. Testifying is the right thing, and part of me believes you’d do it for anyone. But another part of me can’t help but feel like you chose her over me. When you left me the first time, it was for her, in a way.”


    I couldn’t see his face, but I felt the furrow of his brow anyway. “It was for me. It was what I had to do.”


    “I know. You’re a good guy like that. I also know you loved her, and even after she died, you were still willing to sacrifice your life for her.” I’d thought these words for so long, but it was so strange to finally be having this conversation. Even stranger was how unimportant it seemed now. Funny how a traumatic situation could change a person’s perspective.


    “I didn’t realize that’s what it looked like to you.”


    “It did before. Not anymore. Now I understand you better, and I admire your commitment to justice. Not everyone would be willing to go through that, even for someone they loved as much as you loved her.”


    “I don’t know if seeking justice is a real testament of love.”


    “Not the seeking justice,” I clarified, “the sacrifice.”


    “Yeah. Sacrifice.” He was quiet a beat. “You know, I don’t remember that feeling anymore. I know that I loved her, and I know that I could barely function when she died. But the actual emotion? It’s faded now. Especially in comparison to what I feel for you.”


    I took a shaky breath in then let it out. “I used to be so afraid that you’d always love her more than me. I feel so stupid after I hear you say something like that.”


    “That’s not stupid. It’s natural, I think. But, you know, it was never possible that I would always love her more. There was a time that I did, of course. Before I knew you. When we’d just met. But every day that passes, what I felt for her dims. And every day that I know you, my feelings grow. I love you more today than I did when I asked you to marry me. And I loved you more then than when I asked you the first time. And I loved you more then than when I first realized that I loved you at all.”


    He rolled onto his good arm so he could face me. “As long as we’re alive, it will keep growing.”


    I turned toward him and cupped his cheek. “I wouldn’t have lived if anything had happened to you today.”


    “You would have.” He circled my nose with his. “It might feel like you had died, but you’d have lived.”


    “I wouldn’t have wanted to live.”


    “I only want to live because of you.”


    Somehow, without saying it aloud, I was pretty sure we both understood what this really was—our wedding. These were our vows. These were our declarations of love and commitment. Whether or not the paternity test showed JC as the likely father, we wouldn’t have the ceremony that we’d planned. So we’d have this instead. This was just as good.


    Maybe this was even better.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    Drew sent me home a little after midnight.


    As soon as I walked in the door, I set about getting ready to leave. It took hours to pack an overnight bag. What things could I live without? What things were essential? The items I’d normally cherish—my laptop, my cell charger—were pointless now. I wouldn’t need the files for The Sky Launch. My phone would likely be tossed.


    In the end, I gathered my prenatal vitamins and a few photos of my family, as well as a change of clothes for each of us. The bag was small enough to pass for what someone would typically take to a patient in the hospital, and if Drew told me it was too much, I would leave it without hesitation.


    I went to bed around five, but sleep didn’t come. I was anxious and on edge, and my mind wouldn’t stop thinking or even slow down. After tossing and turning for hours, I moved to the couch and found a marathon of Law and Order on TV to keep me occupied while I waited for the paternity lab to send the results. Both JC and I had listed our email as the preferred method of communication, but if I hadn’t heard from the company by five, I planned to call them. They were on the west coast, so that would still give them plenty of time to dig up results if need be.


    At noon, Norma called.


    “He’s going to be fine,” I said, which was easy because it was true. “They’ll probably release him today or tomorrow.”


    “So the wedding can still go on as planned. What a relief!”


    Here I got choked up. I wasn’t usually so attached to the pomp and ceremony associated with weddings and the like. It had to be pregnancy hormones.


    Glad that she couldn’t see the tears forming in my eyes over the phone, I forced out my response. “Yep. Total relief.”


    “Gwen? Are you okay?”


    Goddamn Norma could always see through me so easily.


    “I’m tired,” I answered honestly. “I’m overwhelmed with the ups and downs over the last week. But I’m okay.”


    “That’s natural. I don’t know if this helps or not, but Dad’s lawyer contacted me. He’s back in custody, as you know. They arrested him and three other people from the house he was living in on charges of dealing and possession. Two of them have been charged with statutory rape and assault of a minor. They’re still investigating Dad’s involvement with that. If they find out he had any physical interaction with her, he could see some serious time. Either way, we don’t need to worry about him for quite a while.”


    “Good. I’m glad.” Though, honestly, I didn’t really care, not in the way I once had, anyway. My father didn’t have power over me anymore whether he was behind bars or not.


    “Me too. Well, you have a big weekend coming up. Get some rest and let me know if there’s anything you need.”


    She was just about to hang up when I stopped her. “I love you, Sissy.” I paused, swallowing past the tightness in my voice. “Not just because you’re always taking care of me but because you’re also an amazing person.”


    We didn’t often share our feelings, so I worried my declaration would raise red flags. Fortunately, I had near-tragedy as a motivator if I needed to explain.


    I didn’t need to. “I love you too, Gwen. Not just because you let me boss you around but also because you’re a pretty swell person yourself. Rest. And eat! I’ll see you Sunday morning.”


    The rest of the afternoon was spent refreshing my email and pacing and nibbling on fruit and crackers. It was half-past four when my lids began to feel heavy. I leaned back on the couch and closed them, just for a minute.


    When I opened them again, it was 8:10.


    I jumped up from the couch, cursing. I needed to leave in the next fifteen minutes to get to the hospital before visiting hours ended at nine. I scrambled for a few minutes, looking for my shoes while I scanned my emails. Nothing from the lab. “Shit, shit, shit!”


    A call to the company went to voicemail. It was after five in California, and the message said the company was closed for the weekend.


    Panic surged through me, and I had to fight the urge to sob. I tried JC’s cell, hoping he’d gotten the results even though I hadn’t. It rang only once before going to voicemail. Which made sense. His phone was probably dead. I started to look up the hospital number but changed my mind. If his phone was dead then he didn’t have email access. And if I talked to him, he could try to dissuade me from going with him again. My best chance was to just show up. He couldn’t turn me away if I was there in person.


    Without wasting another minute, I grabbed the overnight bag and left our condo for what could be the last time. I managed not to dissolve into tears on the elevator ride down to the lobby, but just barely.


    Downstairs, Russ, the bodyguard on duty for the night, met me. He hailed us a cab, and soon we were on our way to the hospital.


    We made it to the ICU ten minutes before visiting hours were over. Drew had said I’d have clearance to get in after as well, but I wanted to make sure I got there on time so that they didn’t have an excuse to leave without me. At the security desk, I showed my ID and waited for the attendant to buzz open the doors.


    But he didn’t. “Our system shows Justin Bruzzo isn’t currently a patient,” he said.


    “No. That’s not possible.” I tried not to get worked up. He’d probably only just been discharged, or maybe Drew had arranged for JC’s name not to show up on the computer patient list. “I’m sure he’s back there. Let me in, and I know exactly where to go.”


    “I’m sorry, ma’am. The system says he’s not here, so I can’t let you back.”


    “Your system is wrong!” So much for not getting worked up. I was freaking the fuck out now. I wouldn’t be kept from JC because some noble security guard wanted to play by the rules. “Can you call a supervisor? Or one of the nurses from the ICU?”


    “No one’s going to let you back there, Ms. Anders. No matter who I call.”


    Russ, who’d been hanging back behind me, came to stand at my side. “Is there a problem I can help with?”


    “Yes!” I turned to face him. “Do you have a contact number for Drew?”


    He shook his head. “Sorry. Dom’s the only one who works with Drew.”


    “Dom, then. Can you get him on the phone?”


    Less than a minute later, I was talking to Dom on Russ’s phone. “They say he’s checked out, Dom. They say he’s gone. That can’t be right. I was on time.”


    He hesitated, and though it was only for a second, it was enough to tell me that he had something hard to say. That’s when I knew. I knew JC had gone without me.


    “No,” I said before Dom got the words out. “Whatever you’re going to say, don’t say it unless you’re going to tell me where he is and how to get to him.”


    “I can’t, Gwen. Even if I wanted to. I don’t know where he is.”


    “No. Don’t. Don’t say that.” I was having trouble drawing air into my lungs. “Call Drew. It can’t be too late to join him. They couldn’t have left too long ago. I can still catch up.”


    “Drew isn’t going to tell you anything. And he’s long gone now. He checked out this morning.”


    This morning. He never had any intention of waiting for the paternity results. It didn’t matter if Chandler was the father or not—JC had planned to leave me either way.


    I fell to my knees, dropping the phone. Deep, soundless sobs shuddered through my body, and there, outside the Intensive Care Unit, I grieved the loss of JC as intensely as if he’d died.


    ***


    Eventually, Russ convinced me it was best to go back home before the hospital personnel decided I needed to be sedated. Home was the last place I wanted to be—I’d left with the idea that I wouldn’t return, at least not for a long time. How could I be there again without JC?


    But I had nowhere else to go. I wasn’t supposed to let on that JC had left town, and I was too devastated to hold my emotions in. That ruled out going to Norma’s or Ben’s or Laynie’s. So when Russ gave the address of our condo to the cab driver, I didn’t argue.


    By the time we arrived at our destination, I’d gone relatively numb. My head throbbed and my stomach ached from the intense crying, but they were the only feelings I allowed myself to acknowledge. The other emotions—grief, rage, betrayal, heartache—lay just below the surface of my deadened exterior. I’d have to deal with those soon enough. Now, I only wanted to sleep.


    Dazed, I didn’t notice the figure standing against the wall by the entrance to my building until he’d called my name.


    I turned toward the familiar voice but couldn’t manage a greeting or even a smile.


    Chandler rushed to my side, worry etched on his youthful features. “What’s wrong? Is it the baby? Are you hurt?”


    Another wave of emotion swept through me, but I managed to suppress it. “I’m fine,” I lied. “It’s JC.” While I’d never been a good liar, with years of hiding the abuse inflicted by my father, I’d at least learned how to twist the truth. “He was shot yesterday. I’ve just come back from the hospital.”


    “Oh my God.” His concern seemed genuine, despite what I was sure he felt for JC. “Is he…is he going to make it?”


    “He is.” Wherever he was, at least I had that. It didn’t feel very comforting though. In some ways, it would be easier if he’d died. Then I’d know he’d left without having a choice. As it was, he’d gone of his own free will.


    How could he do that to me? How could he leave me alone and pregnant? Tears welled at my eyes.


    Chandler opened his arms to embrace me, then seemed to think better of it. “I don’t know what to do. Is it okay if I hug you?”


    I nodded. I needed human touch. Needed a shoulder to cry on. Chandler cared for me, and I didn’t feel guilty at all for leaning on him when he was there and JC wasn’t.


    Chandler wrapped his arms around me, and I buried my face in his shirt. “I’m so sorry, Gwenny,” he said, gently rocking me back and forth. “I shouldn’t be here. This isn’t what you need right now.”


