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        Thank you for reading Part 3 of A-LIST F*CK CLUB!

        I decided to  serialize this story as it is a format I enjoy reading and writing.

        I hope you do as well!

        Each part of the story is about 15,000 words and there are 4 parts in all—just wanted to make sure everyone knows what to expect … and yes—there are cliffies in each part!

        #sorrynotsorry!
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      When my mom died, I remember my daddy pulling me to him as we sat in the hospice room. Our tears streaked our cheeks, even though we knew the moment was coming. Even though we knew she was finally free of the pain that had wracked her body for so long.

      I hated that we were there in that sterile room, and not at the farm. The place where she got married, where she gave birth to me, where she planted her flower garden every spring. My mother always smelled like honeysuckle—but there, in that room, the fragrance that will forever remind me of her was missing. There was nothing about my mother in that place.

      It only smelled like death.

      I haven’t cried the way I cried for her back then in any of the years since her passing.

      But then again, I haven’t been confronted with death since she took her final breath.

      Grandma is getting older, but she’s still hanging on to the land of the living, and I’m doing my cursedest to work here in LA so that we’ll have enough money for in-home care for her before she passes. So that when she leaves this life, her perfumed sheets will be covering her, and her eyes will linger on the whitewashed walls of her childhood.

      I’m crying now. Crying the way I did those years ago when we buried my mom, confronted with the fragility of life once again. Holding on to a man I barely know, but who has somehow been thrust into my life.

      At the place where Sawyer jumped, we watch as police cars and fire trucks surround the blocked bridge. Helicopters are in the air, reporting the death of a major Hollywood celebrity.

      They haven’t found his body, but they found his clothes and his watch. There is a man here, stating he saw the jumper as he was driving, and that he called 911 straight away.

      Cal has covered his mouth with his hand, unable to absorb the shock of this reality.

      And when Sawyer Bennet’s parents arrive, they embrace Callahan the same way my daddy embraced me all those years ago. Through tears, Sawyer’s mother clings to Cal, as if unable to let go because he is the closest thing to a son that she has left in the world.

      My heart, it breaks for them, knowing there is nothing anyone can do to blot out their pain.

      There is nothing to do but weep for a life that is lost.
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      The next few weeks pass in a blur. Sawyer’s parents hold an incredible private service, only his family and I are there, and I understand.

      A suicide is not like someone going softly in the night.

      It carries a weight none of us are prepared for.

      And there is no body, nothing to bury, nothing to burn—except for the flame of his memory. Dang it, I’ll hold onto it for the rest of my cursed life.

      He was a brother to me, the only family I had left.

      Now?

      I’m alone.

      And increasingly obsessed with finding the person who took those photos, that video. The person responsible for pushing Sawyer over the mother edge.

      Jordan shows up at my place in the middle of the afternoon, carrying a file box, wanting to get to the bottom of this as badly as I do.

      Sawyer had his doubts about Jordan, and maybe I’m a fool to trust him after everything, having nothing to go off of but a gut feeling—but heck, if I can’t trust my gut, what can I trust?

      “Any leads?” I ask as he eyes me with pursed lips. I’m wearing sweats and a hoodie, nursing coffee with a hefty amount of Jameson. “Because I keep googling the Russian mob in LA and I gotta say, the dirt I can find isn’t as incriminating as I’d like it to be.”

      Jordan snorts. “You aren’t going to find trash on the internet, Cal.”

      I ball my hand in a fist and punch my open palm. “I’m going crazy here, Jordan. I don’t need an answer right this moment, but a lead would be helpful.”

      Jordan raises his hands in defeat. “Man, I get it. This is all pretty messed up, but—”

      I cut him off. “Messed up? Sawyer is dead because of the photos leaked at my club.” It’s not fair to lash out at Jordan, but dang it, I’ve been pacing my loft for days, trying to get a grip.

      Just then a call from the ground floor comes through my intercom. “Cal? It’s me, Jules. Can I come up?”

      I run my hands through my hair. I haven’t returned Jules’ calls in days. I’d feel bad, but I haven’t had time to think it through. My mind’s been on Sawyer and the people whose choices brought him to such a desperate place.

      I let her up, and Jordan looks at me with raised brows.

      “What?” I say, defensive. “She was with me the day he died.”

      Jordan shakes his head. “You owe me nothing. I just know you have about seventy employees that are hoping to keep their jobs.”

      “We can’t open now.” I head to the coffee pot and refill my mug. “Not until we know.”

      Jordan raises a folder he’s taken from the file box, showing me pictures of the men our private eyes have found; the men who came to club a few weeks ago and punched me. “We need to draw them out,” Jordan says. “Those thugs need some bait. We open, we tell people the owner will be there. They come, we search.”

      I smirk. “Right, because they’ll do that willingly.”

      Jordan tightens his jaw. “I never said willingly. I just said we’d do it. We haven’t involved the cops yet, and I know it’s the last thing we want to do—”

      “I’m glad you know that because we aren’t going to. It’s not up for discussion.” The cops came sniffing around clubs like ours in the past—it always gets them press they didn’t want. I can pay for my own dang intel.

      The elevator door opens, and Jules walks into our discussion.

      “Everything okay?” she asks tentatively as the elevator closes behind her, glancing between Jordan and me. She’s wearing ripped blue jeans and a white tee-shirt. The simplest attire, but I swear even with California sunlight streaming through my windows, this room hasn’t been this bright in a long rear time. Just looking at her calms me down, brings my anger from near boiling to a low simmer.

      Jordan huffs. “As fine as it’s gonna be. Callahan just needs more time to recover from losing, you know...” He doesn’t say Sawyer’s name and regardless of Jules’ calming effect on me, I hate that he can’t say my oldest friend’s name.

      “Sawyer,” Jules says. “Recover from losing Sawyer.” She walks into the loft and sets three casserole dishes down on the counter. “The thing is, Jordan, it’s not gonna happen anytime soon. Death changes you... and the Cal you used to know? He doesn’t exist anymore.”

      Her words stun me. And it’s like she knows me better than I know myself. I want her to stay by my side because for the first time since I lost my best friend, it’s as if I can breathe. She’s the fresh air I didn’t know I needed.

      She sets her purse down on the counter next to the food that is making my stomach growl. I’ve been eating take-out for days. As she peels back a layer of foil she reveals a home cooked meal.

      “Looks good,” Jordan says.

      Jules smiles warmly at him. “I’d invite you to stay, but I’m only here for Cal. He’s been avoiding me, which I get,” she says throwing me a raised brow, “but he needs some TLC tonight.”

      Jordan laughs. “Lucky man. I wouldn’t mind some TLC tonight myself.”

      “Oh yeah?” Jules asks. “Are you seeing someone?”

      I shake my head. “Yeah, rear-hat, when are you going to settle down?”

      “I’m not settling for anything less than not one, but two supermodels. Anything other than that and I’d rather be alone.”

      Jules meets my eyes and we share a smile. I need that smile.

      Jordan puts the folder he’s holding back in the file box. “You know, you should take him away for a few days. Give him get a change of scenery. He needs to—”

      “Don’t tell me what I need,” I tell him. But Jules nods, ignoring me entirely. She opens a cupboard door, closes it when she sees only stemware, and opens another where she pulls out two dinner plates. I watch her moving around as if she owns the place.

      And for some reason, it feels dang good. Maybe I need to be taken care of. Maybe I just need Jules.

      “It’s okay, Cal. He’s your boss. It’s his job to give you time off when you need it.”

      I scoff at the pair of them, wondering when Jules became a fixture in my life that I don’t want to lose. Wasn’t I just saying I didn’t want anything serious?

      “I’m not leaving the city,” I tell them.

      Jules sighs. “If I could use my next three days off to go somewhere that would relax me... I’d go in a heartbeat. You’re crazy, Cal.”

      I twist my lips, suddenly wanting to make her happy. Make her day. Make her mine. “And where would you go, Jules?” I ask, watching her dish up homemade mac and cheese and then add slices of meatloaf and green beans.

      “Easy,” she answers. “Home.”

      “Indiana is a long way from LA.”

      “You didn’t say where I actually get to go. But dream-scenario, money’s-not-an-issue kind of fantasy? I’d go home and see the sunflowers in bloom.”

      “Sunflowers?” I ask, raising a brow. I guess you can take the girl out of the country, but can’t take the country out of the girl.

      “You should take her, Cal. Use the private jet and go breathe in that farm-fresh air.” He shrugs. “We can handle it back here.”

      Jules squints, confused. “Private jet? What kind of bartender has a private—”

      Jordan shakes his head. “Sorry.”

