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      “May I have this dance?”

      The scene in front of me looked like something out of a fairy tale. Or maybe a movie. The ballroom was lavish, with a marble floor and crystal chandeliers. Seeing Beauty and the Beast waltzing by would not have surprised me that much. This masquerade ball was for the rich and elite, and everyone was dressed in elaborate outfits, complete with elegant masks. Who knew that masked balls even existed anymore, much less that I’d find myself at one?

      I’d only been in the ballroom for a few minutes, but I could already tell I wasn’t going to spot any tacky costumes here. The theme seemed to be the “The Rich and Privileged Throughout the Ages.” Most people were dressed as nobility. A man to my right had on a tux and a top hat. A woman wore white gloves, a tiara, a mask of white lace, and a dress with a huge skirt that probably contained more fabric than my entire closet.

      And I was here. In the middle of all this splendor. It was hard to believe.

      “Excuse me, may I have this dance?” A crisp, tenor voice reached my ears again and I turned, my heart thudding in my chest.

      A man dressed as a medieval knight met my gaze as I neared. “No, thank you,” he said.

      “What?” This was confusing—hadn’t he just asked me to dance? But then he offered his arm to a woman in a long black dress with a white collar and apron. From her bonnet, I took her to be some kind of Pilgrim. He’d chosen a Pilgrim over me?

      “Maybe later,” he said as he walked past, nodding his head at the tray in my hands.

      Oh. Right. I was supposed to be working. I’d almost forgotten after seeing the splendor of the grand ballroom.

      Moving through the crowd, I offered flutes of champagne to a couple dressed in elegant colonial garb, an old-fashioned constable, and several civil war belles who looked as if they’d just stepped out of Gone with the Wind. There were so many full skirts that I felt positively tiny in my black pants and white shirt. Maybe modern fashions left something to be desired in the style department, but my uniform slimmed my hips a lot better than a full skirt with a bustle would have.

      When my tray was empty, I dashed out a side door to the kitchen where my boss, Darla, was not exactly happy to see me.

      “Penny, what on earth took so long? It’s not difficult to get rid of fifteen glasses of bubbly.”

      “Sorry. It’s just so hard not to spill anything with everyone twirling around in those dresses.”

      She rolled her eyes. Darla was about ten years older than my twenty-four years, but she already had three children and didn’t want any nonsense during her shift. I’d worked for Top Cat Catering for four months, and Darla was usually fair, but sometimes she got cranky with me. And sometimes, like tonight, she had reason to.

      But once I was back in the ballroom, I couldn’t help being swept away again. Those costumes. The hairstyles. The grandeur. The guests all looked so lovely. Even over the music from the string orchestra, I could hear conversations, laughter, and glasses clinking from all directions. Everyone appeared to be having fun. They were living their lives to the fullest—and that was something I definitely wasn’t doing. Half the time it felt like my life was in a holding pattern.

      The plan was to graduate with a degree in business from college, and I did. To marry my high school sweetheart, Chad Jenkins, immediately after, and I did. But then the plan went sideways. The dream of getting a good job and starting a family with Chad never materialized. A year and a half later, I was divorced, taking MBA classes during the day, and working at events such as this one at night.

      The people around me, the men in those tuxes or royal finery, the women in the beautiful dresses, they didn’t have to worry about money the way I did. Rumor had it among the catering staff that this costume ball cost a thousand dollars per ticket, the proceeds of which went to charity. One guy had heard it was five thousand.

      But I didn’t envy them for their money. Or even for their fancy clothes. I envied them for living their lives. For being able to come here. With friends. With lovers. They were doing something, not stuck in a holding pattern as I was. These people weren’t waiting for something to happen. They were making something happen, whether that something was helping out the charity or just enjoying a festive evening.

      “Penny, Darla wants you,” Manuel said as he passed me, gleaming silver dishes in his hands.

      Darting through the crowd, I reentered the kitchen. Darla was speaking to the kitchen staff, so I waited a few steps behind her. Just as she turned to me, we both heard a high, crisp feminine voice. “Where’s the catering manager?”

      Darla hurried forward, and I followed her, something about that voice bothering me. “I am. May I help you, miss?”