    I turned my face so my words wouldn’t be muffled. “Actually. This is exactly what I need.”


    “I don’t mean this hug. I mean I shouldn’t say what I came here to say.” He paused, and I waited to see if he’d continue, not caring enough to urge him on. “But I’m here, and I’m afraid this might be my last chance before the wedding to say it, so I’m going to say it anyway. The other day, I told you that I’d take care of you and the baby if it was mine. And I meant that. But I should have told you that I wanted you either way. Whether the baby was mine or not. I want to be the guy in your life, and I don’t care that your baby has half his DNA. I can love you both, no matter what.”


    I sighed into him. Could Chandler be my future? I didn’t have the feelings for him that I had for JC, but he loved me, maybe as much as JC did. Plus he was here. Willing to stay. That earned him huge points.


    And maybe I could learn to love him like that. One day.


    Just…it wasn’t today.


    Gathering strength I didn’t think I had, I pushed out of his arms. “Thank you for telling me. It means a lot that you would fight for me. But my heart belongs to JC.” Wherever he was. “If the baby is yours, I’ll make sure you’re involved in its life. But that’s all I can offer.” Right now, anyway. Later, perhaps I’d feel differently. I doubted it, though.


    His forehead wrinkled, and I prayed he didn’t get emotional. I couldn’t take that at the moment. It was hard enough dealing with my own emotions.


    But what he said wasn’t at all what I expected. “The baby isn’t mine. Didn’t you get the email?”


    “What do you mean? No, I didn’t get an email.” I pulled my phone out as I spoke, opening the app to check once again for anything I’d missed.


    “It was in my spam. Maybe it’s in yours as well?”


    At the suggestion, I opened up my spam folder. And there it was—an email from the lab. I clicked the message and opened the attached document without reading the preface. The PDF loaded and I scanned it quickly.


    Sample One, Bruzzo: The Alleged Father cannot be excluded as the biological father of the fetus based on the samples submitted from the mother and the alleged father and the DNA extracted from the population of fetal cells.


    Sample Two, Pierce: The Alleged Father is excluded as the biological father of the fetus based on the samples submitted from the mother and the alleged father and the DNA extracted from the population of fetal cells.


    “It’s confusing,” Chandler said, reading over my shoulder. “But, obviously, I’m excluded.”


    A mix of emotions ran through me. JC was the father. I’d known he was, and I felt vindicated and relieved. My baby belonged to the only man I’d wanted to procreate with, and that was such good news.


    But that man wasn’t here. And these results meant I’d be raising a baby alone.


    Anger had been one of the feelings I’d managed to suppress for the most part. Until now. Now it was bubbling stronger than all the others, spilling over the dam I’d constructed over the last hour. Threatening to burst through it completely.


    “I have to go,” I said to Chandler, too overwhelmed to keep it together. Not that I’d been keeping it together so far.


    I was half ready to start toward the doors of the building when I realized I should say more. “I heard what you said, Chandler. I did, and I promise that it means a lot to me. In another life, you could be the perfect guy for me. But in this life, I’m not the girl for you. You’re going to find someone, though. Maybe not for a while, but you’ll find the woman who loves you the way you deserve. I have no doubt.”


    He gave me a reluctant smile. “I’m not so sure. But I get it. You’ve made your choice. I hope JC knows how lucky he is.” He leaned in to kiss me on the forehead. “Goodbye, Gwen.” Then he turned and walked away.


    I didn’t hang around to watch him leave, eager to get inside where I could break down and throw things in private. As I rode up the elevator to my floor, my hands balled into fists at my sides, Chandler’s words echoing in my head. I hope JC knows how lucky he is.


    Yeah, real lucky. Because if he were around right then, I’d kill him.


    ***


    I spent the next several hours vacillating between rage and productivity. I broke several dishes, throwing them against the wall, so goddamned mad at JC. How dare he make this decision for us? How dare he decide what was best for me? How dare he abandon us like this? He was the biggest asshole I’d ever encountered, and I’d known quite a few assholes.


    Then I was angry with myself. Because I knew that I’d take him back in a heartbeat. All he had to do was say the word and I’d be wherever he said.


    And then I was angry with him again. How dare he make me love him so fucking much that I felt like I couldn’t survive without him? It was so fucking ridiculously unfair.


    In between my spouts of uncontrolled wrath, I did everything I could think of to reach out to him. I emailed him. I left him messages on his dead phone—messages that were in turn strings of curse words and I love yous. Then I harassed Dom until he gave me Drew’s email and phone number. I flooded those as well, despite the late hour. Wanting to believe that JC couldn’t possibly know the baby was his, I made sure to include that information in every point of contact. If just one message got through to him, and he saw that he was actually going to be a father, then he’d have to come back. If not for me, then for our child.


    It had to be why he’d left before the test came through—because he knew that he wouldn’t be able to leave if he found out I’d been right all along about the baby’s paternity. He’d known I would insist on going either way, and he chose to slip out the easy way.


    That thought would just stir up my anger all over again. More dishes would get broken. In one fit of temper, his laptop was thrown across the room, cracking the screen. It didn’t feel as good as I’d hoped it would, but it did feel vindicating on a very base level.


    The sun was coming up by the time I dragged myself to bed. I was exhausted, physically and emotionally—the downside of not shutting down like I normally did. I’d almost decided to sleep in the guest room, afraid of how lonely I’d feel without him on our king-size mattress. I dismissed that idea in a fit of stubbornness. It was my bed too, and I wouldn’t let his shitty decision be the reason I was pushed out of it.


    The bed was still unmade, so I didn’t notice the paper folded in half on his pillow until I was already lying down. “Goddammit,” I muttered out loud to myself. I was all-sorts-of-pissed again before even reading the note. It would be an explanation, I was sure. Some fucked-up attempt to justify his actions. And when had he brought it, anyway? While I’d slept on the couch earlier? Had one of our bodyguards placed it there when I’d been at the hospital?


    Whatever. It was bullshit. And I was done with his bullshit.


    I left it on the pillow and turned away from it. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.


    Not more than five minutes had passed before I let out a frustrated groan and turned back to snatch up the note.


    It was short—shorter than I expected and much shorter than I deserved. Just one line, written in his block handwriting: As long as we’re alive, I love you.


    I crumpled the paper into a ball and flung it across the room. Then I wrapped my arms around his pillow and cried myself to sleep.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    


    My cell phone woke me up later.


    I had to scramble to get to it, so I didn’t pause to check the name on the caller ID. After answering, I held my breath, hoping it was JC. Or even Drew.


    “Gwen!” It was Laynie. Her voice was entirely too chipper for—I glanced at the bedside clock—five thirty in the evening. Shit. I’d slept all day. Which was probably better than being awake and dealing with emotions. “I just heard the news. Why didn’t you call me?”


    I rubbed at the sleep in my eyes. “Heard what, exactly?” So much had happened since I’d last seen her. I could think of a myriad of things she’d be referring to, and none of them were things I was really in the mood to talk about.


    “About JC’s shooting. Is he okay? Norma said he’s going to be fine, but I have to hear it from you.”


    Oh, that. “Yeah, he’s fine.” At least he had been when I’d last seen him. “The bullet went clean through. They’ve already discharged him from the hospital.” I stretched then pulled the blanket up to my chin, wondering if I could get away with going back to sleep.


    “Thank God. I’m so relieved. You’re still coming over?”


    I paused, trying to think of some excuse to get out of our date. The plan had been for me to spend the night before the wedding at her house so that I could get ready there while JC got dressed at the condo. My dress and accessories were already waiting in her guestroom closet. The whole not seeing the bride before the ceremony thing. It was pointless now, but I had to keep up the charade—for JC’s sake, even though my heart wasn’t in it.


    I tossed the covers aside. “Yep. I’ll be on my way shortly.” Just as soon as I did something about my swollen eyes.


    “Awesome. I expect to hear all the details. It will be like an old-fashioned girls’ sleepover. We’ll laugh and giggle and stay up all night. You’re getting married tomorrow!” Her enthusiasm was potent. How I wished I could share it with her.


    For a full minute after I hung up with her, I let myself wonder how I’d feel if I was getting married tomorrow. Would I be excited? Nervous? Having second thoughts?


    I would have been delirious with joy, that’s what I would have been.


    My stomach churned, and I had to run to the bathroom, barely making it before I threw up. From what I’d read on the Internet in the last week, morning sickness in the second trimester wasn’t that common for women who hadn’t had it in the first. But it certainly seemed fitting to wake up puking today.


    Maybe our baby was just in tune with the real situation of my pre-wedding day. “You and me, kid,” I said, rubbing my tightening belly. “It’s just you and me.”


    ***


    Alayna and Hudson required a full rundown of the last few days. They’d known that Mennezzo had been released from jail but nothing about seeing my father or any of the events that followed.


    I stuck to the details I could share, and while I’d thought I wouldn’t be able to talk about JC without getting upset, I found that relating the story was actually comforting. It was a distraction from my current pain, but I could still get emotional without drawing questions.


    Or so I thought.


    I’d just come out of the bathroom of the guest suite after having changed into my pajamas when I found Laynie waiting on the bed for me.


    “Now that it’s just you and me, you can tell me.”


    I fiddled with the bridal jewelry that I’d set out on the dresser. “Tell you what?”


    “Why you’re so glum. You don’t seem like someone who’s getting married tomorrow. And don’t say that you’re just tired and worried about Mennezzo. I know there’s something else. So spill.” She was perceptive in most circumstances, but honestly, I’d been surprised no one had commented earlier. I’d been a walking zombie since I’d arrived at her house. Except for when I’d recalled the shooting and the story around it, I’d barely muttered a word that had more than one syllable.


    I didn’t have the energy to even try to lie outright. So just like I had with Chandler, I gave her part of the truth. “There is something else.” I turned to face her. “I’m pregnant.”


    “Oh.” She blinked several times. “Wow. For real?”


    “Yep. I took a test last week when you suggested it. I’m fourteen weeks along.” I forced a smile.


    She jumped up from the bed. “Oh my God! You’re already second trimester!”


    JC and I had decided not to announce the pregnancy until after the wedding. We wanted the focus on us. But Laynie was the one person I had wanted to tell more than anyone else, and I would have told her immediately if I hadn’t been worried about her reaction.


    I bit my lip. “Are you horribly mad?”


    “Mad? Why the hell would I be mad?”


    “Because you’re trying so hard to get pregnant, and here, I didn’t even want a baby, and I’m having one.”


    She took my hands in hers and squeezed. “Of course I’m wildly jealous, but mad? No way. I’m thrilled for you!” Dropping my hands, she crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes. “Though I am a little pissed you didn’t tell me sooner. Is it because you were afraid of what I’d say or because you aren’t happy about being pregnant?”