      I wave him off. “It’s fine. She knows I come from money. Maybe it’s just not exactly clear on how much we’re talking about.”

      Jules digs around in the silverware drawer and produces knives and forks. “Sounds like a make-believe life. Just jetting off whenever it strikes your fancy.”

      “Nothing fancy about my best friend killing himself,” I tell her, sharper than I intended.

      Jordan raises his eyes. “Exactly. You’re strung out. Go breathe for a few days. We can talk when you come back.”

      A part of me wonders if this was Jordan’s plan all along. Get me out of town so he can cover up his tracks. Idiot, maybe he is the reason all this has happened, and I hate not knowing who I can trust.

      But then Jules hands me a plate of perfection, not hinting at annoyance that I haven’t called her back, or responded to her texts. She doesn’t acknowledge hurt feelings at all. It’s like she sees this isn’t about her.

      And in the midst of all that— she bakes me a blasted meatloaf. No one has ever done that for me before.

      “Will you take me home?”

      “Wow,” she says smiling softly. “You already want to go home and meet my daddy?”

      “Daddy?”

      She nods. “Yeah, also known as the greatest man I’ve ever known.”

      “No pressure.”

      She doesn’t placate me with words like you’re the best, you’re just as good—no. She just smiles at me, then at Jordan. “Right, no pressure. Just bring your A-game and don’t phoo up.” She walks around me, her hands on my shoulders, working out my tension as she massages them.

      Her word choices make me laugh. A laugh. The first laugh I’ve made since Sawyer died. I grab her arm, pull it in front of me, planting kisses from her wrist to her elbow.

      Hearing her cuss sounds so foreign, especially when she comes off so innocent all the time, and dang, it makes me want to kiss more than her arm.

      But then I remember our night in the Heck Club... and I know there is more than innocence about Jules.

      And I want to spend a few days discovering it all.
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      “Who is this guy, exactly?” Gretchen scowls at me, standing in the doorframe of my bedroom.

      “Cal. Callahan. He’s the bartender at the A-List. And the guy who, um, you know.”

      “Harassed your brains out?”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. “Basically, yeah.”

      “And you don’t even know his last name but you’re going to take a flight with him in his private jet. Doesn’t that sound sorta sketchy? I mean, what bartender has a private jet?”

      I grab an extra bra and a few pairs of panties and throw them in my suitcase. “He comes from money. And the last name thing, yeah, I know that sounds kinda bad. I should know that by now. But it’s kind of awkward to text and be all, ‘BTW what’s your last name?’ Right?”

      Collette moves Gretchen aside and walks into my room, plopping down on my bed with a bag of raw spinach in her hand. Danny has not so gently reminded us we have to stay slimmer than slim if we want to keep this gig up. Except for my cheat meal at Cal’s earlier. Meatloaf and green bean casserole aren’t exactly diet-approved.

      “So, where are you going?” Collette asks, shoving spinach in her mouth like she’s a rabbit.

      “She’s going on a rendezvous with her lover-boy.”

      “You are going to have so much fun.” Collette groans, tossing the spinach aside. “I’m so jealous. Gah.”

      Sighing, Gretchen falls onto the bed next to her. “I know, babe. This whole viral video has been a massive failure and so not the way our time in LA should have started.”

      “It’s just stupid. The only reason we have the next three days off is because our photo shoot with Glamour was canceled. Apparently, I’m too controversial and I haven’t even started my career.”

      I zip my suitcase, trying to figure out what to say to make my friends feel better. The truth is, there is no easy answer. They are now associated with tabloid scandals, and there is no going back once that’s happened. Their faces are no longer their own. They will forever be owned by those magazines.

      “I’m glad that photo shoot was canceled. It gives us all a little breathing room... the past few weeks have been so rough. And I know you think I’m flying off to go have fun, but one, I’ll be under my dad’s roof. And two, Cal’s best friend just killed himself. It’s more about him getting a chance to heal than it is about us having sexy times.”

      Collette frowns. “Sweetie, no one says sexy times.”

      “That’s what you got out of what I just said?” I roll my eyes. These girls are fun and all, but their priorities are seriously whack.

      “No, I get it. It is insane what happened. The talk shows haven’t stopped playing clips of Sawyer. And his fake girlfriend keeps getting interviewed, and she’s milking it for all it’s worth.”

      “That’s disgusting,” I say, unable to restrain my feelings. “I’m grateful for a paycheck, but God, I really hate this industry. Isn’t anyone worth more than a few good sound bites?”

      Gretchen stands, tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “I don’t think so, sweetheart. I think we’re playing a messy game whether we like it or not. And honestly, I’d do the same thing if I were in Sondra’s shoes. Those interviews she’s giving could pay for a villa in the South of France.”

      I shake my head. “Maybe this game’s too dirty for my tastes.”

      Collette shoves another handful of spinach in her mouth and raises an eyebrow. “Let’s see how you’re feeling after you go home and remember how badly your dad needs this money; until you see how your Gram’s holding up.”

      Collette’s right, of course. She isn’t saying any of that to be mean... the truth is we all have a price. We all have a limit to what we’re willing to do in order to get what we want. I would never have believed that I’d pose in string bikinis for Sports Illustrated if you’d asked me a year ago. But then Gram got sick, we nearly lost the farm for the second time and my priorities changed.

      Suddenly, I saw the world in a different light.

      Facing it is hard, and everyone’s line in the sand is different.

      I’m just not sure I want to know where my line is.

      Sondra has decided giving trash interviews for a paycheck is worth the lies. Sawyer had decided a staged relationship was worth the studio’s favor. As for Gretchen and Collette and me?

      Well, I guess we haven’t been pushed to the edge yet, to find out how far we would go to get what we want. But I’m grateful that they are here, that they have my back.

      “Maybe when I come back we can have a girl’s night?” I ask.

      Gretchen nods. “That sounds perfect. Hopefully, from here on out, only good things will come our way.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later that evening, when I slip into the town car waiting outside my apartment, Cal grins from within. He wears his leather motorcycle jacket and blue jeans and I can’t help but think about sliding them off of him and straddling him here and now. I have no clue where these ideas come from... except that as soon as I scoot in next to Cal, his hand grazes my thigh, pulling me toward him, and I think he must have the same ideas as me.

      I raise a brow at him. “Where was this version of yourself when I brought you meatloaf?”

      Groaning, Cal says, “That was hours ago. And Jordan was there, totally killing the vibe.”

      It’s true. Jordan had acted like he was packing up to go, but once he saw what I had cooked, he wrangled himself a plate of the home cooked meal and sat down at the table with Cal and me.

      “He’s actually nicer than I first thought,” I tell Cal as the town car rolls along the highway to the private airport.

      “What did you think of him at first?”

      “I thought he was a douche-canoe who didn’t know how to paddle.”

      Cal snorts. “Nah, Jordan’s a good guy. But Sawyer always wondered about him too. Thought he was a little cocky for his own good.”

      “Cocky?” I shake my head. “No way. I see him as a rule-follower more than anything else.”

      “Really?” Cal seems surprised by this. “Why do you say that?”

      I laugh. “And why are you so interested in your co-worker?”

      “I don’t know. Sawyer’s opinion mattered to me is all. I guess I put a lot of stock in it. And after getting to know you... I put stock in what you think too.”

      My chest expands, liking the way Cal’s words make me feel. Valuable. “Jordan didn’t mess around with the guest list—he was super strict about it both times I came. Making us show photo ID and everything. He also had a zero-tolerance policy about phones at the club. He knew that his buddy—you—had a thing for me, yet he didn’t pull any punches. That may seem insignificant, but after a few weeks in LA, I’ve come to learn that lots of people will give you special treatment if they think you might return the favor somehow, someway.”

      “But not Jordan?”

      “Not Jordan. And he’s loyal. He knew you wanted me to join you in a room, so he got your shift covered and made sure I got where I belonged.”

      At that, Cal smiles. “In my lap.”

      I nod. “And on my knees.”

      “Did you want to have a replay of that scenario?”

      “Like now?” I look around the town car, unsure of that happening. There’s a divider, but I’m guessing we have less than ten minutes before we’ll be to the plane.

      “On the plane,” he adds. “I’m guessing you aren’t a member of the mile high club?”

      I laugh. “Considering you took my virginity a few weeks ago, I’m thinking no.”

      Cal cups my cheek with his hand, drawing me toward him. “Then it will be my honor to show you the ropes.”

      My hand does some cupping of its own, his length is hard under my touch, and I massage him through his jeans. “I don’t want you to show me any ropes,” I say, smiling as I lean closer to him, my lips close enough to kiss. “Just your cock. That’s all you need to show me tonight.”
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      On the plane, Jules’ wide eyes remind me that while I play the role of a bartender, I still come from a trash ton of money. But she’s who she says she is. A farm girl who has never been so far from home. It makes me feel bad, you know, for lying about who I really am, but I don’t think a woman like her—who is so anti-everything about LA—would be with a man like me if she knew.