      For some reason, I hesitated, my body partially behind a stainless steel shelving unit as I peered around the edge. A tall, slender woman towered over my manager. The newcomer had the most beautiful dress I’d seen tonight, and that was saying something. It was a pale pink silk that went well with her fair complexion and her gleaming red hair piled high on her head. But the sharp blue eyes surrounded by a white eye-mask belied the grace of her clothes. Her eyes darted around the kitchen in a predatory manner. I’d recognize that expression anywhere, even if her clothes were much different than the ones she usually wore.

      “I need someone to help me,” she said, still looking around the room. I eased backward, trying not to be seen.

      “Of course, miss. Was there a spill? Do you need something else to drink?”

      “This isn’t about catering, you silly woman, it’s about something important. I need a member of your staff. A female. Someone young and attractive. Around five feet four inches and slender.”

      Darla looked taken aback, but she knew this was the most lucrative catering job we’d ever had. “Certainly, miss, any one of our staff would be happy to help. Perhaps Juanita?” Darla pointed to my fellow server who was staring open-mouthed at the two women. Juanita was often referred to as being cute, with the smattering of freckles across her nose and her baby face, but I had a feeling she wasn’t what Ms. High and Mighty was looking for.

      “No, not her. Anyone else?”

      Darla’s face colored slightly, and I could easily read her thoughts. She was the manager of a successful company, not a casting agent. But her voice was carefully neutral as she looked around. “How about—“

      Her gaze moved in my direction, and I stepped back hastily, my hip hitting the counter behind me causing a metal bowl to go clattering to the floor.

      The woman in the pink dress stepped forward, staring at me. She frowned, and then sighed. “I guess she’ll have to do. Come with me.”

      “But—but I have to work.” I protested, but she was already sweeping out of the kitchen.

      “You’re here to help at the charity ball,” said the rapidly retreating figure. “And that’s what you’ll do. Keep up.”

      Darla cast me a helpless look as I trotted past her, following the train of pink silk.

      “I’m supposed to be serving drinks,” I said, trying again.

      “Then you should be grateful I’ve liberated you.” Despite her costume, she moved quickly, making her way past the dancers in the ballroom and heading for the grand staircase.

      Trying to keep up, I said, “Please, just tell me where we’re going.” But she was already halfway up the wide staircase covered in plush red carpeting. At the top, I paused. The grandeur of the ballroom was even more evident from up here. I could have watched the dancers twirling around forever, but I was summoned once more.

      When I looked down the hallway, she was nowhere to be seen. Garbage. Despite Darla’s earlier annoyance, my manager was going to be even angrier if I botched this up, whatever it was. “Wait—wait up. I don’t know where you are, Michelle.”

      Her pale face appeared in a doorway, one eyebrow raised as I hurried toward her. “How do you know my name?”

      Just barely, I kept from rolling my eyes. It had only been two years since we’d last seen each other, yet I’d recognized her even under all those layers of finery. I caught up and stood before her, suddenly a little self-conscious. Perhaps it was her beautiful dress next to my catering uniform. I reached up and smoothed back my hair. “It’s me—Penny.” Not a muscle moved on her face, so I added, “Your stepsister.”
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m not going anywhere looking like this. I look like the Dread Pirate Roberts,” I said.

      “Only if the Dread Pirate Roberts was a douchebag with a really lame goatee,” Ryan said, clapping me on the shoulder. He was my best friend, and had the right to tease me about my recent experience with facial hair. Though I’m pretty sure he was in the minority opinion. The ladies certainly seemed to like it.

      “I’ve been on vacation. I’ll shave it off before heading back to the office on Monday.”

      “Vacation? Vacations involve beaches. With women in tiny bikinis. You were at a business conference.”

      “Yes, but in Zurich.”

      “I thought you weren’t supposed to get home until late tomorrow night.”

      “I skipped out early.”

      “And you didn’t go straight to the office? That’s progress, my friend.” Ryan clapped me on the back.

      “What are we supposed to be anyway? The Three Musketeers?” The high boots, capes, and swords seemed appropriate for that.

      “There are four of us, Einstein,” Adam said.