    “The first. I didn’t want a baby, but now that I’m going to have one, I’m adjusting.” I put my hands behind me to lean on the dresser and thought about her question. Was I really not happy about having a baby?


    Even with JC gone, the answer was no. I was happy. “It’s exciting, actually. Scary but exciting.” This time my smile was genuine.


    Her face lit up entirely. “It’s so exciting! I’m…I’m overwhelmed!” She flitted around the room, energized by my news. “I can’t believe you thought I’d be mad. And I’m so happy for you! It will be my practice baby. I’ll steal it every chance I can. I hope you’re ready for me to practically live with you. Seriously, you don’t even need to hire a nanny. I’m here. Can I be Aunt Laynie even though we’re not related?”


    I laughed. “You can be whoever you want. But you’re going to regret that offer because I’m going to take you up on it. I’m going to need all the help I can get.”


    “I won’t regret it. And you won’t need me. JC’s going to be doting all over you. You know that. He’s got to be over the moon.”


    “Yeah. Over the moon.” That wasn’t a lie either—he’d been beyond thrilled. It hurt now to say it, though. So I redirected the conversation. “Anyway. It’s why I’m so tired. And emotional. And with Mennezzo out of jail, I’m more worried than ever.”


    “Right. Of course. That makes sense.” She stood in front of me and ran her hands up and down my bare arms, trying to reassure me. “JC will make sure you’re safe. Hudson can help him ramp up the security if you’re not convinced that you have enough. And just think—tomorrow you’ll be married. After that, you’ll have your honeymoon. You can escape from all the pressure and relax for a bit. And then in twenty-six weeks, you’ll have a baby! What can be more wonderful than that?”


    “Nothing,” I said, and even though she was wrong about most of it—I wouldn’t be married tomorrow, and I wouldn’t be going on my honeymoon—she was right about the baby. It hadn’t been planned or wanted, and it was going to be tough as shit without JC, but I’d get through it, especially with her support.


    And, as hard as it was going to be, I was pretty sure it would also be wonderful.


    ***


    The wedding was scheduled for six on Sunday evening. By one, the Pierce house was a bustle. Besides the hairdresser, nail professional and makeup artist, Mirabelle and Norma and Laynie were there, hovering over me, urging me to eat, fawning over every detail of my bridal preparations. It was ironic how much preparation and fuss was going into a non-wedding.


    Of course, no one knew that’s what this was but me.


    “French manicure for her hands,” Mira said, “the pale pink for her toes.”


    “The bright pink will show up better,” Laynie argued.


    Mira scoffed. “She’s not getting any pictures of her feet.”


    “She might on her honeymoon. The pale pink is going to look washed out.” Laynie turned to me, both bottles in her hand. “The bright pink is a much better choice, Gwen. Don’t you agree?”


    “Mmhmm.”


    “See!” Laynie was so triumphant in her win that she didn’t seem to notice my lack of enthusiasm.


    So it went with the entire afternoon. No one commented on my mood. No one asked what my problem was. They just cooed and buzzed, excited enough about my event to make up for my apathy.


    For the most part, I was able to keep my emotions at bay by focusing on the pampering. I told myself we were playing dress-up. It wasn’t every day that I got dolled up, and it did feel good to have my hands massaged and my hair washed by someone else.


    When it was time to go, I stood in front of the full-length mirror, dressed in a simple lace and tulle A-line gown, my hair in soft curls around my face, my makeup light and perfect.


    “You’re exquisite!” Mira exclaimed at my side.


    “Simply gorgeous,” said Laynie.


    “You glow,” Norma added, reminding me of when JC had said the same words to me. Grief bubbled up inside of me, and all I could do was nod and bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself from crying.


    Go numb, I begged myself. Numb, numb, numb.


    All during the limo ride to the Brooklyn Bridge Park, I tried to reclaim the stoic mask I’d maintained all afternoon, but every minute we got closer, my heart broke a little more. We’d chosen to make our vows at Jane’s Carousel, the place we’d had our first reunion kiss on the Fourth of July. It had felt like a romantic and whimsical location. Now it just felt sad.


    By the time we pulled up to the park, anxiety began to surge as strongly as grief. At what point would this all be called off? How long did I let this go on? Mira jumped out of the car first, telling us she’d call us as soon as the event coordinator told us it was time to line up. Would we sit there indefinitely, waiting for a groom who would never appear?


    Laynie’s phone rang shortly after Mira’s disappearance, and I held my breath, prepared for her to announce that JC hadn’t yet arrived.


    Instead, when she hung up, she said, “They’re ready for us to line up! Gah! This is so exciting!” She tugged me out of the car and started to pull me with her toward the crowd standing in front of the carousel.


    “You’re in the front,” I said. “You should go first.”


    “Good thinking.” She let go of my hand. “We don’t want him to see you yet.” She ran on ahead, leaving me behind with Norma, who was slated to process in just before me.


    When we were about twenty feet away from the spot where we were supposed to line up, I stopped walking. “I can’t do this.”


    Norma, realizing I had halted, turned back to me. “Can’t do what? Are you having cold feet?”


    “Not exactly.” Fuck, I knew this was going to be embarrassing. Now that we were here, I realized how embarrassing. I didn’t like it. I wanted it over with.


    Cursing him again under my breath, I said, “It’s JC. I need to tell you something.”


    “Tell me what? You’re scaring me. Did you two have a fight? Is that why you’ve been so sullen today?”


    Huh. Maybe my mask hadn’t been quite as effective as I’d thought. Norma always could read me like a book, though. “We didn’t fight.” Well, we’d argued. “He’s decided to take the offer for protection.”


    Her shoulders sagged. “The shooting was related to the trial then? I wondered as much. You’re probably not supposed to tell me anything, are you?”


    “No, I’m not. But you already knew part of it.”


    She took a deep breath. “It’s not a surprise. Honestly, I was half-expecting you to already have taken off. Will you disappear right after the wedding? Leave for your honeymoon and not come back?” Her voice was even, but I knew her well enough to detect the sadness in her tone.


    And why shouldn’t she be sad? She thought her sister was about to disappear from her life.


    At least my bad news meant that I wouldn’t have to leave her. “No. There isn’t going to be a wedding. He’s already gone.”


    Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”


    “He’s not going to show.” A tear slid down my cheek. “He left without me, Norma. I’m supposed to pretend to be surprised when he doesn’t show up today, and I…I just can’t. I can’t do this.”


    “What the hell are you talking about? Of course he showed.” She pulled a hankie from her bra—only Norma—and dabbed at my face.


    “No. He’s gone.”


    She tucked the linen back in its hiding spot. “You’re delirious, Gwen. He’s already here. He’s waiting for you at the other end of the aisle.”


    “Stop saying that.” I was frustrated now. “I’m telling you—”


    She cut me off, pointing toward the carousel. “Would you just look?”


    My heart began to pound, and a bubble of hope formed in my chest. Since we’d planned a short ceremony, we’d elected not to provide chairs, so I had to step out of line to peer around the audience.


    But as soon as I did, I saw him. He was standing in front of the carousel, my brother at his side, looking sexy as hell in his tux as he waited for his bride to join him. God, he was such an asshole. Such a wonderful, amazing asshole.


    And, oh, how I loved him. That fucker.


    “Well, then,” I said, stepping into my place at the back of the line. “Guess I’m getting married.”


    I blinked the tears out of my eyes and smiled for the first time all day.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    


    A Yo-Yo Ma arrangement of “Appalachian Waltz” began playing over the carousel’s loud speakers, and as if on cue, butterflies began fluttering in my stomach. It felt like an eternity passed as Laynie first walked down and then Norma.


    Then the music changed to the acoustic version of Yeah Yeah Yeah’s “Wedding Song,” and it was my turn. I stepped into the aisle. Immediately, my eyes locked on JC’s. It took everything I had not to run to him, and I concentrated on matching my steps to the slow beat of the music. I’d chosen the song, but I hadn’t realized how fitting the lyrics were until I heard them now. JC was the breath that I breathed, and though I’d learned that I wouldn’t literally die without him, I thought the singer’s sentiment was appropriate.


    Finally, I made it to him, and I fell into his arms, not caring about what we were supposed to do at that moment or the audience behind us. Or maybe he reached for me. All I knew was he was holding me, gripping me to him with his one good arm as though he’d never let me go.


    “I couldn’t go without you,” he said, barely above a whisper. “I tried. I swear. I wanted to be the guy who could give you up to keep you safe, and I wasn’t strong enough.”


    I clutched just as fiercely to his lapels, my face wet. “I love you, you piece of shit. Don’t ever leave me again, or I swear, I’ll fucking kill you.”


    He pulled back, cupping my face in his hands. “Never. I could never leave you again.” Then he covered me in kisses—my nose, my cheeks, my chin. He pressed a final kiss on my lips, lingering for long seconds.


    Our minister cleared her throat. “You aren’t supposed to kiss the bride until the end.”


    The crowd laughed, and reluctantly, we let each other go. But JC found my hand and clutched it between us, tightly, even though it was the side that had been injured, as if daring anyone to tell him he had to relinquish it.


    “Sorry,” he said, grinning. “Gwen, are you ready for this?”


    He was reminding me I had the choice, I realized. Just because he’d shown up, just because we had all our friends and family watching, it didn’t mean I had to go through with this. It was good, at least, that he understood I might not want to after what he’d done. Ideally, I’d have a chance to get all my anger out in the open before saying I do. But, that wasn’t an option, and out of the options I did have, the one I chose was marry him. Love him, be with him, marry him. Every time.


    “Yes,” I said, meeting his eyes. “I am.”


    The rest of the ceremony passed by in a blur. We exchanged rings and vows and lots and lots of glances. I smiled so much that my cheeks hurt and cried enough to have a new appreciation for waterproof mascara.


    And then we were at the end, the part where Mr. and Mrs. Justin Caleb Bruzzo were announced for the first time, and the groom—the sexy bastard who owned my heart—got to kiss his tear-stained wife.


    He leaned in, pausing to whisper against my lips. “Hello, Mrs. Bruzzo.” And then he pressed his lips against mine, softly at first, quickly building into something rougher and more possessive. One of his hands threaded through my hair and the other caressed my cheek, and for several seconds I forgot where we were and how many eyes were on us as I was transported to the same heavenly place that I’d gone to when he’d first kissed me in this park. It was magical. But even better than that, it was real. This amazing dream ending of a story was actually my life.


    It was more amazing than any fairytale I’d ever read.


    Afterward, there were pictures and a ride on the carousel that was mostly about posing for more pictures and not actually something that could be enjoyed or cherished. Which was fine. That wasn’t the reason we’d chosen this as the location for our wedding.


    Soon, the wedding planner was ushering us out of the park. “On to your reception at The Sky Launch,” she ordered. “If you don’t head over there, no one else will.”