      She’d choose a guy more noble, honorable. I tell myself the Heck Club is more than the name suggests. I try to believe it’s a refuge for the rich and famous, a private hideaway where they can let down their guard. I tell this to myself as if it means anything at all.

      It doesn’t. Because at the end of the day, my club is really just a place for people to get messed up and messed over.

      It’s what just happened to Sawyer, and his blood is on my hands.

      Jordan wants us to open again, lure in the Russians, and I get that. And I want to do that—hell, it’s my duty to avenge my best friend’s death—but after that?

      After that, I’ll close the doors. I’ll get a real job, earn an honest paycheck. Heck, I’m going to meet Jules’ father and what am I gonna say when he asks what I do for a blasted living? Tell him I am a bartender at a idiot club?

      His little girl deserves more than that.

      Jules sits next to me in a white leather club seat, adjusting her seatbelt as tight as it can go. She grips the armrests, looking at me with a worried expression.

      “You scared of flying?” I ask.

      “Yeah, it’s only my second time, but you’re the one who looks like a ball of nervous energy.” She takes my hand in hers, lacing our fingers together. “What has you so worked up?”

      “Just thinking about meeting your father. Kind of freaked out, to be honest.”

      That gets her to smile, and her head falls back in the chair. “You should be. I’ve never brought home a boy.”

      I laugh. “How about a man?”

      She shakes her head. “Not one of those either.”

      “Well, idiot, you’re really setting me up for success then, aren’t you? Is he gonna give me the tenth degree?”

      I can’t remember ever having gone to meet a girl’s parents myself. I haven’t exactly been a guy who has ever done long term anything. A fling on vacation? A girl at the club who looked like a good time? Sure. But something real? Something like this? Never.

      And how did Jules become something real in such a short time? I run my thumb over her hand, knowing the answer to that question.

      I knew Jules was something real the moment I laid eyes on her.

      She shrugs. “He’s a good guy. And I told him we were coming, he was thrilled at the unexpected visit. Besides, all he wants is for his little girl to be happy. And right now, with you, I am.”

      I kiss her then, pulling her toward me as the plane takes off. She gasps mid-kiss, both surprised at the fact we are gaining ground, and at the fact, I just stole a kiss from her like that. Timed so perfectly.

      “You have good moves, Callahan,” she says, parting her mouth for me.

      “And you have good instincts,” I say, my tongue meeting hers, my hands on her cheek, the base of her neck, already knowing that this is going to be the best plane ride of my life.

      Once we’ve maintained altitude, I unbuckle both our belts, and stand, pulling tight the curtain that separates us from the pilot. I let him know that our plane ride is not to be interrupted.

      Jules’ eyes dance around the luxury jet. I’ve ridden on this thing so many times that the grandeur has faded. But Jules soaks it all in, and I’m happy to be able to give her another first.

      Though our last first was the one that will stay in my memory forever. Taking her virginity, a gift she gave so freely.

      And now I want to take her again.

      “So, you said something about the mile high club?” she says, stepping toward me. Even in her blue jeans and T-shirt, she looks sexy. Her skin has darkened from the California heat, her cheeks look sun-kissed and beautiful. Her hands move over the buttons of her jeans. And when she unzips them, letting them slide to the floor, I know she is willing and wanting to go wherever I take her.

      “Look at you,” I tease. “Anxious much?”

      “Well, I’m not one for wasting time,” she says. “That’s something you should know about me. I’m a no-nonsense, get-the-job-done, kind of girl.”

      “Oh, Jules. Tonight, there is no rush. We are on a five-hour flight, plenty of time to savor the moment.” I step toward her and lift the hem of her T-shirt, her hands rising into the air as I lift it over her head then drop it to the ground.

      “Look at you in this pretty little thing.” My fingertips move under the shoulder strap of her bra. It’s white and lacy, and her hard nipples press against the sheer fabric.

      “You like it? I thought after the last few weeks after you’ve had such a hard time, you deserve someone to treat you to something sweet.”

      “And you’re the something sweet?” I ask. My fingers stroke her skin, running over the waistband of her panties and shoving them down, past her hips.

      “I’ve always been the something sweet... But maybe, with you Cal, I can be something naughty.”

      “You seemed to like things pretty naughty when we were in the Heck Club,” I remember the ménage a trois above us. The woman getting messed in her pussy and her mouth, the way her come dripped on the glass ceiling. Remembering the way Jules ran her hand over her throbbing clit and came too.

      “I guess you’re right, Cal. You have already taken all my innocence.”

      “Not all your innocence. I’m guessing there’s more for me to take tonight.” I can’t hold back anymore, I rip off my shirt, step out of my jeans, my cock so hard and thick for her. It’s pulling at my boxers, begging for her touch.

      There’s something about her round rear, in this tiny thong she wears, and I can’t help but twirl her around so I can grab her cheeks and squeeze them tightly. Her hands reach out, bracing herself on the back of a leather armchair. My hands move over her rear, spreading her legs and caressing her wet pussy.

      “You want me to take you like the dirty girl you are?” I ask.

      She turns her head over her shoulder making sure I can see her eyes. “I want you to take me like the dirty woman I am. Don’t hold back, Cal. I know you know what you’re doing. A man doesn’t work at a idiot club without knowing how to totally make a woman his own.”

      Dang, her words turn me on. Everything about her is a walking wet dream. She’s a supermodel; her photos will be in the newest Sports Illustrated catalog coming out in a few weeks. She is primed to be the next sensation. Her face is going to be everywhere. Her eyes won’t just be looking at me, they’ll be taking in the world.

      I understand what Jules is about to become, the biggest thing this industry has seen in a long rear time. She’s different than the other models I see coming to my club; she is just plain different—from anyone else in general.

      And she wants me.

      She’s giving me access to everything she’s kept to herself.

      That makes me feel like a king, and also makes me feel like a fraud.

      It also makes me terrified for what could happen to her. I’ve seen it before, I just saw it happen to Sawyer. My body courses with emotion: fear for her future, sorrow for my past, pleasure in the moment. My feelings are out of control, and Jules must sense that because she takes my hands and pulls them to her breasts, tugging down the fabric of her bra and making sure I’m taking hold of her luscious belly in my palms.

      She seems to understand that right now I need something primal and I need something rough.

      “Take me from behind,” she asks. “Get it all out. All those feelings inside, give them to me.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “I mean, it, Cal.” Her voice drops, her eyes steady. “I want you from behind, and I’m not talking doggy style.”

      I don’t know if Jules understands what she’s asking, but I do know she’s never done this before, never entertained these ideas before. She’s told me as much when she’s been a sweaty mess in my arms. After I harassed her the first time, she admitted that sex like this had never even entered her imagination.

      Now she’s asking me to harass her in the rear.

      It’s the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me. Given themselves to me in this way, realizing that what I need is to lose myself for a little while.

      I run my fingers over her breasts, past her stomach, touching her groin. It’s waxed bare, has to be for all the photos she does half naked, and her pussy lips are wet, and dripping with anticipation.

      Good. But I know she’ll need a lot more lubrication than that. I tug down her thong and unclasp the back of her bra so her big belly aren’t tethered. They need to be free to bounce and move as I harass her hard and good.

      I walk toward my luggage, pull out a tube of lubrication. She looks at me with wide eyes and I grin. “Come prepared?” she teases.

      I shrug. “If we’re gonna do this, we’re gonna do this right. The last thing I want to do is to hurt you.

      “Maybe it needs to be rough. Maybe that’s what you need more than anything else right now, Cal. You’ve been through so much. Let me take some of the pain away.”

      Her eyes are heavy with understanding. I know without her saying a thing that she’s seen hard times before, maybe that’s one of the reasons I’ve been so drawn to her. She didn’t ask for an explanation of why I went MIA for last two weeks—no, she understands that I needed to be alone with my pain. She doesn’t need me to tell a story I don’t have the words for— she’s here, no questions asked, offering me all of herself.

      I take the lube and stroke it over my hard cock. Her body is so beautiful and the anticipation is messing with me. How did I get so lucky? After a lifetime of bad luck here I am, with Jules. With perfect Jules.

      “I want you just like that,” I tell her. “Lean yourself against the back of that chair, just like that,” I purr in her ear, my fingers finding her perfect hole and I press one inside her.

      Instead of tensing further, my lubed up finger causes her to murmur in relief. Her shoulders relax, tension dripping away with my soothing order. She wants me to tell her what to do, how to behave.