      “Can you believe Blake graduated from the same school I did?” Ryan asked, and Adam and Tyler grinned. “We’re the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. If we were the Three Musketeers, we wouldn’t have needed you to pinch hit when Freddie got sick.”

      Freddie. That jerk. Figured that he’d signed off on this. Can’t believe these guys asked him to do this before me. But then again, Ryan knew me well enough to know that these kinds of things irritated the trash out of me. A charity ball—yeah, right. Sure, the proceeds went to some worthy causes, but this was just another chance for the rich and pompous to show off. Some of the costumes I’d seen so far tonight had probably cost three or four times the ticket price.

      Still, I had to admit the sword was cool. It wasn’t real, but it didn’t come from the corner costume shop, either. Maybe it was a stage prop? Tyler's sister was in some kind of theater group. I held the weight of the gleaming silver in my hands a moment longer and then sheathed it. “Which horseman am I? War? Death?”

      “I’m War,” Adam said, holding up a circular shield and tapping it against the armor on his chest. “Ryan’s Death. You’re Famine.”

      “Famine? I want to be something cool.”

      “You can trade with me,” Tyler said. “I’m Pestilence.”

      “Not an improvement. Since I’m the last-minute substitute, shouldn’t I get my pick?”

      “No,” came three voices at once. These guys who couldn’t agree on a restaurant in under half an hour, yet on this, they were a united front.

      “Fine. Famine it is.”

      “Good. And don’t tell anyone who you are,” Ryan said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I had to submit all our names for the group costume contest, and I don’t want us to be disqualified. I’m in it to win it.”

      “What’s the prize?” I asked, tilting my head as I looked over at my best friend.

      “Home field advantage at the World Series,” Ryan said, and I rolled my eyes. “It's a contest. We rock at contests. Remember taking state in high school?” He’d been catcher for our high school baseball team while I’d played first base. We’d won the state championship two years running.

      “Okay, okay, I got it. No saying my name. No running anyone through with my sword. Anything else?”

      “The costume contest is at midnight,” Tyler said.

      “Yeah, make sure you’re at… let’s see…” Ryan checked something on his phone. “Northwest corner of the grand ballroom. That’s our spot. Don’t be late.”

      “Yeah, don’t go off and get laid,” Ryan said, elbowing me as he headed toward the door, lowering a cool skeleton mask as he walked. My mask was just a black cloth tied around my head with holes for the eyes. “Or if you do, make sure you’re back in time for the contest.”

      “I guess you can’t argue with Death,” I said to the other two and we followed him out.
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      “Oh, my goodness.” The woman staring back at me in the mirror was a complete stranger. The image of a Victorian noblewoman, but a stranger nonetheless. My gown gleamed as if it were made of gold. The corset bodice of the dress was intricately embroidered with what looked to be handmade lace adorning the low-cut neckline. The woman who’d helped me get into it had laced up the back so tightly my internal organs were probably stacked on top of each other. The bodice formed a V over my pelvis, and then the skirt flared out in all directions, held out by layers of petticoats or crinolines or whatever you called those underskirt thingies.

      The sleeves were my favorite part. Formfitting down my arms, but then fanning out just below my elbows. They ended in handmade lace, too. The way it danced across my forearms when I moved made me feel so feminine. This dress was the most beautiful thing I’d ever worn.

      The only thing not to like about this costume was that from the neck up I didn’t look like me. The hairdresser had pinned my hair up and fitted me with a wig of white curls piled high on top of my head. Several thick strands of spirals hung down on either side of my neck. The makeup lady had made my face paler and given me a fake mole for a beauty mark. Apparently that was quite the thing in Victorian times.

      “Where's your costume?” Michelle said, sweeping back into the room for the first time since she’d left me at the mercy of her assistants and told them to make me presentable. But they were done now, so I gave Michelle a questioning look.

      “Not your dress,” she said. “The animal mask.”

      I was supposed to be an animal? What kind of animal wore a dress this gorgeous?

      “Here,” the costume assistant said, hurrying over to me. She set a black eye mask carefully on my face. Another woman lifted my fake hair as the first one tied the string of the mask behind me. Then something touched my head as a third woman did something with the wig. Finally, the makeup artist dabbed something on my nose.