    Since I hadn’t had a moment alone with JC, I actually wasn’t sure we planned on arriving at our reception at all. So even though it wasn’t necessarily the most appropriate time, I made sure I sought out my siblings and Laynie, giving each of them a hug that I hoped would last, in case it was a long time before I saw any of them again.


    Parting from Norma was the hardest. She was the only person who knew that I wouldn’t be around much longer.


    “I hope it’s not patronizing to tell you I’m proud of you,” she said as she embraced me tighter. “And I love you. And I already miss you.”


    “I miss you more.” I had to pause to swallow past the lump in my throat. “And I love you, Sissy. More than I can ever say.”


    JC showed up to pull me away. “Gwen, the car’s waiting.”


    “Okay.” I gripped my bouquet and headed toward the limo without looking back, afraid that if I did, I wouldn’t be able to keep going forward.


    At the car, a familiar face greeted me. “Hi, Drew.”


    “Congratulations on your wedding,” he said, opening the door for me.


    “Thank you. If I had any question about what happens next, it’s been answered by the fact that you’re driving our limo.”


    He laughed. “Oh, I’m not driving. But yes. I’m navigating.”


    “I’m guessing The Sky Launch isn’t a planned stop on our way out of town?”


    “I’m afraid not.”


    I sighed. “I’m not complaining. I’m glad to be included this time.”


    “I am too. Trust me.”


    I climbed into the back seat of the car, scooting toward the opposite door to leave room for JC.


    “You ready?” Drew asked my husband before he got in.


    “Finally got everything I need.” He glanced in at me, and I realized he was talking about me. “Thanks for bringing me back for her. Hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”


    “You’re too much trouble, JC. She’s not. Get in.”


    As soon as the door closed behind him, I was ready. I gathered every ounce of strength I had and, using both hands, shoved JC against the opposite wall of the car. “You asshole!”


    “What?”


    He had some nerve pretending not to know why I was mad. I grabbed my bouquet from the seat next to me and hit him with it. Three times. “You left me! You fucking left me!” I hit him once more.


    He put his hands up to block my assault. “But I came back.”


    I was vaguely aware of the car pulling away from the curb, too focused on my attack. “That doesn’t make up for you leaving in the first place! I’ve been a wreck. You destroyed me, Justin. How could you do that to me?” I’d thought I was done beating him, but it felt so good, I began to pummel him with my fists, leaving the bouquet at my side.


    This time, JC grabbed my wrists, holding them so that I couldn’t strike again. “I know. I know. I’m a horrible person.” He slid closer to me, his eyes sparkling. “A horrible person who’s horribly in love.”


    I struggled out of his grasp and folded my arms across my chest. “Don’t even try to charm your way out of this. I’m pissed. In fact, you’re lucky that I didn’t know you were here today until everyone was lined up, or I’m not sure there would have been a wedding.”


    “Don’t say that. I can’t bear it.”


    “You can’t bear it? What about me? Did you stop to think about me at all?” My voice was shrill, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that the driver and Drew could hear me, even though the window was closed between us.


    “You were all I was thinking about.” He leaned toward me to kiss my shoulder. “And I was wrong. I admit it. I was totally wrong. You can spend the rest of our lives reminding me of that. Mrs. Bruzzo.”


    “JC!” The seductive smile he wore was infuriating. “I’m not done being mad! I hope there’s a couch in the room where we’re staying tonight, because I’m seriously not sure I want you in my bed.”


    “I’ll sleep on the floor tonight and every night as long as you tell me you still love me.” He trailed his fingers up and down my arm, causing goose bumps to rise on my traitorous body.


    I turned my head away from him. “I’m not telling you what you want to hear.”


    “Come on. Tell me.” He slid toward me, closing the remaining distance between us. “Do you still love me?” He nibbled at my neck, then licked along the shell of my ear.


    I shivered, my insides turning into mush. Dammit, he was too enticing.


    Frustrated, I twisted my head toward him, forcing him to pause his seduction routine. “Of course, I still love you, you arrogant prick. It wouldn’t have hurt if I didn’t love you so goddamned much.”


    His face lit up, his expression so enchanting that I didn’t protest when he gathered me into his arms and pressed his forehead against mine. “I’m a total douche. And I don’t deserve you. But you make me happier than I’ve ever been, even when you’re hating on me.”


    I played with his bowtie, trying to ignore how intoxicatingly fabulous he smelled. “Then I have to work on how I display my anger, because I want you miserable.”


    “You’re so adorable when you’re mad.” He stroked his thumb across my lips.


    I was already pressed up against the door, but I leaned as far away from him as I could. “Don’t.”


    He captured my hand and brought it to his lips, kissing my palm. “Adorable.” He kissed it again. “And sexy.” Once more. “And did I tell you how beautiful you looked walking down that aisle?”


    “Stop it.” I yanked my hand away, but my voice had begun to lack its fight.


    “I had chills. I swear. There you were, the most incredible thing in the universe, willing to spend her life letting me love her.”


    I met his eyes, eyes that adored me so intensely. “Spend my life giving you my wrath is more like it.” My anger had dwindled.


    But I didn’t want it to be gone just yet. There was still too much I had to say. I wrapped my arms around myself again and mustered up another round. “I still can’t believe you. Did you really for a second think I’d be better off raising a child on my own than somewhere safe and secure with you?”


    His smile faded and he grew somber. “That was shitty on my part. I have no excuse except to say that I really did think you’d be better off without me around. Safer. That gunshot just came too close to you, and all I could think about was what if…? I didn’t really consider how I’d be leaving you alone to raise a baby. Not that you couldn’t have done it.”


    He lowered his gaze. “And you would have had help. Chandler would provide an entire staff to assist you if you’d asked.” He meant that last line to come across as teasing, but I heard bitterness layered in his tone.


    I exploited it. “You know, Chandler offered himself again. Met me outside our condo Friday night to declare his love.”


    His jaw tightened. “You’re trying to make me jealous. It’s working.”


    Damn right I was. “Even knowing it wasn’t his kid, he still wanted me. You’re lucky I didn’t take advantage of his blind infatuation.”


    He sat back against the seat, his forehead creased. “‘Knowing it wasn’t his kid?’ What do you mean?”


    Oh. Damn. He still didn’t know. How could he not know? “Didn’t you get any of my messages?”


    “I ditched my phone. What was your message?”


    “It was several messages. And they said a lot of things.” A lot of curse words, actually. “Including that the test results had come in. I thought that was why you came back.”


    “I came back for you. What did the results say?” His expression was anxious, his focus intense.


    “They said that Chandler’s not the father.” I was still appalled that JC didn’t know that before now. “Are you telling me Drew didn’t say anything?”


    “Not a word.”


    “Goddammit. How do I roll down the window?” I began searching for the button to lower the privacy screen but stopped when I caught sight of JC’s ear-to-ear grin.


    Then I forgot all about what Drew said or didn’t and what JC had known and hadn’t, because I’d been the one who’d gotten to tell him, and that was pretty special. And from the look on his face, he was beyond thrilled.


    “It’s really mine?” he asked, his voice tentative.


    I laced my hands around his neck. “Yes, you fool. I told you it was all along.” But I was smiling too because he was so happy, and really, I was too.


    “I didn’t want to believe it. I was afraid I’d get my hopes up.” He wrapped his arm around my neck and drew me into him. “I meant it when I said I’d love her either way. But I’m so fucking glad this baby is mine.”


    “Me too. So glad.”


    He kissed me, his tongue dipping in between my lips, his eyes locked on mine. “I love you, Gwen,” he murmured in between kisses. “I love you so much.”


    I got lost in his embrace, my mouth molding easily to his, my body pressing into him while he kept a protective hand splayed across my belly.


    “I hate to interrupt you two back there…” We jumped apart at the sound of Drew’s voice over the intercom speaker. “But we have a change in travel plans.”


    JC stretched across me and hit a button on the door. Immediately the window between the front and back descended. Oh, that’s where that was.


    “What change?” JC asked, his voice tinged with nervousness, and I wondered if that would be our life now—always jittery, always on edge.


    Drew shifted so he was facing us. “Just got a phone call informing me that Greg Thompson, Steve Stockbridge’s lover, pulled a gun on Ralphio Mennezzo in a restaurant earlier this afternoon. Shot him three times in the head before turning the weapon on himself. Both of them were pronounced dead at the scene.”


    We sat quiet for several seconds while Drew’s words settled around us.


    “Gwen!” JC exclaimed.


    I blinked. “Steve Stockbridge’s lover killed him out of revenge?”


    Drew nodded.


    “And we don’t have to go into hiding? We’re safe?”


    “Unless you have some other enemies I’m not aware of, yeah.” Drew grinned. “You’re good.”


    I squealed then hugged JC so tightly, forgetting about his wound, that he winced. “I’m sorry. I’m just so happy.”


    “I barely even noticed. Is it incredibly wrong to celebrate when two people are dead?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m fully willing to be wrong if you are.”


    “If we’re doing it together, it has to be all right.” His gaze lingered on me for a moment before turning his attention back to Drew. “Is it possible to get this car headed back toward Columbus Circle? We have a reception to attend.”


    “Already on our way.”


    ***


    Our friends harassed us when we finally arrived at The Sky Launch, suggesting we’d been late because we couldn’t wait for the honeymoon. We didn’t tell anyone the real reason we’d been delayed or that Mennezzo had been killed. Though JC and I were ecstatic to finally be free of him, the world would find out soon enough, and we had enough to celebrate without focusing on him.


    The rest of the night was spent being happier than I could ever remember being. Ben and Laynie gave toasts, and Norma snuck me a glass of non-alcoholic champagne so I could participate. After a delicious dinner catered by our new chef, we cut the cake. JC was kind with the bite he fed me. Me, not so much. I smeared his face in buttercream and regretted nothing.


    We separated for a while so we could mingle with our guests accordingly. “Chandler told me to send you both his regards,” Laynie told me when she had me alone. “I hope that’s not strange to bring him up, but he really wanted me to tell you he thought it was best that he didn’t attend.”


    “I understand completely. It was probably a wise decision.”


    “Congratulations,” Hudson said, joining us. He slipped an arm around his wife. “I hear there’s more than one reason to celebrate.”


    There were several, but I knew he was referring to my pregnancy.


    “H,” Laynie chided, “that’s supposed to be a secret.”


    “Marriages don’t have secrets,” he explained. “At least not the good ones.”


    “And ours is pretty damn good,” Laynie said, lifting her chin up to kiss him.


    I feigned disgust, covering my eyes. “Ah, get a room.” I leaned in and lowered my voice. “I hear the bubble rooms are a spectacular place to get it on.”


    “Oh, they are,” Hudson confirmed. “As is the coat room. And the dance floor.”


    Laynie was still giggling when I left them to spend some time with my siblings.


    “So guess what,” Ben said, as I draped an arm over his shoulder. “Eric and I have news.”


    “Do tell.” I slid next to him in his booth.