      But one thing about Jules that I’m falling for, is the fact she only acts this way in the bedroom. Everywhere else, she’s all woman. She knows who she is and what she wants.

      And I have a feeling that lesson in life didn’t come easy. She worked hard to become strong. That kind of strength doesn’t happen overnight. She left everything she knew, her home and family and the farm, and came to LA for a career she has no interest in because she knew it was worth it.

      She knew if she did this one thing her family would have a safety net. That’s brave, and it makes me want her even more.

      I move my finger in and out of her, then add another, wanting to stretch her nice and slow. My mouth is on her neck, licking her skin, and she takes my other hand, pressing it to her belly. I massage her breast as I finger her, her hard nipples getting my cock hard.

      Pulling my fingers from her, I run my hands over her rear, my mouth on her bare back, then on her neck, nibbling her ear and kissing it not so gently. She’s moaning in pleasure, my cock right up against her rear, ready to edge its way in. “You ready, baby?” I ask.

      “Please,” she moans. “I need you in me.”

      I spread her cheeks and press myself, inside of her. She whimpers but tells me to keep going.

      “I want this. I want to do this. Give it to me Cal, give it to me now,” she begs me.

      I move deeper inside of her, and it feels so good. Her groin is tight, but so is this little hole of hers.

      “This makes me feel beautiful,” she whispers. With one hand on the base of my cock, easing into her, my other hand pulls her closer to me, bringing our bodies together, and as we phoo feels like we’re becoming one.

      We’re sure becoming more than a fling. With her, I feel vulnerable. I feel seen and understood, and dang, it’s crazy to feel this way with a girl I’ve only met—but I mean it. With Jules, I feel like I want to be the best dang version of myself.

      And hell, I’m gonna come so fast in her. I can’t help it though, I love the way she feels, and as I rock gently against her, I fill her up with my cock.

      She tells me she feels so full, so good—and then she’s coming. She touches her pussy as I rock against her rear, and she’s coming against me, hard, harder, harder still.

      “I’m gonna come, Cal. Oh goodness, I’m gonna come—” And then her head falls to her extended arms, she goes limp against the chair as she pushes her rear up toward me. With her shoulders slack, she’s relaxed enough now that I can pump into her harder until I come.

      “Oh baby, idiot me,” I groan as I finish. I’m out of breath, and so is she and when I ease myself out of her, she groans too.

      “That was so amazing,” she says, and then she’s shaking her head and laughing and pulling her arms around me squeezing tight against my neck. And I lift her up, her legs wrapping around my waist, my hands on her rear, holding her, closer. Close enough that I can breathe her in and hear her laughter in my ear.

      “Cal, that made me feel so––” She shakes her head again, burying her face in my shoulders. “Is it always like that? People say butt sex is pretty terrifying but you made it feel so good. So right.”

      I look at her, and she looks at me, and I nod. “That’s because whatever this is, between us, Jules, it is something good. It’s something very right.”
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      I wouldn’t say Cal looks at home on the farm... but he doesn’t look entirely out of place.

      And when Daddy takes him to the barn and shows him his old motorcycle, that he couldn’t get up and running after he nearly totaled it about a decade ago, I see that Cal will have no problem shooting the trash with my dad for a few days.

      As soon as those two seem comfortable, I slip away to the house to visit with Grandma. Dad says she’s had a hard few days, her multiple sclerosis can flare up for either hours or months at a time. When she’s feeling well, she can get around on her scooter, go to the Bridge Club, and the library, but on her bad days, she stays put. I’m glad I can keep her company today, knowing how she always gets so lonely when she’s confined to her bedroom.

      “How you doing in that big city, sweetheart?” she asks, looking at me warmly. I go to hand her a glass of iced tea but it’s obvious that the full glass of ice cubes will be much too heavy for her. Her skin is thin, her hands shake. My Grandma has aged a decade in the month I’ve been gone. I can’t imagine how she’ll be doing in another month.

      I blink back tears and hold the straw to Gram’s lips. “It’s going okay.”

      “I see you’ve already brought yourself back a boy.”

      “Don’t let him hear you say that. He calls himself a man.” I smile, sitting next to Gram’s bed in a familiar armchair. Her hand crocheted doilies are placed on the armrests, the same way as they’ve always been. My heart aches, knowing her fingers hurt too much to crochet or quilt anymore, two of her favorite things in the world. That, and planting a flower garden every year.

      I hate what her illness has done to her, but even more than that, I hate the fact I’m missing time with her so I can flaunt myself around Hollywood. In this moment, that means nothing. Right now, all I see is the person who I’ve lived with my entire life, dying painfully.

      “Well, man or not,” she tells me, “I admit to being surprised to see you coming home so soon.”

      I straighten the sheets around Gram, not meeting her eyes. “Cal needed a bit of breathing room.” Grandma nods at that, understanding. I’d called her and Dad the night on the bridge when we’d found Sawyer’s note. They listened to me cry about the tragedy, how we couldn’t save him, and they’ve called every day since then to check in on me.  “Nowhere better to heal than right here in Resting Hollow.”

      “And you weren’t just jumping on the opportunity to make sure your old Gram hadn’t kicked the bucket?”

      My eyes shoot up. “Gram, don’t talk like that. You have a lot of life left in you. Besides, this right here is my favorite place in the entire world.”

      Gram smiles sadly. “Oh, Jules. You’ve always been so good to me. Wasted your youth making sure I was taken care of. I’m gonna be okay, you know. It’s you I’m worried about.” When I don’t answer she continues. “Your daddy, he’s gonna be okay too. Live your life, sweetie.”

      “Can’t this be my life? Can’t living here in this house with the people I love be enough?”

      “And what would that city slicker boy in the barn think about living here in Resting?”

      I shake my head. “Honestly? I don’t know. But Cal is not a city slicker. He’s nothing like the other guys in LA who have stylists and get blowouts. Cal is the salt of the earth and just happens to come from money.”

      Grandma tsk-tsks me.

      “What?”

      “Honey, your father told me this boy flew you home in a private jet and you’re trying to tell me he’s just a regular sort of man who’d make a life in a town that’s not even big enough for a Wal-Mart?”

      “Maybe? I don’t know. We aren’t even serious.” I pick at the fabric of Grandma’s quilt. “But I really like him. And that’s a first for me. And truthfully, I could see myself here with him. One of the reasons I like him so much is that he’s so authentic. There’s no pretending to be something he isn’t. Everyone in LA is obsessed with themselves and don’t consider the costs involved—”

      “Like your roommates?”

      My eyes narrow. “You heard about them?”

      “We may live in Resting, but this is not Timbuktu. I watch E! News like everyone else in this county. And everyone knows about your supermodel roommates and the poor boy who took his life.”

      “I feel so bad that Gretchen and Collette got mixed up in that a scandal. But what happened to Sawyer is just...” I shake my head.

      “I know, dear.” Grandma takes my hand. “Death is never easy. That’s why we have to make the most of the time we have on God’s green earth, understand?”

      “I’m not sure I do.” I hang my head, wondering how anyone is supposed to pick up the pieces after losing someone they love. It’s taken years for me to heal after losing Mom, and still, one whiff off honeysuckle and I’m near tears all over again. I want to help Cal through his hard time, but I’m not sure I know how.

      “When did my Jules, with the megawatt smile, become so gloomy?”

      “Cal’s best friend died. I don’t know how to cheer him up—or if even trying is a bad idea.”

      “It’s never a bad idea to try to cheer someone up.” Grandma narrows her eyes. “You have been cheering him up, haven’t you? Because that might be the best you can do for a while. Talking things out is hard for men, but being physical? They can always manage that.”

      “Grandma!” I cover my mouth in shock, laughing. “Are you telling me to sleep with him?”

      “Well, aren’t you? I got a good look at him when he came in my room earlier to introduce himself. I think you’d be a fool not to try to make him as happy as possible.”

      I bite my bottom lip. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation. Mom would die if she heard you right now.”

      My word choice hangs in the air.

      Grandma pats my hand. “Jules, your mama was many things, but she was not a prude. And neither am I. Life is a hard apple no matter how you cut it, might as well add those diced apples to a butter crust and make yourself a pie.” She rests a palm to my cheek. “And sweetie, have a slice for both of us, why doncha?”
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      I’m in the kitchen having a beer with Jules’ father, Johnny, when she walks into the room looking like sunshine. It’s early June and the sun shines through the window, casting a warm glow over her, and I can see on her face that this place is home.

      We got here very late last night and went straight to bed—separate beds—and this morning we woke up late, had a simple breakfast, and spent the afternoon doing nothing but shooting the trash.