      When they retreated, I looked in the mirror again. Now I was a noblewoman with a black mask, rounded black ears sticking out of white hair, and a black nose with whiskers across my cheeks. “I’m a… cat?”

      “You’re a mouse,” Michelle snapped. “And don’t forget that, because you have to line up with your partner at eleven forty-five. The judging begins at midnight.”

      “My partner?” This conversation made less and less sense every minute.

      “The other mouse,” my stepsister said, sounding exasperated. “Two by two. Two lions. Two wolves. Two rabbits. Two mice. Didn’t you ever go to Sunday school?”

      “This is for… Noah’s Ark?”

      “Yes,” she said impatiently. “I’m Noah’s wife.”

      Her disdainful look said it should have been obvious that her pink finery was that of someone trapped on a boat with hundreds of animals. I looked down so she wouldn’t see my quick smile. I’d never spent all that much time with Michelle. When her mother married my father, I was already away at college.

      After the wedding, everything changed. My father took Michelle and her mother on lavish trips to Europe. They went to snooty events such as this one all the time. By the time my dad died two years ago, I wasn’t even part of the family anymore. Michelle and her mother had been center stage at the funeral, as if my dad’s death only affected them. I wondered if they would have acted quite so devastated if they’d known he had no money left to leave anyone. They’d blown through it all.

      She turned to leave, and I hurried after her, my skirts swirling heavily around my legs. “What am I supposed to do until midnight?” It wasn’t like I could go back to catering. And I had no idea how anyone could sit down in this thing.

      “Eleven forty-five,” she said. “Go dance, if you know how. Mingle. Find your fellow cats and rats and elephants. It’s good visibility if people see the costumes before the judging begins. But if anyone asks, tell them your name is Sarah. She’s the one who bowed out tonight. Like her grandmother won’t still be in the ICU tomorrow.”

      She swept out and after exchanging a look with the makeup lady, I left, too. Navigating the grand stairwell with all those layers of skirts was a time-consuming task. My mental image of me crumpled at the bottom, in a heap of limbs and petticoats, wasn’t a comforting thought, but eventually I made it.

      Moving through the ballroom this time was different, and not just because of the size of my skirts. This time, people noticed me. Smiled at me. Talked to me. I wasn’t staff anymore. Not sure if mouse was an upgrade from caterer, but I’d take it. My dad used to call me his little mouse, long before Michelle and my stepmother were in the picture. I missed the way he called me that. I missed him. So tonight, I’d do everything I could to be nice to Michelle and help her win the contest. Not for her sake but for my dad’s.
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      “My, my, don’t you look dashing?”

      The woman in the pink dress materialized as soon as I entered the ballroom. Except for the yards of fabric, she looked much like she did when I met her for lunch once a month. Fancy. Overly made up. And high maintenance. “How’d you recognize me?”

      Her eyes swept up and down my costume, lingering on my chest. A few years ago, I’d made a promise to an old friend to look after her, but lately, she’d been doing most of the looking.

      “A little bird told me you were here. And after you said this wasn’t your kind of party.”

      “It isn’t,” I said. “But I’m helping out a friend.”

      “If your friends look anything like you, you’re bound to get a prize in the costume contest. Just not first place.” She batted enormously long fake eyelashes at me. Did they have those in whatever time period her dress was from?

      “I’m sure you’ve gone all out,” I said. And I was sure of it, since occasionally some of the bills from her lavish lifestyle ended up crossing my desk. My accountant thought I was crazy, but a promise was a promise.

      Michelle put her hand on her slender waist and looked at me with her sharp blue eyes. “Aren’t you going to ask me to dance? I’m sure a man with your upbringing knows how to waltz.”

      I did, but I wasn’t going to admit that. She was right, I had to learn all that garbage when I was younger. And kids from middle class families thought they had it bad with piano lessons. “Perhaps later, Michelle. Right now, I need to go see if there are any dragons for me to slay.” I put my hand on the hilt of my sword for added effect.