    “We decided that if you can do the whole marriage thing, we can too. We are officially engaged.”


    “Ah!” I squealed. “I’m so happy! We should announce it!”


    “No, no,” Eric said dismissively. “This night is about you. We don’t want to intrude on it.”


    “We’ll have a party after you get back from your honeymoon and announce it then,” Ben added. “You’ll come?”


    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Silently, I thanked the stars that I’d actually get to be there. I’d almost missed that. How much else would I have missed because JC and I were hiding from Mennezzo? So much that I hadn’t even considered.


    Maybe there was something to my husband’s attempt at being noble. Not that I’d ever admit that to his face. Besides, it should have been my choice. And, as much as I might have missed here, I still would have chosen to leave with JC. What a relief that we didn’t have to go anywhere in the end.


    I kicked at Norma’s shoe under the table. “So that just leaves you, Sissy.” I darted my eyes from her to Boyd, who was sitting at her side. “When are you two going to get hitched?”


    Norma laughed nervously and went bright red, but her lover took it in stride. “Not until we can figure out the office situation,” Boyd said.


    “I know you love working together,” I said, “but you could surely get a job in another department. Isn’t that worth the sacrifice so you can be completely open about your feelings?”


    Boyd and Norma exchanged a glance. “No,” they said in unison.


    I didn’t press. Their relationship was kinky, and I was sure that even if I could understand the balance of power between them, I didn’t want to.


    Besides, it was time for the first dance.


    “My Heart is Open” began playing over the sound system as JC led me onto the floor. Even with all eyes on us, it was good to finally be alone with my husband.


    “I finally have you in my arms,” he said.


    Again, it wasn’t something I was ready to admit. “Cherish the moment. It’s not going to last.”


    He pressed his cheek against mine. “I know I said I’d sleep on the floor tonight—and I totally will—but maybe in between reminding me what a dick I am, you could let me make love to you?”


    The low rasp of his voice had my belly tightening as much as his words. “I’ll think about it.”


    “That’s a yes. You know you can’t resist me. Admit it.”


    “Obviously it’s a fault of mine.”


    “No way. You’re flawless. Absolutely perfect.”


    I leaned back so I could meet his eyes. “You’re being adorable and sexy and, yes, irresistible, but you do understand that I’m serious, don’t you? It’s going to take me a while to get over what you did.”


    “I know.” His face grew solemn. “Do you regret marrying me?”


    “No. But it’s only been four hours. So.”


    “Touché.”


    I cocked my head. “I would have found you, you know. I would have hunted your sorry ass down. What would you have done then?”


    He considered. “I guess I would have done the same thing that I’m doing now. The same thing I always do.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Love you.”


    Despite myself, my breath caught. “Maybe you don’t have to sleep on the floor tonight.”


    “I knew I was irresistible.”


    We stayed on the dance floor long after the DJ had moved on to the next song, our arms wrapped around each other, our lips speaking endearments in both kisses and words, putting aside the negative and cherishing the love we’d found.


    Later, when he caught me gazing at the band that had joined my engagement ring on my left hand, he said, “We’re bound now. Can’t get away. That ring means you’re chained to me for good.”


    “You know what’s funny?” I asked, slipping my hand in his.


    “What?”


    “I was just thinking I’d never felt so free.”


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    I have her bent in half, her feet over her head. Her wearable vibrator is buzzing at her clit. She’s into this position lately, and I’m glad. I get to watch her when she comes, watch her fall to pieces.


    She’s there now, about to come. Her panting has halted, and her body has gone rigid. Soon, her orgasm will shudder through her. She’s so beautiful like this—in the moment before, when she knows it’s about to take her over and there’s nothing she can do but brace herself.


    I want to kiss her, but I want to hear her cry out more.


    She doesn’t. Her face contorts and her neck goes taut as she throws her head back in tortured ecstasy, but she remains almost completely silent.


    I’m both impressed and annoyed.


    I look down to watch my cock glide in and out of her, slick now with her cum.


    “You like that,” she whispers, and I dart my eyes back to her face, astonished that she’s speaking. That orgasm ripped her apart. She shouldn’t be able to think, let alone talk.


    But somehow she is.


    “You think it’s hot when I come all over your cock?”


    I really do. And, “God, it’s even hotter when you say it.” So hot, and that’s all I need to hit my own climax. I grunt, uncontrollably grinding against her pelvis as I release into her.


    When I’m completely empty, I fall on the bed beside her and take a moment to catch my breath. “Don’t look so smug.”


    “I won. I have every right to look smug.” We’re still whispering, afraid to break the silence around us.


    “Yeah, well, you cheated.”


    “How?” As easily as she submits to me during sex, she still loves to challenge me otherwise. Even when I have a good argument.


    Which is not now.


    “I don’t know, but I’m sure you did.” I roll to my side and prop my head up with my hand. “I destroyed you. How did you even do that?”


    She can’t help herself, she laughs. “Lots of practice.” She realizes too late, clapping her hand over her mouth.


    “Oh, shit,” I exclaim almost silently.


    We wait, neither of us moving or speaking or breathing. After several seconds, I’m about to call us officially safe when we hear it—a soft, familiar whimper that we both know will quickly escalate to a full-blown wail.


    She looks at me expectantly.


    “Seriously?” I don’t bother keeping my voice low now. “You’re the one who woke him up.”


    She sticks her chin out obstinately. “But I won the bet. You said if I could be quiet that you’d get him next time.”


    “But you weren’t quiet. You laughed.”


    “That didn’t count. We were done. You only said I had to come quietly.” She’s so fucking adorable when she’s feisty. If we continue this battle a second longer, I’ll be ready for round two. And I don’t think Jake will let us get away with that.


    “Fine. I’ll get him.” I huff as I get to my feet. As I pull on my boxer briefs, I playfully glare in her direction. “See? I knew you cheated somehow.”


    Her victorious expression makes me want to drag her off the bed and pound into her from behind, show her who’s boss. I hurry out of the room before temptation overtakes me.


    The nightlight is on in the nursery, but I switch on the floor lamp too as I walk in. Jake lifts up his head, and when he sees me, his crying ceases and he smiles.


    “Jacob Benjamin Bruzzo, what are you doing awake?” We’ve broken him of night feedings for the most part, and I know if we want to keep him on a decent sleep schedule I should roll him to his back—the position he prefers—give him his pacifier, and leave him again.


    But I’m a pushover for those big blue eyes and that toothless smile. I pick him up and rock from one foot to the other. It’s an automatic movement now. Whenever he’s in my arms, I start to sway.


    “So how long do you think it will be before Mommy’s in here too?” I ask. “Because we both know it’s just a matter of time.”


    Jake finds his thumb and settles against my shoulder. This child, I think as I often do, is the sunshine of my life. There was so much darkness before him, and while Gwen lifted me out of the nothingness and grounded me, Jake was the one who brought the light.


    It’s hard to believe he’s already been in my world for six months. His birth was relatively easy, though Gwen likes to remind me that I’m not allowed to say that until I shove an eight-pound baby out of my body, so I only say it when she’s not around. But she can’t deny that her labor was fast, and she only had to push twice before he slid out, head first into the doctor’s waiting arms.


    He’s been an easy baby too. Always happy. A dream child. We’re already trying for another one, or rather, we’re leaving it up to fate, which basically means we don’t use birth control and have sex regularly. It’s a method that I like very much.


    I hear her footsteps padding on the floor behind me before I see her. She’s so predictable when it comes to Jake. She told me once she was afraid being a father would soften me, but it’s her that’s softened. Her tough exterior disappears almost completely when she’s around him, and the glow that she had during her pregnancy returns.


    I turn to her. “What’s the point of me getting him if you’re going to just come in here as well?”


    She gives me a guilty smile as she tightens the belt of her robe. “I just thought I’d see if you needed any help.”


    “Told you she’d be here,” I whisper to Jake, who’s already half-asleep again.


    “You’re not supposed to pick him up,” she scolds. But she and I both know she would have as well. “Give him to me.”


    “He’s already sleeping. We should put him down and go back to what we were doing.” I waggle my brows suggestively.


    “Nah, I’m good,” she teases, taking the baby from my arms. “I need Jake cuddles now.”


    I watch her as she carries him to the rocking chair, her expression content in a way that even the best orgasm can’t achieve. She hums a lullaby, soft and low, as she rocks him gently back and forth.


    She’s incredible. She doesn’t even realize how incredible, which is half her beauty. In the year since I married her, there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about how I almost fucked it all up. How I almost walked away because I was convinced it was the right thing to do. I’ve made a lot of dumbass choices in my life, but that was by far the worst. I couldn’t even blame it on alcohol or an impulse because I thought it out. I planned it. To think what my life would be like without her…


    God, I was such a fucking idiot. I’m lucky she took me back. And in case I ever forget it, she makes sure to remind me. Often.


    When I’ve tried to reason through my thinking back then, there’s one thought I keep returning to—fear. I was afraid to lose her. It’s as simple as that. And while I want to say that I was acting selflessly, letting go of her so that she’d be safer, that’s only half of the truth. The other half is that I wasn’t sure which would be safer for her—to leave her or to bring her with me—but I did know that I couldn’t watch her get hurt. I couldn’t stand by and watch her take a bullet. Couldn’t stand over her body as it lay in a pool of blood.


    It’s my worst nightmare. It doesn’t come often, but occasionally I wake, my heart pounding, in a cold sweat. The dream is always the same—it’s all the details of Corinne’s murder, but when I stand over the body, it’s not Cori’s face I see but Gwen’s. Just the thought of it kills me in ways that Cori’s death never did.


    Not to make light of Cori’s murder. It destroyed me. It took away any meaning I had and left me vacant. It was the worst thing that ever happened to me, but maybe, as painful as it is to say, maybe it actually wasn’t the worst thing. Because if Cori had never died, I wouldn’t have found Gwen, and she’s the best thing that’s ever happened. It feels like the shittiest price to pay to get my dream ending, and I mollify myself by remembering that it wasn’t a price I would have ever chosen. I really did love Cori. She made my life brighter and more vivid.


    But Gwen…Gwen is my life.


    She looks up at me now, her eyes heavy. “Good thing I don’t work tomorrow.” She’s gone down to part-time at the club. The Sky Launch added lunchtime hours for their restaurant service and Gwen manages it Monday through Friday, ten to three. Sometimes I think she misses the night hours, and I wouldn’t be surprised if eventually she went back to that, after the kids are older.


    I’d support her if she wanted to do it now. We could hire another nanny or I’d volunteer to be the stay-at-home-dad type. Whatever she needs to be happy, I’m on board.


    Since she brought it up, I take the opportunity to check in. “Would you rather be working full-time again?”


    “No,” she scoffs. “Why on earth would I want to do that?”


    I shrug. “Just making sure you have everything you want in life.”


    “Well, I have this guy.” She kisses Jake on his bald head. “And I have you, don’t I?”