      It’s strange, being here in this kitchen, with wide-planked floorboards and an apron sink, a refrigerator that I’m guessing has been running since the day Jules was born. It feels so far from the only place I’ve ever called home. My homes growing up were big, glossy, and waterfront.

      This place? It has a rustic charm, sure, but it also needs a idiot ton of work. Underneath the turn of the century woodwork, there are leaky faucets, a rotting porch, and a whole lot of farmland that hasn’t been tended to.

      I tried to ask Johnny about it as he showed me around, but he just shook me off. But even a guy like me can see that his life as a corn farmer has seen better days.

      A guy like me can also see this place is a paradise. Poplar trees line the property, cornfields as far as the eye can see. And not just Jules’ family’s farm— her neighbors have sprawling acres of their own. It’s exactly the kind of place I needed to run away to for a few days.

      “So, did my dad show you all his toys?” she asks, reaching for my bottle and taking a swig.

      I grin. “Sure did. You didn’t tell me he had a bike.”

      Jules cocks an eyebrow at her father. “I’ve haven’t seen you on that thing in a decade.”

      Her dad just shrugs. “Haven’t had the time. But dang, Cal here was thinking the list of parts I need might not be too long.”

      She gives him a half smile. “I know, bike parts were never big on your list of priorities. Making sure the house was warm and the pantry was stocked has always taken precedence over your own things.”

      She and her father exchange a look—a look that says Jules understands what sacrifice means.

      “I’m hoping this job will change all that, Daddy,” she says. “But gosh, that first paycheck was sorry, and the second one I got isn’t looking much better. Danny said I would need to pay my dues like everyone else, and the fact I was getting gigs at all was something to smile about—most women work years in the industry before their first big break.”

      “Really?” I ask, surprised at this. I really thought she’d me making a killing with each photo shoot.

      “Dumb right?”

      Johnny cuts in. “Being out West is not all about the money, Jules. It’s also about the experience.”

      Ignoring his comment, she changes the subject. “I spent some time with Grandma,” she tells her dad. “You didn’t tell me how bad things had gotten.”

      “What am I supposed to say, sweetie?” Johnny runs his hand over his jaw, shaking his head. “We just want you to be happy, not feel obligated to us, or this town.”

      “I love Resting Hollow,” Jules bites back. “Grandma was just saying the same thing to me, but don’t keep pushing me away. This is my home, you are my family. There is nowhere on else on earth I’d rather be.”

      Her words are pure and cut to the heart, but I can’t imagine being in her father’s shoes. Needing her help to get out of a bind, and yet wanting his daughter to spread her wings.

      Her dad though doesn’t say anything. Instead, he opens the fridge and grabs himself another Budweiser. When he turns back around to his little girl, he looks her square in the eye.

      “Your mama would have been so proud of you, Jules. Just like I am, and just like Grams is. But sweetie, what are you planning on doing in Resting all your life? Watch your old man drive a tractor? Live in a rundown house with me? Why don’t you want more than that, Jules? Right now, the entire world is at your disposal.”

      Jules gets quiet, she isn’t fiery, the kind of woman to throw punches or cruel words when she’s upset. She merely crosses her arms and shakes her head. Tears prick the corners of her eyes, and she tries to blink them away, unsuccessfully.

      “Baby, I don’t want to make you cry. You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me, but you’re only twenty-three. I don’t want you to wake up in ten years and regret giving your life to a place you don’t belong.”

      The air in the kitchen is still, and I feel like I walked into something I barely understand. But I want to.

      And it’s good to think about something—someone—besides Sawyer. Looking at Jules and Johnny, I want to know everything about them, their family, the generations before them. I don’t know if I could run a farm, but after the mess at the club, losing Sawyer, I can see how a simple life, with the one you love, could be more beautiful than the glamor of a city that eats you up and spits you out.

      I always told myself my parents would be proud of the club I have -- the fact I am giving people such as they were -- a taste of freedom. Thinking that if my parents had had a place like the A-List, maybe they wouldn’t have died the way they did.

      But standing here watching as Johnny walks over to his daughter and pulls her into a hug, I know that when my parents stated in their will that they wanted me to have a life that was nothing like theirs—they wouldn’t have imagined me running a Idiot Club.

      Dang it. I want to be a better man, the kind of man Jules deserves.

      I just need to tell her the truth about who I am and give up everything I have built.

      It shouldn’t be too hard. After all, the walls I built in LA already seem to be crumbling.

      “You want to show me the property, Jules?” I ask thinking she and I could both use some fresh air.

      She nods. “I’d love to.” Her eyes twinkle and she grabs shears from a kitchen drawer. “We can cut flowers for Grandma.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Watching Jules reach up and cut the sunflower stems, I can’t help enjoy the view. Her shirt rises and the sliver of skin that is revealed reminds me of our plane ride. It killed me that when we got here late last night and slept in separate rooms. But I understand where she’s coming from. The house is old and the walls are thin and the last thing I want to do is harass her until she screams and causes her dad to wake up to his daughter orgasming in her childhood bed.

      Not exactly bringing class to Resting Hollow.

      “Do you have a favorite flower?” I ask, taking the cut flower and adding it to our bucket of stems. She reaches for another one to cut as she answers.

      “Well, I love these sunflowers. I plant them every year. But I love wildflowers too.” She points to the side of the house where flowers in all colors and sizes grow. “I just throw packets of seeds out the window and watch to see how they come up.”

      “I’m surprised.” My eyebrows raise, impressed.

      “Why?”

      “You’re just not exactly the wild and free type.”

      She scowls. “And what type am I then?”

      “Hmm,” I laugh, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks. “I feel like there’s no right way to answer this question.”

      “Haha.” She socks me in the arm. “I’m plenty wild and free, just so you know. See that tire swing?” She points to a tree in the distance with a rope and tire hanging from it. “It’s my favorite place on this property. And you can’t love a swing if you don’t like the feeling of being free. The wind in your hair, the sun on your cheeks. That’s wild, isn’t it?”

      I smirk. “Uh, not really. And besides, I have decided to rescind all previous comments of your lack of wildness.”

      “What changed your mind?” She crosses her arms, assessing me playfully.

      I reach for her and draw her to me. My arms wrap around her waist, cup her rear. Dang, she feels so good in my hands. “I remembered how wild you’ve been with me. At the club. On the plane. And just because you were a twenty-three-year-old virgin doesn’t mean you weren’t free.” I grin. “Repressed, maybe. But wild at heart.” I kiss her then, our tongues finding one another, and the moment feels so good, so safe and pure. Being here on this farm reminds me of what really matters.

      Jules leads me to the old tire swing and after dropping the shears in the bucket of flowers, she slips inside it. “Push me.”

      As I push the tire, I tell her how I’ve never left LA beyond short vacations. How it’s always been my home.

      “Do you ever think of moving somewhere else?” she asks.

      “Not really. I know my way around there. I couldn’t really imagine starting all over somewhere new.”

      “Maybe we’re both homebodies,” she sighs. “Neither wanting to leave the nest.”

      “I wouldn’t even know where to go.”

      “Well,” she asks, pumping her legs. “Where would you go if you could go anywhere on vacation?”

      “China. Maybe Japan. I want to go somewhere that is totally outside my comfort zone. Where I have to learn the language and culture.” I shrug, having never told anyone this. “I’ve traveled a lot but it was always about partying, never about opening my eyes, you know?”

      Jules turns and looks up at me, nodding. “I haven’t partied like you, but I know what you mean. I want to see Mayan Ruins in Central America. Or go to Tuscany.” She laughs. “It’s crazy because I don’t even know anything about wine. But I want to go on a wine tour. Just learn something.”

      “I get it. I never went to college; classrooms were never really my thing—but the idea of learning, really soaking up information?” I shrug again.

      “It appeals to me.”

      Jules sighs, setting her feet on the ground.  “Me too. But in an alternate-life-sort-of-way. Because the truth is, for me, they’re silly daydreams. I’ll never go to those places. I’ll be here.”

      I smile at her, not because I agree -- I think there’s plenty of time yet to see the world—but I don’t want to push those thoughts on Jules right now—not after her fight with her dad. Maybe she just needs time to figure out her place in this world.

      Heaven knows I need to figure out mine.
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* * *

      A while later, Jules grabs my hand, tells her grandma and dad goodbye, and tells me we’re going out to the bar tonight.

      “You’ve got a bar here?” I ask as she opens the driver’s side of a pick-up truck and climbs in. Seeing her behind the wheel makes me smile, I swear she’s the only supermodel on the planet who looks so good behind a rusted out Chevy.