      “My hero,” she said coquettishly, putting her hand on my bicep, her voice sounding more southern than whatever posh accent she’d been aiming for. But then two women in identical dresses came up to greet her and I slipped away, moving quickly through the ballroom. Too bad there weren’t actually any dragons in need of slaying. Technically, this was still my vacation—my first week away from my company in over a year. It was a blasted shame I couldn't spend it somewhere else.

      But still, I could make do. Maybe there were maidens to rescue or at least hit on. The women around me seemed to already be partnered up, except for a gaggle over in the corner. A gorgeous young woman in a Scarlet O’Hara-type dress chatted with a man wearing a crown. Another belle of the ball tilted a glass of champagne into a knight’s mouth. Apparently, his armor was too restrictive for him to do it himself. And a willowy young woman, whose curves were accentuated by her tiny waist, listened to an older man in royal garb drone on about medieval times.

      Wait a second.

      She might actually be a genuine damsel in distress. That was old Tobin Crane. He’d divorced his wife of thirty-five years recently and rumor had it he was looking for some eye candy to dangle off his arm. But that man only had one thing to offer women, and it certainly wasn’t brains, looks, or charm. And from the trapped look in her eyes, this woman wasn’t interested in his money.

      When I neared, Tobin was taking her through the finer points of how lice spread from peasant to peasant in medieval villages. I made a mental note to have my secretary send him a book on what not to do when trying to pick up women.

      “There you are,” I said, moving to the young lady’s side. “I’ve been looking all over for you.” I tried to move in close enough to wrap my hand around her waist, but I was rebuffed by a skirt the size of Texas.

      She looked up at me, rich chocolate eyes peering out from behind her mask. Even with the mask on, I could identify the expressions that played over her face, among them relief, surprise, and, if I wasn’t very much mistaken, a moment of pure old-fashioned feminine desire. Good to know I wasn’t the only one who feeling this chemistry.

      Up close, she was even lovelier than I’d thought. Her skin was pale and smooth under the makeup, and her mouth was a perfect heart shape. For some reason, she had a black nose and whiskers. But that wasn’t the strangest sight I’d seen tonight by far, so I plunged on. “You promised me a dance, Milady. Don’t tell me you forgot.”

      “Of course not," she said, and now it was clearly relief in her eyes. “I was looking for you earlier, but then Mr. Crane here started telling me the most fascinating things.”

      She was quick. I liked that in a damsel in distress. “I’m sure he did,” I said, winking, and she bit her lip, holding back a smile. “If you’ll excuse us, Tobin…”

      As I led her away, her shoulders sagged with relief. Once we were out of range, she turned to me. “Thank you. He just about talked my ear off.”

      “He just about talks everyone’s ear off.” I took her hand.

      She stared down at our linked hands for a moment and then back up at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Dancing with you.” I smiled at the shocked look on her face. “What, are you going to make a liar out of me in front of my good friend Tobin?”

      The corner of her mouth twitched at that. Goodness, those lips. Unlike the wig, the mask and the dress, they were her. The real her. And they were one hundred percent kissable. They made me want to know what the rest of her looked like under all the layers.

      I placed my other hand on her waist though her skirt still didn't allow me to stand very close to her. Perhaps that was the point in days of yore?

      “I—I, umm, don’t know how to dance,” she said.

      “That’s okay” Taking her free hand, I guided it to my upper arm. “I do. You just need to follow my lead.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Her name was Sarah, and she was rapidly making me rethink my position on pointless society events such as this one. She claimed she’d never danced this way before, but she was a natural in my arms as I led her through the steps. The only problem was that I had to keep her at arm’s length, literally. Whatever jerk first created dresses this wide should be shot. Then again, whoever invented them was long dead. That made me feel a little better.

      “Where’d you learn to dance like this?”

      “My mother made me learn when I was young.” We whirled across the dance floor. She was a quick study and matched my moves.

      “Please tell your mother thanks from me,” she said with a disarming smile, but the warmth I felt from her smile was canceled out by the guilt I felt at the mention of my mom. When was the last time I’d visited her? It had been over a month at least.

      Momentarily distracted, I almost waltzed Sarah right into a passing waiter. She glanced over her shoulder and then jumped out of the way, hurrying in the opposite direction. “Wait up,” I said, following her through the crowd.

      She smiled when I caught up. “Sorry. I got turned around from all that twirling.”