    As if she has to ask. “I’m yours,” I say.


    She smiles and throws one of my old phrases back at me. “Then I have everything.”


    

  


  
    The Fixed Universe continues with…


    


    Chandler


    


    The first time I fell in love ended with a wedding. Unfortunately it wasn’t mine. It’s not like I spent the next five years pining, but it was enough of a blow to decide the emotion was overrated. So I banished it from my repertoire.


    


    Who wants love, anyway, when there’s sex? I’m good at sex. Very good. I can charm the skirt off any woman in one encounter. I’ll even give her an orgasm before I put her in a cab. No more than that, though, or she’ll start making plans for the future and I’m not into that.


    


    Or I wasn’t until Genevive Fasbender. She’s the first woman in five years that I want to spend the whole night with. And she’s the first woman who’s told me I’m not what she wants in a lover, even after multiple O’s. She says she’s looking for dark and dominant and dangerous. Not the guy I am at all.


    


    But I want to be that guy.


    


    Maybe it’s time for a change.
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    Norma and Boyd’s story is told in this steamy spinoff.
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    PROLOGUE


    


    When I heard the message she left, it had been more than six years since I’d spoken to Amber. Hearing her voice on my mother’s old answering machine shocked me. It wasn’t that we’d parted on bad terms, necessarily, but they were final terms. We were on different sides for the first time in our friendship. The only way past it was to separate.


    The last words she’d spoken to me in person played in my mind so frequently it was as though they’d been scratched into the audio portion of my brain with professional recording equipment. They reverberated clear and crisp: “I’m sure someday’s gotta happen for us all one day. But it doesn’t mean mine’s happening at the same time as yours.”


    So I left her to live my someday while she took off for Mexico on the yacht of the latest sugar daddy to buy her a designer bikini stuffed with hundreds that she’d later let him stuff with his pathetic excuse of a cock.


    In our time apart, I’d grown up completely, reinvented myself, put the past behind me, yet her voice on the machine sounded as bright and young as it had when we were twenty-three. It instantly triggered a longing and regret that I hadn’t let myself feel since we’d said goodbye.


    “Emily.” Her bubbly tone spilled into my ear. “It’s been ages, I know. But I’ve been thinking about you. God, I’m not even sure if this is still your number.” She paused for only half a second, the space of a sigh or maybe taking a moment to reconsider. “Anyway, I wanted to ask—do you still have that blue raincoat? Miss you. Bye.”


    She’d said nothing really. Her voice hadn’t cracked or stumbled or betrayed emotion of any kind. But I knew one thing with clear-cut certainty: Amber was in trouble and she needed my help.


    

  


  
    Chapter One


    


    Even with my head below the surface of the water, I felt his arrival. My arms continued moving in fluid strokes, my legs kicking out behind me, but as drops of water trickled down my exposed skin, it itched with the awareness of no longer being alone.


    I kept swimming—kept heading toward the end of the pool. The words I used to push me on in high school swimming competitions automatically repeated in my head: This arm then that arm then this arm then that arm. Now though, in the spaces between each beat, I thought her name—This arm, Amber, then that arm, Amber, then this arm, Amber, then that arm, Amber.


    When I’d reached the concrete wall, I flipped and did another lap. I wouldn’t let on that I knew he was there. I needed to control this situation, and for some reason, denying his presence made me feel like I’d gained another measure or so. Focusing on Amber, remembering she was the reason for what I was doing, made concentrating easier. At first, anyway. Until I began to tire and the awareness of his nearness began to win the tug-of-war with my attention.


    I forced myself to complete three more laps, the anticipation of finally being near him, talking to him, bubbling up inside me like a butterfly waiting to escape its cocoon. I had my reasons for not acknowledging him—but what were his reasons for ignoring me? What if it wasn’t even him, but one of his security men? No, anyone else would have kicked me out already for sure. Then why had he let me continue my swim?


    Soon the wings of curiosity fluttered and scratched with such distraction that I could no longer resist the urge to poke my head out.


    At least I managed to complete my lap.


    Then, after wiping the water from my eyes, I started to look around.


    I’d expected him to be sitting to my side at the head of the pool so I was truly surprised when I spotted him in the lounge chair directly in front of me. His face was chiseled and serious underneath near-black hair. Metallic sunglasses paired with a layer of scruff made him appear both more laid back and more dangerous than the pictures I’d seen on the Internet. Even dressed in a standard hotel variety plain white robe, he was intimidating. His feet were bare and crossed at the ankles. His elbow was propped on the chair arm, and his thumb and index finger framed the side of his face as he without a doubt bore right into me with his gaze behind designer eyewear.


    My heart flipped. He was infamous, famous, and if the rumors were to be believed, dangerous—a multibillionaire luxury resort owner and legendary bad boy. But my reaction wasn’t fear; it was excitement. Not because he was ten times sexier in person—though he was—but because he was here.


    Reeve Sallis.


    Sitting mere yards from me. After all the work I’d done to make it happen, here he was. Step one. Success.


    “Oh!” I weaved the thrill I felt into my lines hoping it passed as simple alarm. “I didn’t realize I wasn’t alone.” An innocent smile curled my lip with a few flirty blinks. It was a look that had bought me quite a few drinks along with a fur coat and a nice piece of jewelry or two. But that was years ago. I was rusty, and I prayed under my breath that he didn’t notice.


    His stare had a texture I could feel on my skin. “And I did realize I wasn’t alone when I very much should be. I imagine it’s a similar feeling of astonishment.”


    I swallowed. “Yes, probably so.”


    “I’ll help you out.” He stood, swiftly. In two steps he was at the side of the pool, leaning down to offer his hand.


    My gut told me that the smart thing to do would be to get out of the pool. I was trespassing on the property of a very powerful man.


    But my heart told me I couldn’t give up so easily. So I ignored the tightening in my stomach and stood my ground—or, rather, tread my water—and said, “No, thank you. I still have a few more laps to do.”


    His lip curled up into a half-smile. “You don’t. You’re done.” Again he reached his hand toward me.


    Ignoring his offer, I broadened my smile and turned up the charm. “Ah, you’re one of those kinds of men.”


    He let his hand fall and tilted his head questioningly. “Which kind is that?”


    Behind his lenses, I felt the command of his stare and even in his crouched position, he held himself with utter confidence. My eyes chased the broad muscles in his neck that disappeared under his robe. They, along with his entire demeanor, demanded my respect or, more likely, my capitulation.


    Yeah, I knew his type. “The kind who gets what he wants when he wants it.”


    “Well. Yes.” He chuckled as he, yet again, extended his hand out for me.


    I was tempted to swim another lap. But I didn’t have enough sense about him yet to know if that would piss him off or intrigue him. So I said, “I got it,” and refused his hand, pulling myself up over the side on my own. I did know it was too early for physical contact. My exit of the pool was on his terms but our first touch would be on mine.


    “Oh, you’re one of those kinds of women.” He stood with me and handed me a towel with sallis embroidered along the edge in gold.


    I took it. I was dripping all over his bare feet, after all. And while I’d felt covered in the clear water, I now felt nearly naked in my salmon-colored bikini. Which was the point, but still. “Okay,” I said, as I wrapped the terrycloth around the ends of my hair. “I’ll bite. What kind of woman is that?”


    “The kind who won’t take help from a man.”


    There had been a time when nothing could be further from the truth. I’d been very dependent on men, relying on one or another of them to put a roof over my head, keep me fed and clothed and entertained.


    But that was years ago. Now I only counted on myself. That was perhaps the hardest part of the role I had to play—giving up the control I’d gained. Submitting.


    If that was what it took to get the answers I needed, I’d do that and more.


    I tilted my head to squeeze the moisture from my hair on the ground next to me. “That’s not so. I took your towel.”


    His eyes were still hidden, but I knew he was checking me out. I could feel his gaze skidding across my skin, sending goose bumps up my arms. “That’s nothing.” His attention landed on my breasts. “There are hundreds of towels stacked around here.”


    My cheeks heated, sure that his choice of the word stacked was purposeful. Because there was no denying that’s what I was—stacked. My breasts had come in early and grew rapidly, swelling until I filled a double D cup. They’d embarrassed me as a teen. No one else flopped and jiggled like I did in gym class. So I hid them behind baggy shirts and sports bras. It wasn’t until I’d met Amber that I realized the power I’d been given through genetics. She taught me how to embrace my body, how to use it for my benefit.


    With those lessons in mind—with Amber in mind—I pushed away my discomfort and bent over to run the towel up and down my limbs, exposing my cleavage. “That’s proof that you’re wrong. I could have easily gotten my own. I accepted it from you.”


    “You have a point there.”


    I had two points, actually. My nipples were standing tall and proud. It was the morning chill, of course, more pronounced after the heated pool, and I wanted to fold my arms over myself when I stood back up. But I forced myself to follow their example and rose up as tall and proud as they were.


    When I did, I was met with my shoes. Reeve must have gotten them while I was swimming. He held them out to me now.


    With a sigh, I took them from him. “You really want me gone, don’t you?”


    “What can I say? I like my routine. Swimming alone is part of my routine.”


    “Huh. I didn’t take you for a man who was rigid.” The media made Reeve Sallis out as impulsive and erratic. I was familiar enough with the difference between public perception and reality, but knowing Amber as I did, it made more sense that Reeve was that guy than the one he was playing at now.


    He clicked his tongue at me like he was chiding a naughty child. “Now look who’s making premature judgments.”


    “Touché.” I sat on a deck chair to buckle my sandals. Leaning over to do it would have just been gratuitous at this point.


    “But while I’ve got you here…”


    I tensed as he undid the belt of his robe. I can do this, I can do this, I chanted to myself. This was what I’d come here for—to do what was necessary, no matter how much I didn’t want to. Back then, I would have done far more for far less. And, I noted as Reeve discarded the item of clothing on the chair behind him, with far less attractive men.


    Goddamn, Reeve Sallis was hot.


    Like sizzling hot. He wore nothing but trunks—thank the lord it wasn’t a speedo—revealing a perfect swimmer’s body. His arms and torso were long and sculpted, his shoulders broad, and his waist trim. The six-pack he sported was nearly an eight-pack, and the muscles around his abdomen were so defined, so hard that I barely resisted the urge to lay my hand across them. My mind couldn’t process how solid they would feel beneath my palm and wouldn’t it be amazing to just find out?


    While I was ogling—and probably drooling and definitely not breathing—he sat on the chair and faced me. “I hope you don’t mind. I was getting a little warm.”


    It was getting a little warm. More than a little. And it wasn’t the modern fire pit running nearly the entire length of the pool behind our deck chairs that made my skin scorch on the inside.


    “Uh, of course I don’t mind.” Though, it sort of sounded like I did mind. Really, I was just disappointed that was the reason he’d undressed.