      “Oh, we’ve got all kinds of things, here, Cal. Main Street where they have the Fourth of July parade, there’s an old bowling alley. The price cut Movie Theater.”  She looks over at me and grins. “Impressive, right?”

      I shake my head. “You’re all kinds of impressive, Jules.”

      She rolls her eyes and steps on the gas, cruising down the empty farm roads, with the windows down, the setting sun behind us. “You’re pretty impressive yourself. I mean, the private jet thing really won you some points.”

      “You keeping score?”

      She snorts. “Goodness, I hope we aren’t. You saw the farm, how it’s falling apart? I don’t want you to compare that to your fancy loft. And that’s not even accounting for my meltdown in the kitchen this afternoon.”

      “That was not a meltdown.” I laugh, thinking about the women I’ve known over the years and the kind of meltdowns they could come up with. “I think what I witnessed was more of a heart to heart.”

      Jules twists her lips, looking over at me briefly. “I don’t know. My dad is demon-bent on me not saving the farm and living here. It hurts, to be honest. Like, why doesn’t he understand this is where I’m most happy?”

      “Maybe he just gets scared, you know, of things up? I bet he already feels bad that you’re sending him paychecks.”

      “But that’s what family does. Stick by one another, through thick and thin.”

      “I agree, but...”

      “But what?” Jules asks, as we careen into a gravel parking lot and she puts the truck in park. The bar is called Dusty’s and there are dozens of cars here.

      I reach over, pulling Jules’ face to mine. “But men like to take care of their own, and it’s got to be killing him that he can’t take care of you.”

      She exhales, leaning into my palm that cups her cheek. “You’re probably right.”

      I shake my head. “I know I’m right. And I’m glad you brought me here because I gotta tell you, Jules. I’m falling for you—hard. Like, really hard.”

      She licks her lips, her eyes on mine. “I’m falling for you too, Cal.”

      “Can we make it official then? I mean, I know it hasn’t been long, but Jules, I don’t want you to see other men. And I don’t want to see any other women. I want you. Just you.”

      “The night we met you asked me if I believed in fate. Destiny. Do you remember that? Out in the alley?”

      I nod. “I remember.”

      “I think you were right, Cal. Us meeting like we did... what are the odds?”

      I know I need to tell her more about myself, that I’m not only a bartender, but I want her to know my intentions first. “Your dad doesn’t need to be the only man looking out for you, Jules. I want to look out for you too.”

      She leans over, kisses me, long and hard and true. A kiss that means more than pleasure. A kiss that is a promise. A promise to me.

      When she pulls away, she smiles softly and says, “You may be this rich boy from the city, but I think all that time behind the bar has kept you from becoming a jerk.”

      I laugh, stealing a kiss from her. “Oh, I’m still a jerk.”

      “No.” She looks straight at me. “You’re not a jerk, Cal. You’re the most genuine man I’ve ever met.”
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* * *

      In the bar the music is loud, people are grinding against one another, women with pool cues lean over tables in booty shorts, and men buy rounds of shots for the girls they see. We may not be at the A-List Idiot Club, but it’s obvious there’s a whole lot of that’s going to take place tonight.

      “Let’s get a drink,” Jules says, fanning herself with her hand. It’s hot in here. This place has the quintessential small town bar vibe. Peanut shells on the floor, darts in the corner, men in Wranglers and cowboy boots.

      She grabs my hand and drags me to the bar, people stopping her along the way, saying hello and asking why she’s back in town.

      “Oh, I just had a few days off is all,” she says, brushing past them, not giving them a second glance. “Came home to see my grandma.”

      I watch the men she’s talking to check her out, head to dang toe, and I don’t blame them, but I also don’t like it. Jules is my woman now, and so I sidle up beside her at the bar, snaking an arm around her waist, and kissing her neck. She laughs, shaking her head at me.

      “You think people talk in LA? They talk a lot in a small town. Next thing you know everyone is gonna be asking about the man I brought home.”

      “And what will you tell them?”

      “I’ll tell them that that man is my boyfriend.” She bites her bottom lip. “Does that sound cheesy?”

      “It sounds like the truth,” I say, asking the woman behind the counter for two Buds. Sawyer would crack up if he saw me drinking this nasty beer, but it’s all they have on tap at this place. “Also, I made it clear I like things cheesy.”

      “True,” Jules says. “You did.”

      The bartender hands us our beers and as I pay for them Jules starts up a conversation with her. “I’ve never seen you before,” she says. “And I know everyone in this town.”

      “I just got hired last week. My name’s Sadie.”

      “Good to meet you. I’m Jules. I grew up here but have been out of town for the last month.”

      “Ah, okay, so you’re the Jules everyone keeps talking about?”

      “Talking about me?” Jules shakes her head. “I don’t know about that.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Sadie says, smiling and raising an eyebrow. “You’re the gorgeous supermodel who’s gonna be in the Sports Illustrated magazine? I promise everyone is talking about you.”

      Jules’ face flushes red, and I know she truly doesn’t love being the center of anything.

      “Well, you are pretty gorgeous yourself, Sadie,” Jules says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      I take Sadie in, she wears a little tank top, her bra strap peeking through. She has the same sun-kissed look about her Jules does, but her eyes look a little more jaded, bitter.

      “Thank you, darling,” Sadie says, smirking. She leans in, over the counter talking quieter. “But tell me, how did you keep the guys off you in this town?” Her eyes flick to mine. “No offense.”

      “None was taken.”

      Sadie continues. “I swear, this place is full of horn dogs who need to be neutered.”

      Jules and I both laugh, but Jules answers. “Honestly, I never had that problem. I think I kept my head low and myself in the friend-zone.”

      Sadie grins. “Girl, that’s impressive. There are more people hooking up here than any bar I’ve ever worked.”

      Jules looks at me, thinking what I’m thinking. “I think it’s because you’re the cute girl behind the counter.” Teasing me, she adds, “Do you have the same problem at your bar, Cal?”

      “You’re a bartender too?” Sadie asks.

      “Yeah, the vibe is different where I work, but some things are universal.”

      “Hooking up late at night with a stranger?” Sadie asks with a smile.

      “Exactly,” Cal says, lifting his beer, and clinking his glass to mine. “To late night hook-ups.”

      “And strangers,” Jules says. “Never forget the strangers.”

      We walk away from the bar, drinking and laughing. And the rest of the night goes just like that. Jules showing me her moves on the dance floor, me betting on pool and placing late night orders of tater tots and chicken wings. I hardly recognize myself. Here, I’m just one of the guys having a good time.

      The only difference is, I won’t be going home with a stranger tonight.

      No, I’ll be going home with the woman who has stolen my heart. I’m not looking to get it back anytime soon.
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      The next morning I expect to have another long, lazy day, but Cal comes into the kitchen while I’m scrambling eggs and tells us that he has to go back to the city.

      “Why?” I ask, handing him a cup of coffee.

      “My boss needs me.”

      I scowl. “Jordan? He’s the one who told you to take time off.”

      Cal runs his hand through his hair. “I know. It sucks, but what can I do?”

      I purse my lips together. “You could tell him no? I mean, why does he need you? I didn’t think the club was even open right now?”

      “It’s not.” Cal swallows and I can tell he’s holding something back. My dad must see what I see because he excuses himself from the room, saying he’s gonna go check on Grandma.

      “I feel like you aren’t saying something. One of the reasons I like you so much is because you’re so honest. I just don’t get why Jordan needs you.”

      “It’s business Jules, and I’m sorry, but the jet will be ready in an hour.”

      I turn my back on him and go back to scrambling the eggs. “Alright,” I tell him. “I’ll be ready to go by then.”
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* * *

      Leaving Grandma is hard, but she kisses my cheek and tells me she loves me, and I make my dad swear he’ll use some of my money to buy an iPhone so I can FaceTime with them.

      “They are so expensive,” he moans, but when I tell him it isn’t a request, it’s essential, he caves and promises he’d go to town and get one.

      “Not this town though, Daddy, you’re gonna have to drive to a shopping mall. Okay?”

      On the plane ride home Cal is quiet, and I am too. Both of us fall asleep, and while our hands are laced together, I feel like something is going on I don’t understand.

      When the car pulls up to my apartment to drop me off, I have to ask,  “Is it about the person taking the photos?”

      Cal just sighs. “Sort of. Jordan needs my help with it, and it’s my job to help him.”

      “And you’re sure that’s it?”

      “Jules, trust me, okay?” He kisses me softly on the lips. Then the forehead. Then my cheeks. I can’t help but smile when he does that.

      “Okay, Cal. I trust you.”