      “That’s why they say you should never operate heavy machinery after waltzing,” I said, and she laughed.

      Her gaze moved up and down my costume, and this time it didn’t irritate me as it had when Michelle did it. “What are you supposed to be?”

      “I’m hungry,” I said. Being stuck with the lamest of horsemen, Famine, did not make up for getting to use that joke which practically wrote itself.

      “Oh, I can get you some of the salmon croquettes—” She broke off, a hint of redness gracing her pale cheeks. “I mean, I saw some when we passed by the buffet.”

      “I’m good. See if you can guess my costume.”

      She took a step back and eyed me again, taking the black riding boots that came up to my knees. The britches, shirt open at the neck, and jacket. Apparently when you added in the black mask, sword, and cape, it didn’t add up to anything she was familiar with. Her nose wrinkled in the most adorable way. “Are you Zorro?”

      And suddenly, that sounded a lot simpler than explaining that I was a harbinger of malnutrition. “Got it, first try,” I said.

      She smiled. “It was either that or maybe some kind of superhero.”

      Dang, that would have been cooler. I should have said I was a superhero. Too bad Tyler wasn’t nearby. He was all into comic books and other nerdy pursuits. “But Zorro gets a sword,” I concluded out loud.

      “Very true. Nice to meet you, Zorro.”

      “You too, Milady Sarah.” She blinked up at me for a moment, and then her gaze shifted past me. A young man in black was headed toward us with a tray of champagne flutes. “Care for something to drink?”

      “No, I…” she trailed off. “I’m good. I just—I’m supposed to meet someone, I just remembered.”

      She was leaving? Usually I was the one trying to run out on women, not the other way around. “Don’t go. You were getting pretty good at the waltz.”

      “It helps when you have a nice swirly dress like this. No one can see your feet if you do the steps wrong.” And then she looked down in an adorably bashful manner. “And it helps if you have a good partner.”

      “So do me the honor of one more dance,” I said, feeling that this was something Zorro might say. “Let me get you a glass of champagne.” I turned to see where the young man with the tray was, and when I turned back, Sarah was inching away.

      “I have to go prepare for the contest. It was very nice to meet you.” And with a twist of her skirts she was gone, disappearing in the crowd. Right in front of me was another young woman. Same golden dress. Same white wig. Same black mask although this woman’s mask had leopard stripes on it. She smiled up at me, but it wasn’t her that I wanted in my arms. It was Sarah.

      Which was stupid because I’d only danced with her once. Only talked to her for a few minutes. But it didn’t matter. She’d already settled in my mind. I had to talk to her again. Had to see that cute but bashful way she looked up at me. Wanted to feel her hand clutching mine, and to rest my hand on her waist as I twirled us around the dance floor.

      “Phoo,” I said aloud. I plunged into the crowd after her.
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      Once I closed the door, I could no longer hear the music from the ballroom. I’d run up the stairs, no easy feat in this dress, and tried doors until I’d found a room that was both unlocked and empty. It appeared to be some kind of parlor with ornate love seats and antique tables. This house was considered to be a mansion, but it had looked as big as a castle when we’d driven up in the catering vans.

      Moving across the room, I peeked through the doorway at the far side. It was another sitting room of some sort, and fortunately it was empty, too. Back at the couch, I sank down, only to jump right back up again when the front of my skirt popped up. Oh, right. One of the many layers under my dress was some kind of wire contraption that held its shape almost like a hula hoop. And when one end of a hoop dipped down, the other end stood up. Not good.

      Two more tries and I gave up, going back to pacing around the beautiful little room. I’d wanted to sit so that I could process all that had happened. From being plucked from the kitchen by Michelle, to being made up in this costume, to dancing with the most gorgeous man I’d ever laid my eyes on.

      Restlessly, I trailed the fingers of one hand along the waistline of my dress. I could still feel the warmth from his hand resting there. Dancing with him again would have been amazing, but when I’d seen Manuel approaching with the champagne, I knew I had to get out of there. If he'd recognized me in spite of the wig, mask, and fancy clothes, he would have asked me what I was doing, and that would have been really awkward.