    Jesus, Em, what the fuck? You’re bummed that he didn’t want you to blow him? Really, I was disgusted with myself. I mean, it was great that he wasn’t unattractive considering what I’d probably have to do with him eventually, but what kind of bitch would I be if I looked forward to it?


    Maybe old habits died harder than I had thought. I couldn’t decide if I wanted that to be the case or not.


    Reeve was apparently unaware of the battle going on in my head. “Good,” he said. “Then we should probably talk.”


    “Interrogation time? I suppose that’s to be expected.” With his newly exposed body, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to concentrate. And he had yet to take off those glasses, which was unnerving. Perhaps that was exactly why he kept them on.


    “I’m glad you see it my way. If you didn’t, this would be a whole lot less fun.”


    I finished fastening my shoe and sat up. “Is it fun now?”


    His forehead wrinkled as he tapped a long finger against his lips. “I haven’t entirely decided yet.” His declaration came out low and raw, and it seemed, more honest than he’d intended.


    Immediately, he changed gears, moving his hands to grip the arms of the chair. “But back to the interrogation. Why exactly are you here?”


    It wasn’t what I thought he’d ask first. I’d been expecting “who are you,” but that he’d chosen the other question spoke volumes about my progress with him. He didn’t care who I was. He only cared that my actions interfered with his own plans.


    Dammit.


    If my plan was going to work, Reeve had to want to get to know me. At least he hadn’t dismissed me yet. I still had a chance to reel him in. “I’m here because I wanted a morning swim.”


    A hint of a brow peaked up over the frame of his glasses. “I assume you’re a guest at this resort.”


    I bit my lip and nodded slowly. Even after our banter, there was a chance he could have me kicked out. A very good chance. Maybe the lip bite could make me seem virtuous.


    Who was I kidding? He’d seen the girls. Once my chest was displayed, I’d lost all shot at claiming innocent, even if I truly was. And I wasn’t.


    The interrogation continued. “There are six other pools open to the public. This is the only one reserved in the morning for my personal use. Why did you choose mine?”


    “I wanted the privacy.”


    “Wrong.” He said the word as though he were buzzing a player out on a game show. “This wasn’t about privacy. It couldn’t have been easy for you to get in here. You went to a lot of trouble.”


    My shoulder hitched up in a nonchalant shrug. “It really wasn’t that much trouble.” That was actually the truth. I’d discovered pretty easily that any manager had the power to program my resort key card to let me in to the pool during Reeve’s reserved time. A few days of prowling and I’d found a night manager who seemed he would be vulnerable to my seduction techniques. He was twice my age, balding with a ridiculous hairpiece. I’d been prepared to give him a hand job. Turned out he could be bought with a hundred. That had surprised me. I’d grown up with my body as my only asset, and I’d learned to use it. I was still getting used to having money as an alternative.


    He frowned. “That doesn’t speak well for my staff.”


    “Or it speaks well for me.”


    “Ah. You don’t want to get anyone in trouble.” It wasn’t a question.


    Teasingly, I tapped my own lips and threw his words back at him. “I haven’t entirely decided yet.”


    He laughed. It was a good sign.


    “You see,” I said, lacing my hands and stretching them above my head, “I’m not loyal to the person who helped me. But on the other hand, I’m not loyal to you either.”


    He leaned forward, a smile dancing on his lips. “You’ll tell me if I ask you.”


    “Maybe. Are you asking?” I’d totally throw the manager under the bus. But not yet. It was information that he wanted that I had—it kept him engaging with me. I’d likely keep the secret until the next time we met, no matter how much he asked.


    That was the idea, anyway. Then Reeve surprised me. “I’m not asking. I don’t really care about my staff at the moment. I’m more interested in you.”


    My pulse kicked up like I’d downed a shot of espresso. Because it was a victory. Because it was a moment of triumph. There was no other reason I cared. No other reason his interest keyed me up.


    Reeve steepled his hands together then pointed them toward me. “Why this pool?”


    I mirrored his leaning, lacing my fingers together and resting my chin on top. “I wanted to meet you.” Needed to meet him. I had a long list of questions and as far as I was concerned Reeve Sallis had the answers.


    “The truth comes out. Why would you want to meet me?” He seemed honestly perplexed.


    “Are you joking?” There were certainly thousands of women who wanted to be his bimbo of the month. Word was he treated his sex toys well. He had enough money to lavish on them without even noticing a dent in his wallet. Then there were those who likely wanted to meet him just to claim the brush with fame. Plus he was, well, hotter than a man had a right to be.


    But if it was flattery he needed… “You’re a very interesting human being, Reeve Sallis. Not to mention, you’re easy on the eyes. More than easy on the eyes, actually. Who wouldn’t want to meet you?”


    “I can name quite a few people, and I’m sure there are many more that I can’t name. You could have met me in other ways.” Though he’d verbally ignored my comment about his appearance, his mouth twitched ever so slightly letting me know it had pleased him.


    Why did that make my belly flutter?


    It didn’t. It was nerves. It had to be. I transferred the emotion to my words, letting my voice get breathy and unsteady. “I wanted to meet you alone. Without your goons and your public.”


    “A lot of people would be scared to be with me alone.”


    “Who said I wasn’t scared?” I should have been scared. He had a reputation that, as far as I could gather, was either completely fabricated or totally underplayed. The former was more likely, but what if it was the latter? What if I was truly unsafe in his presence?


    It was also possible that I was scared. In all honesty, it was probably the core of his allure. But I couldn’t let fear or captivation take over. I had no other choice but to see my plan through. For Amber.


    Reeve tilted his head. “That’s an interesting combination of traits—a stalker who’s scared.”


    “Only scared enough to make it fun.” Strange that I once lived for that kind of scared. “And not a stalker, Mr. Sallis. I merely have a curiosity that gets away from me.”


    “I like your curiosity. And your philosophy on fear.” He shifted gears again. “I think I may have started off with the wrong line of questioning. I don’t even know who you are.”


    He removed his sunglasses, and I couldn’t help but gasp. His eyes… At the surface, they didn’t seem special on their own. A common blue and gray that could be easy to overlook. His brows were the prominent feature, what most people likely noticed. They were thick and arched. They darkened his expression and distracted from what lay in the icy pools below them.


    But his eyes caught me. There was something I recognized in them—a sorrow or a longing that was both gripping and haunting.


    I saw myself in those eyes.


    Reeve noticed. As soon as he did, he looked away, scanning the horizon. I didn’t blame him. Small as it was, it had been a revealing moment. Far too intimate for strangers.


    When he turned toward me again, he’d hidden whatever it was that I’d seen. “There’s something familiar about you, though. We haven’t slept together, have we?”


    I laughed. “No, we haven’t.”


    “Good.” He clarified before I could feign indignation. “I mean, I’d hate myself if I’d forgotten you.”


    “You haven’t. And you won’t. Forget me, I mean.” I meant to allude that we’d sleep together eventually. It was as close to offering myself as I’d get. Anything more would be slutty and set me up as one-night-stand material. I needed to be more like flavor of the month.


    More important at the moment was the delivery of my name. I had to be honest—I was too recognizable not to be. There was no reason to be deceitful about it anyway. If Amber had mentioned me ever, she would have used my real last name, not the one I’d taken on when I’d reinvented myself. There was a chance, of course, that she’d figured out my new identity. A possibility she’d mentioned it in passing—Oh, that girl? You know, the voice on that sitcom? I used to know her…


    It was a risk I had to take. I extended my hand. “It’s Emily. Emily Wayborn.”


    Reeve hesitated—was he as determined to be in control of our first contact as I was?


    Whatever his reluctance, he quickly overcame it, taking my palm in his. His grip was strong and sure and aggressive. Almost too tight, but just barely not. He held it without saying anything for several seconds, and, I don’t know how—somehow, though—I knew he was making his own allusion. His own promise. He wanted me to know what he’d be like.


    In bed.


    With me.


    He’d be powerful and controlling and forceful, even. Almost too forceful, but just barely not.


    Was that how he’d been with her? Did almost become too much?


    I couldn’t let myself go there. So instead of entertaining the thought further, I entertained a new one—Reeve Sallis had good hands. Really good hands.


    After what seemed like ages and yet not nearly long enough, he let my hand go. “A qualified pleasure, Emily Wayborn. Qualified because you did interrupt my swim time.”


    “Qualified pleasure is the only kind I seem to give.” That had come out dirtier than I’d intended. Or maybe exactly as dirty as I’d intended. God, my confidence in flirting was nil. “Anyway, I get the familiar thing a lot.”


    “It wasn’t a line.”


    “I know.” Though for half a second I worried he found me familiar for other reasons. Because I was like Amber. We’d been inseparable and so much alike at one time, everyone thought we were sisters. But that was years ago. I’d changed so much, even if she’d stayed exactly the same.


    No, it was the other reason he found me familiar. “It’s because I’m famous.” I sounded embarrassed because I was. “My voice is famous. I’m the computer on NextGen.”


    “You’re joking.”


    “Nope.” I took a deep breath and then repeated my famous catch phrase in the lilting tone I saved for the show. “User error.”


    He laughed. Heartily. Like, full belly laugh.


    Really, it was funny. All the years I’d worked to keep my figure, going to audition after audition trying to land my big break, and when I finally did it was in a role that only utilized my vocal cords. The hit show of the past two seasons, NextGen was the story of a family living in the not-too-distant future. Pitched as the movie Her meets the old cartoon The Jetsons, I played the part of the household mainframe—the computer that controlled each and every aspect of their lives. Practically overnight I was recognized by thousands, but only when I spoke.


    Funny thing was I had a knockout body. A knockout body that no one ever saw. I got the humor in it. Really, I did.


    When he’d stopped laughing enough to speak, he apologized. “I’m sorry to say I’ve never seen it. But I’ve heard about you. The show, I mean. It’s quite a hit.”


    “It’s…” There was nothing to say except, “Well, it pays the bills.”


    He smiled again, and this time I noticed the hint of a dimple. “At least I can be assured you aren’t after me for my money.”


    It was my turn to laugh. “I don’t make that kind of dough. And who said I’m after you?”


    “Aren’t you? Well, if you’re not, that’s a shame.”


    My belly flipped again. I had him intrigued. It was time to make my exit. Next time I’d bump into him more casually, more seemingly accidental, and then, if I was good, he’d ask me out. “I’m sorry for intruding on your morning, Mr. Sallis.”


    “Reeve,” he corrected.


    “Reeve.” His name slid off my tongue a little too easily. “I’ll let you get to your swim now.”


    I stood, and he followed. “After all the trouble you went to, you’re not going to stay and watch? I’m disappointed.”


    It was tempting. I scanned his amazing body once more. He probably looked like a god in the water.


    But I had to leave with the upper hand. Leave him wanting more. “Is it a lofty goal to want you to learn you can’t have everything you want?”