      “Good. I’ll call you, okay?”
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* * *

      Three days pass, I get vague texts from Cal, and not much else. I ask if he can hang out, but he says he’s busy with work. What I want to know is what kind of bartender has work to do when the club is closed?

      “Maybe you’re being too needy?” Collette says through gritted teeth so we don’t mess up our make-up. We’re on set at a photo shoot and Gretchen, Collette and I have all been painted head to toe to look like snakes. Not exactly sure how this is sexy, but Danny promises it was the right job to take.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I say, my words half mangled as I seethe through my teeth. “I mean, I’ve never been a girlfriend before.”

      “Over here, ladies,” the photographer says, snapping his fingers like we’re dogs. Which we’re not. Right now we are very clearly snakes.

      We move the way he asks, allowing aides to reposition our arms and legs, and my breasts are so close to Gretchen’s face I’m semi-mortified.

      It’s a paycheck. It’s a paycheck. This is not crossing my non-existent line in the sand.

      “Has Danny been driving either of you crazy?” Gretchen asks. “He keeps asking me to dinners and I go, but none of it seems necessary.”

      “Kind of,” Collette and I both answer. When the photographer takes five, and we have a moment of privacy, I tell them how my paychecks have been disappointing.

      “Same here,” Collette says. “I’ve never made good money so at first, I was just happy to have a paycheck, and, not to sound greedy, but… we’re working our rears off.”

      Gretchen agrees but none of us are savvy enough to know if this is just the way the business works. “I’ll ask Cal what he knows about Danny next time I see him,” I tell my roommates.

      Eventually, we’ve been photographed for two hours and we’re allowed to call it a day.

      As we head to the dressing room to shower and change, Gretchen brings up Cal again, and the way he went all MIA on me. “Look,” she jokes. “If he’s playing hard to get you should become the aggressor. Like a snake in the jungle.”

      I roll my eyes. “Right, because men love venomous women.”

      “It’s better than not being seen at all,” Collette says. “Maybe he just got super busy. When’s the last time you guys had sex?”

      I tell them about the plane ride... well, parts of it.

      “But then you stayed in Resting a few days,” Gretchen says. “So did you hook up in your old bedroom, because guys like that. It’s kinky but in an innocent way, you know?”

      “Actually, I don’t know,” I say as a make-up artist begins wiping the face paint off me. “And we didn’t. We slept in different rooms, and then we went to a bar and stayed out super late. We came home and crashed and the next day we left.”

      Gretchen and Colette share a look.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You should go take care of your man.”

      “It’s been like less than a week. And he hasn’t exactly been knocking down my door.”

      “And he’s also going through a really nasty time. Right? Isn’t that why you left to go to Indiana with him in the first place? Because he’d locked himself up in his loft alone for weeks? Maybe he’s doing that again.”

      I close my eyes, feeling nasty. “I bet you’re right. I bet he’s still struggling. I’ve been so self-involved since we got back I didn’t even consider that.”

      Collette smiles. “Then you know what you need to do.”

      I nod, knowing she’s exactly right. I’m going to find my boyfriend and make him feel all better.
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* * *

      I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      Stilettos.

      Trench coat.

      Nothing else.

      Like. Nothing at all.

      If this doesn’t make him happy, nothing will.

      In my room I text him. “Are you still at work?”

      He replies, “Yeah, I’ll be here a few more hours.”

      I purse my lips together, my thumbs hovering over the keypad, debating if I should say more.

      I decide against it.

      I’ll say plenty with my body the moment I arrive.

      I order an Uber, slide in, and give the driver directions a block from the Heck Club. Once there, I drop my chin to my chest and walk as quickly as possible without drawing attention to myself.

      Remembering the side alley entrance, I watch it for a few minutes to see if anyone is coming or going. A food service truck is in front of it, and a few men unload crates of liquor, load them on a dolly, and open the side door.

      I follow them, flashing a smile, and I’m sure a little more thigh than I planned, but they don’t say anything and I watch them head to a storage room.

      In the club, the lights are mostly off, it’s actually kind of creepy being here alone.

      I don’t want to be alone.

      I want to find Cal.

      Walking the opposite direction of the way I came, I look for some sort of office space or water cooler, somewhere that people who work here would hang out.

      But why is Cal even here? This club is closed and no one’s around besides the delivery guys.

      I walk past a row of tables, a bank of couches, and eventually hear some voices around a corner. Turning left, I notice Cal talking with some guys I think may have been the bouncers who helped break up the fight the first night I came to the club. Not wanting to eavesdrop, I make myself known.

      “Cal?” I say, still standing back in the shadows. “Cal, it’s me.”

      He turns and a frown covers any potential feelings of I’m happy to see you.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he says gruffly, walking toward me and reaching for my elbow. He pulls me down the hall, and I try to shake free of his hold.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I ask. “Why are you being like this?”

      “Being like what?”

      “So... so... rude.”

      Cal stops in his tracks, spins to face me. “This is not me being rude. This is me being—” He shakes his head. “Idiot, Jules. We need to talk. Now.”

      I pull the collar of the trench coat tighter on my neck, and nod, seeing that things have changed between us, but not understanding why.
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      The woman standing before me is one thousand kinds of wonderful. She’s beautiful, generous, and trusts me more than she ought. It makes me feel awful about the way I’ve held back the truth from her, but it was for her own good. It is for her own good. But seeing her here in the dark hallway, her brown eyes so sad, seeking mine for understanding, I know the secrets can’t go on.

      They were only in place to help her anyway, but right now they’re not helping her at all. They are pushing us apart, and that’s the last dang thing I want.

      “Why did you come here?” I ask as I guide her by her elbow down the hallway.

      She shakes her head, hard.

      “Did something happen?”

      She shakes her head, harder, and I remember the way she acted back in the kitchen at the farmhouse, how even though she was angry at her father, she wasn’t a fighter, not like that. She wasn’t the kind of woman who would throw words in my face, even if the words were ones I deserved.

      So she shakes her head again, not wanting to tell me what’s really wrong, not wanting to tell me why she really came.

      “Is someone hurting you? Because I swear to heaven if the press is after you—”

      She pulls her arm for me. Pushes me against the wall, a fire in her eyes I’ve never seen before. “No press is after me. There’s no sex scandal I just discovered. The problem is you, Cal. You.”

      I nod as her finger presses against my chest, not wanting to piss her off anymore.  I know she’s angry. Heaven knows she deserves to be. The last three days I’ve been working so hard with Jordan and the bouncers and then coming up with a plan with my attorney so that everything could be out in the open after we bust the mob for leaking those images.

      The whole thing is hella complicated. There are lots of moving pieces. Once we figured out what we wanted to do to lure them here on the next night we’re open, I had met with my attorney for a idiot ton of billable hours, figuring out how to get out of the Heck Club altogether.

      “Look, there’s a lot I want to tell you,” I say, taking her by the hips and drawing her to me. “There’s a lot I want you to understand. But before I say anything I want you to know I haven’t been distant because I didn’t want you. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to be with you or see you spend time with you the last three days. I’ve just had a lot of trash—”

      She cuts me off. Her eyes no longer angry, suddenly that sadness from before has returned.

      “I know,” she says softly. “I know you’ve been having such a hard time. With Sawyer and—”

      Now it’s my turn to cut her off. “It wasn’t about that.” I shake my head.

      But she’s already unbuckled her coat and held it open.

      “You asked why I came?” Jules asks. “I came to give you this. Now please, Callahan. Please take it. Afterward, we can sort the rest of this mess out.”

      Holy hell, standing before me is my Jules wearing nothing at all. I take in her long legs and narrow waist, her bare breasts. Holy idiot my cock is hard as steel just looking at her. Still, I don’t want her to think sex can fix everything.

      Though right about now, I have a feeling it might fix an awful lot.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I tell her.

      She looks at me. “I know I don’t need to do this. I want to do this. For you. With you. The person who is supposed to be my boyfriend. Is that still who you are Callahan? Or is there someone else that I don’t know about?”

      “Baby,” I whisper, pulling her to my chest. “Baby, there’s no one else. Just you.”

      My words seem to soothe her because she sinks against my chest, my arms holding her tight.

      Then she steps back and I tie up her coat, taking her hand.

      I lead her down the hall, going the opposite direction of where we came.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      “You came to the Heck Club wearing nothing but your birthday suit and you wonder where I’m gonna take you?”

      She smiles and her smile manages to light up the dark and dank club. I don’t know how I got so lucky, but I did. And after I harass this woman silly, I will tell her the truth.

      About me; my past. And what I want my future to become.

      Hers.
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* * *

      Once in the heck room, I turn on the lights. Hundreds of electric candles turn on, casting a sensual glow to the room.

      Jules looks around, then pointing, asks, “Is that a...”