    “It is lofty. And not true.” His voice grew deep and certain. “I want you to join me for dinner. And you will. Won’t you.” It was a statement—plain and clear.


    And, damn, I hadn’t predicted that. “When you put it that way, I suppose I will.”


    “Tonight. Seven-thirty. In the Cherry Lounge.”


    “I thought the Cherry Lounge was closed.” I’d been at the resort for more than a week and the room had been off limits the entire time.


    “It’s closed when I’m in town. It’s where I dine. It’s where we’ll dine.”


    Though he hadn’t moved, it felt suddenly like he was closer to me than he’d been only a second before. As though his presence had extended out from his body, invading my own space. It flustered me, but I managed, “Formal or casual?”


    “You can’t come as you are?” He grinned a grin so wicked that I knew he meant the double entendre, and, though I shot him a disapproving glance, I also smiled. And I shivered. Because while I had ulterior motives for getting close to him, Reeve Sallis got to me. I’d read about his natural charm and sex appeal, but nothing had prepared me for the fullness of it in person. It was indescribable. Any adjective I tried to pin on him felt contrived and unoriginal. He was magnetic and provocative and commanding.


    And he did scare me. There was a possibility he’d done terrible things to people—things that would frighten anyone with half a brain. Still, were it not for Amber, I might be able to overlook the rumors. Might be tempted by his charisma. That might have been the scariest thing of all where Reeve Sallis was concerned.


    He shook his head. “Don’t answer that. It was inappropriate, and anyway, there’s no way you’ll respond the way that I want you to.”


    He was wrong. I’d respond however he wanted me to if it got me what I wanted. What I needed.


    But not yet. I couldn’t go that far yet. “That sounded like an apology until you tacked on another thing you probably should be apologizing for. So how about I ignore everything you’ve said in the last ten seconds and we try this again. What should I wear to dinner this evening, Reeve?”


    “Nothing too fancy. A dress, though, please. It would be a shame to hide those lovely legs of yours.” But he said that with his eyes on my rack.


    It was where I wanted his eyes. Another moment of triumph. A minor one. Partly because it meant he was attracted to me, but mostly because if they were elsewhere, if they met mine instead, I wasn’t certain I could keep the advantage.


    Thankfully, it was hard for anyone to look elsewhere. I had a nice rack.


    I pushed my chest up and out just enough to let him know the attention was welcomed. “I know exactly what I’ll wear. Until tonight.”


    His gaze rose to meet mine and lingered just long enough to threaten my control. Just long enough for me to glimpse the burden of his own restraint. Then, without a goodbye, he turned and dove into the pool, his form so tight and perfect that he barely splashed.


    Despite my intentions to leave, I stayed long enough to see him swim the length and back. He was mesmerizing. His body was strong and lithe all at once, his arms gorgeous as they flexed and stretched, cutting through the water with powerful strokes. His tight ass could hold my attention for hours.


    Though he never looked up, I’m sure he felt my presence, just as I’d felt his. There was an attraction between us. An electric pull that made the air crackle and twist around me even at that distance. It was something that I couldn’t have faked, and I was grateful for it. It would make it easier to take the steps I needed to take next.


    At least, I hoped that was the reason I was grateful for our connection. I didn’t want to believe the alternative.
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    An excerpt from Fixed on You:


    


    I finished the transaction with Regular and slid down the bar to take care of the suit at the end of the counter.


    “Now what can I get…you…?” My words trailed off as my eyes met the suit’s, the air leaving my lungs, suddenly sucked out by the sight that met me. The man…he was…gorgeous.


    Incredibly gorgeous.


    I couldn’t look away, his appearance magnetizing. Which meant he was exactly the type of man I should avoid.


    After the numerous heartaches that had dotted my past, I’d discovered that I could divide the men I was attracted to into two categories. The first category could be described as fuck and forget. These were the men that got me going in the bedroom, but were easy to leave behind if necessary. It was the only group I bothered with anymore. They were the safe ones. David fell into this category.


    Then there were the men that were anything but safe. They weren’t fuck and forget—they were, “Oh, fuck!” They drew me to them so intensely that I became consumed by them, absolutely focused on everything they did, said and were. I ran from these men, far and fast.


    Two seconds after locking eyes with this man, I knew I should be running.


    He seemed familiar—he must have been in the club before. But if he had been, I couldn’t imagine that I’d have forgotten. He was the most breathtaking man on the planet—his chiseled cheekbones and strong jaw sat beneath perfectly floppy brown hair and the most intense gray eyes I’d ever seen. His five o’clock shadow made my skin itch, yearning to feel the burn of it against my face—against my inner thighs. From what I could see, his expensive three-piece navy suit was fitted and of excellent taste. And his smell—a distinct fragrance of unscented soap and aftershave and pure male goodness—nearly had me sniffing at the air in front of him like a dog in heat.


    But it wasn’t just his incomparable beauty and exquisite display of male sex that had me burning between my legs and searching for the nearest exit. It was how he looked at me, in a way that no man had ever looked at me, a hungry possessiveness present in his stare as if he not only had undressed me in his mind, but had claimed me to be sated by no one ever again except him.


    I wanted him instantly, a prickle of fixation taking root in my belly—an old familiar feeling. But that I desired him didn’t matter. The expression on his face said that he would have me whether I wanted it or not, that it was as inevitable as if it had already happened.


    It scared the hell out of me. The hair on my skin stood up as witness to my fear.


    Or perhaps it rose in delight.


    Oh, fuck.
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    An excerpt from Take Two:


    


    She sat back, attempting to put everything in perspective. He was a player. A self-declared gigolo. At least he didn’t deny it.


    And she couldn’t deny that she was mildly interested. More than mildly. More like wildly.


    But she knew herself. She was too into him already. It wouldn’t take much to make her fall for him. As Bree had said, he would make her cry.


    She sighed then leveled an even stare at him. “I can’t date you, Micah.”


    His eyes hinted amusement. “Who said anything about dating?”


    “And I definitely can’t do that with you.”


    He leaned forward, challenge written all over his face. “Why not?”


    “Are you serious? To just be a random number in a group of women? A notch in your bedpost that doesn’t mean anything?”


    Micah put his hand over hers. His touch burned like fire on her skin. “You wouldn’t be random. You’re Maddie from the party.”


    “God, Micah, that’s just…gross.” She slid her hand out from under his. “I’m not against one-night stands in general, but you said it before. You’re different. You’d be different.”


    Micah leaned forward and placed his hand on her leg under the table, sending electric shocks throughout her body. “If by different you mean the most insanely hot, wicked pleasure you’ve ever felt, then yes, I’ll agree.”


    His fingers moved in circles on her leg, and her mind filled with unwanted images of the insanely hot wicked pleasure Micah promised.


    Shaking the fantasies out of her head, she removed his hand from her thigh. “Though I imagine what you say is true…” He winked at her and she had to look away. “That’s not what I meant. Most hookups you can love and leave. But not you. I’d see you everywhere after and I’m not talking about in person. And it would make me a major hypocrite. I don’t approve of how you use women like Kleenex—”


    “Hey, no one’s ever complained.”


    “I’m sure they haven’t.” His cavalier attitude about the whole thing just reinforced her decision. “And I’m sure you aren’t used to hearing those words, but I’m not interested, Micah. Not in the least.”


    Okay, that was a lie, but he didn’t need to know that.
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    An excerpt from Miss Match:


    


    By the time the elevator opened on her floor, she was a new woman—determined and confident. With bitter and bold steps, she made her way to his office. She stomped past the secretary without a hello and was only somewhat surprised to see Blake waiting for her inside his door with a single red rose in hand.


    For one fraction of a millisecond she considered accepting his truce.


    Then she shoved the idea away. Hell no was he getting off that easy. She’d been hurt. Stripped raw. A stupid flower would not appease. Especially a lame-ass rose sort of flower. How unoriginal.


    Without slowing her steps, she grabbed the rose from his hand and broke the stem in two, ignoring the sharp pain from the thorns. She tossed it in the trash can next to her work space, aware of Blake’s wide eyes following her as she did. Good, he could watch her all he wanted. Let him look at what he so harshly turned down.


    It was after she deposited her purse in the bottom drawer that she noticed an entire vase with at least a dozen more roses sitting next to her phone. Those would have to go, too. She swept the whole thing into the trash. The sound of glass crashing and water sloshing echoed in the silence.


    Andy could feel that Blake was stunned. Frankly, she was, too, but she wasn’t about to show it the way his gaping jaw did. His shock only fueled her more. What did he expect? That she’d smile and nod and pretend that nothing had happened?


    Well, he wasn’t getting that. She wasn’t one of the docile chicks she set him up with. She was stupid to ever think she could be—even for one night. Never again. In fact, this weekend she’d begin applying for another job. Until she found one, she’d work her ass off to get Blake married off. But no more niceties between them. No more trying to understand him. No more attempts at friendship.


    She’d just settled in and turned on her computer, prepared to dive into her work, when he finally spoke.


    “Andrea, I’m sor—”


    She thrust her palm in the air like a stop sign. “Don’t. Speak.”


    “Just let me—”


    Andy didn’t look at him as she delivered her edict. “I mean it, Blake. Do not speak to me. Ever again. Unless it’s related to work.”


    “Drea, I have to—”


    Slamming her hands on the desk, she swiveled to face him. “And my name is Andy. Or Andrea. When you speak to me, in relation to work only, you will use my name. My name! You don’t get to nickname me.”


    “Come on, Andrea.” He stepped toward her.


    Andy popped up from her chair. “And don’t come near me.” Scanning her desktop, her eyes settled on a tape dispenser. It was clear, but it would have to do. Holding the dispenser in one hand, she shooed Blake toward his desk with the other.


    Surprisingly, he complied, taking several confused steps backward. When he’d crossed what she believed to be the center of the room, she got to work. Walking to the wall she fastened the end of the tape to the floor then paced it across the room before tearing the other end off. She traced her footsteps back over the line she’d made, pressing the tape into the carpet. It wouldn’t stick for long, but long enough to make her point.


    She finished then turned to her boss. “You see that line? That’s your side.” She pointed to the side of the room that Blake currently occupied. “This is my side.” She circled back to her desk and deposited the dispenser in its place.


    Blake scanned the line with his eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


    “I’m not.” She thrust out her chin and put her fists on her hips. “Do not cross to my side. Is that clear?” Perhaps it wasn’t her place to make such demands, but frankly, she didn’t give a hoot.


    Blake, however, was not going to give in easily, it seemed. He squared his shoulders. “I’ll go wherever I damn well please. It’s my office.”


    My, but didn’t he look hot when he was in charge.


    Stop it, stop it, stop it! He is not hot. He’s horrific. She infused her anger at herself into her next words. “I don’t care whose office it is. You will stay on your side.”


    He folded his arms across his chest. “What are you going to do to me if I don’t?”


    Was that a challenge? Game on. “Try it and find out.”
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