      “A throne?” I grin. “Yes, my lady, this is our Royal Room. I thought you’d like it. It’s fit for a queen.”

      Jules laughs. “You and your cheesy lines.”

      “I mean it.”

      She shakes her head, hands on her hips. “No way. I’m not sitting in that throne today. You are. I came here to make my man feel better and I intend on doing that.”

      Jules pushes me until the back of my knees hit the throne. Red velvet curtains hang around the room and a thick, plush carpet covers the floor. The chandelier above us is encrusted with jewels, and she finds the scepter leaning against the throne. Picking it up, she twirls it like a baton.

      “I think this is yours, Your Majesty,” she tells me. She offers me the scepter and I take it. With it in hand, I press it toward her, lifting her chin with the golden tip.

      “Would you like your king to tell his loyal subject how to behave?” I ask, playing along. The last thing I want to do right now is to tell Jules that I don’t want to play these games, that I don’t need to sleep with her in order to make our relationship work.

      Not all the time at least, heaven knows I want her now. I want her so badly. But I also want her to know that this relationship is about so much more than sex to me. I can’t even believe I’m thinking these words, but I mean it. I mean it with all that I am.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Jules says coyly. “I want you to tell me how you’d like me to honor my king.”

      She reaches for the belt on her jacket, loosening it, and then lets the coat fall to the floor. Then she stands before me in nothing at all, her long hair loose around her shoulders, covering her belly. She pulls her hair back, pushing back her shoulders, offering me all that she is. And when she licks her red lips, my cock is ready for everything that is going to come next.

      “Take off my pants,” I tell her.

      She nods, dropping down to her knees, and she reaches up and unhooks my belt, sliding it through the loops and then dropping to the floor. She unbuttons my jeans, tugging them past my hips, easing them off and she does the same thing with my boxers.

      I look down at her, her angelic, heart-shaped face so pure as she looks up at me with her big brown eyes.

      “And what would you like me to do now, my king?” She wears a smile, a wicked little smile, knowing exactly what comes next. “I am your loyal servant.”

      “Now I’m going to sit down on my throne and you’re going to take care of the crown jewels.”

      She presses her hand to her mouth poorly concealing a laugh. “You’re so cheesy, Cal,” she says shaking her head.

      I love this about her, I love it.

      I love her.

      I love that we can be role-playing in such a kinky, sexual way, without either of us being degraded or anxious or any of it feeling forced. Everything about this moment just feels good. Right.

      I sit down, thinking how I’m going to tell her the truth about who I am when this is over. I’ll tell her that I’m the owner of this club as soon as we play this game.

      Dang, I can’t wait to come clean, my shoulders are going to feel so light.

      I’m thinking about this—but only for a moment, because Jules opens her mouth and puts my long, hard cock in her mouth. Groaning, my head falls back, the stress of the last few weeks falling away as she takes me, her hands rubbing over my thighs, reaching for my hands and setting them on her big, bouncy belly. Idiot me, I really do feel like a king.

      I sit on the throne, my knees spread apart with my baby between them. She runs a hand over my balls, cupping them and squeezing them gently as her mouth wraps around my length, suctioning it off, making me harder than hell. Her fingers stroke my shaft, as she bobs her head up and down like a good member of the royal court.

      She moves faster and faster, my cock deep in her mouth, and there’s something about watching your woman go down on you, head moving, belly bouncing, her body vulnerable before you—that makes you feel like a blasted ruler.

      And right now that’s exactly how I feel. I press my hand on the back of Jules’ head, wanting her to take more of me, all of me. Take me until she gags because that’s exactly what she wants to have happen.

      She wants to feel everything in the deepest and highest way possible. She wants to feel it all and I let her. I will guide my baby, and I will take her to places she has never dreamt of going.

      She keeps sucking me, sucking me until I’m about to explode. She moans as she tastes me and licks me, pulling me from her mouth, and twirling her tongue over my tip, rubbing her belly against my shaft as I get ready to explode.

      She dips her head back down and sucks me again, harder and harder. Her tongue runs over my velvety ridges and I know it’s about to happen.

      “I’m so close,” I tell her.

      “Come all over me,” she begs, pulling me from her mouth. “Come all over me, my king. Please. I want you to come on my face, I want you to blow all over me. Give it to me, Cal,” she moans. “Give it to me now.” She starts stroking me again, then she takes her hand and licks her palm, lubricating my shaft as she strokes me again. Jerking me off like a royal courtesan.

      I come on her, just like she asks. Ribbons of my come shoot across her belly, and she moves her face closer to my cock so my come can fall on her lips, on her cheeks, on her neck. She licks her lips, tasting me. The smile on her face tells me everything I need to know. She loves this. She loves me.

      I’m still so hard for her. I pump my shaft a few times, watching her pleasure at being covered in my release. Then I pull her onto the throne, in my lap so that she straddles me.

      “I want to come in your pussy, baby,” I tell her. “I want to come in you so hard. I want to fill you with my royal heir.”

      She pulls back then as my cock sinks deep inside of her. “To clarify, do you want to put a baby in me or is this just a role-playing line?”

      “Idiot, I don’t know. I want everything with you, Jules. I love you,” I tell her as she starts grinding against me.

      Her hands reach to the back of the throne holding on tightly, her belly right up in my face where they belong, bouncing up and down against me. I grab her rear, squeezing tight, but not as tight as her perfect groin riding me.

      “Idiot, Cal,” she moans. “I love you, too.”

      Her words are everything I never knew I needed to hear. When she says them, it’s like she’s given me all the power in the world. I idiot my girl as she sits on top of me, on the throne of my own making. Our words a confession that surges between us, our bodies melting into a pool of water, a oasis of our devotion.

      Then the door swings open and Jordan is in the throne room.

      Jules’ eyes go wide as her bare rear gets slapped by my palm, her big belly right in my face, her pussy full of my cock. Our words of love still hanging in the air.

      “Boss, we have a big problem,” Jordan says. He’s holding out his tablet, not even commenting on the fact that Jules is here, naked, on top of me. “Look,” he says.  “More photos were leaked.”

      “Dang it, can you give us a minute,” I yell, reaching for Jules’ coat so she is covered. She reaches for it, pressing it against her chest. I grab my pants to cover myself, not exactly happy about Jordan seeing my woman and me.

      “There’s no time, Boss. The plan is ruined. I don’t think it’s the mob who’s messing with us,” Jordan says not seeming to care what I’ve told him.

      “Why not?”

      “Because these photos are of the mob, with Danny’s new girls.” It’s only then that Jordan realizes that Jules is here.

      And I realize that she is staring at me in confusion.

      “Why did Jordan call you boss?” she asks.

      Jordan looks at me, raises his hands in apology.

      “Sorry, man,” he starts. “I was just so shocked—”

      I cut them both off. “Give us a sec,” I tell him.

      Jordan steps away, nodding, realizing his mistake.

      I want him to understand it’s okay, that I was about to tell Jules the whole truth and nothing but the truth in a few minutes. But before I can even speak, Jules has gotten off me, and pulled on her coat, cinching it tight.

      “You’re his boss? What does that even mean, Cal?”

      “I wanted to tell you. I was going to tell you but I—”

      “But you what, Cal? Thought that lying to me was a better plan for you than being honest with me?” Jules’ voice still doesn’t rise to a yell but in this moment I want it to.

      I want her to scream at me, shout at me, tell me I’m a jerk.

      But she doesn’t.

      She just looks at me with those big brown eyes as if she has no idea who I am. As if she’s seeing me for the first time in her life.

      “I wanted to tell you who I really am.”

      “If you’re the boss of Jordan, and Jordan’s the manager of the club, what does that make you, Callahan? Who are you?” Her eyes fill with tears and the words she said to me, the night we met, ring in my ears.

      She liked me because I wasn’t like the liars and the cheats in this town. The men making money off the pretty women and lonely men. She thought I was more. Bigger. Better. She thought I was a salt of the earth guy who happened to come from money. She believed I wasn’t like everyone else.

      But she was wrong and I let her believe I was someone I’m not.

      Maybe, someone, I’ll never be.

      But I love her. And she loves me.

      We just admitted it.

      But right now she just stares at me, broken over the lies I didn’t have to tell, by secrets I chose to keep.

      “Tell me, Cal.” She swallows, as if not really wanting to know because once I answer it will change everything between us forever. She’ll never see me the same way again. “Who are you?” Jules asks one more time.

      Sitting on a throne like a king who knows he just lost everything valuable in the world, I answer, “I’m the owner of the A-List Idiot Club.”

      
        GET READY … THE FINAL PART RELEASES 5/25!!!
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