      That man—and I can’t believe I hadn’t asked his name—probably thought I belonged there. In the ballroom instead of the kitchen. It was clear he belonged there. His confidence as he led me around the dance floor. His deep, cultured voice. His utter ease in that crowed room full of wealth and privilege. Unlike me, he certainly belonged there. At least my elaborate costume had prevented him from seeing that I didn’t.

      Goodness, he was handsome. With a crooked, cocky grin that made my insides melt. I wanted to call my best friend Jana and gush about him, but my phone was in that dressing room where they’d made me into a Victorian lady. Instead, I rested my hands on the beveled edge of a table and closed my eyes. Instantly, I summoned up the image of him in my mind. Even with a mask covering the upper part of his face he’d been gorgeous. Those mesmerizing dark eyes that had gleamed when he looked at me. That sexy little goatee. His tousled chestnut hair. And the leather jacket that probably cost more than my monthly rent. It hadn’t been able to hide the muscles in his arms. Nor had the laced-up shirt hidden the smooth, tan skin of his chest. I could have danced with him all night. Me, the one who’d lived in fear of dancing my entire life. I was not all that coordinated at the best of times, so it had always seemed prudent to stay off the dance floor.

      My eyes still closed, I swayed my hips back and forth, feeling the layers of fabric swirl around my legs. I imagined his hands on my waist… his head lowering to mine… his lips parting as he neared me—

      “There you are.”

      My eyes flew open and I whirled toward the deep voice, my elbow hitting something on the table. A split second later, there was a crashing noise. Incredible.

      “What was that?” The man I’d just been fantasizing about came nearer, making my heart speed up.

      With effort, I tore my eyes away from his gaze and looked down. The remains of a vase were scattered on the floor at my feet. “Umm… do you think that was expensive?”

      He looked pointedly around the room at the paintings, the furnishings. “Probably,” he said. “Good thing you were never here.”

      “What?”

      “Come on,” he said, grabbing my hand and tugging me toward the door. But just as we reached it, we heard a voice.

      “I’ll check,” a crisp, cultured voice said.

      Moving as quickly as I imagined the real Zorro might, the man of my dreams reversed course and pulled me deeper into the room and then through the back door. Hearing something behind us, we hurried into the smaller room, but there was no place left to go. There was just an ornate desk and some arm chairs.

      A male voice swore behind us. I turned to the far side of the room to a wall that was dominated by red velvet curtains. Zorro pulled the curtains aside, revealing a huge plate-glass window complete with a window seat. He stepped behind the curtain, gesturing for me to follow him. Once I was standing next to him, he let the curtain go. It billowed around his tall form, and I imagined it would look pretty normal from across the room. Which was not the case with my dress.

      My full skirts pushed the curtain out a good two and a half feet. He caught my eye and softly patted the seat. I got the idea, but I was a little bit less clear on the execution. Having already tried to sit down once tonight, I knew how hard it was in this dress. Still, I tried. I lifted my skirt as high as I dared and set one bent knee on the window seat. So far, so good. But when I tried to lower myself down, the other side of my skirt rose up, tenting the curtain out even more.

      Zorro cursed under his breath. I caught his eye and suddenly the humor of the situation overtook me. Not that I wanted to get caught, but this was pretty dang funny. He pursed his lips sternly, whispering for me to “shhhh.” Then he pushed at the hoop of my skirt causing the other side to smack against the window.

      We both stilled, listening. And then I heard a noise and panicked. As quickly as I could, I gathered big handfuls of ruffled material and hugged it to my chest. He helped, folding layer upon layer up onto the seat with me, but try as we might, the dress truly wanted to spring free. Finally, in desperation, he stood directly in front of me, leaning against the edge of my dress and flattening it into submission. The curtain stilled around him and we both held our breath.

      “Hello?” We both froze, and I held my breath for good measure. In the faint moonlight coming in from the window, I saw him looking down at me.

      The voice came again. “Yes, there’s a broken vase up in the drawing room… I don’t know, I didn’t see anyone.” There was a pause. “Well, can’t you spare anyone? Or just send one of the caterers up. What? Oh, all right. Fine.”

      Quiet footsteps retreated as I looked up at the man leaning over me. We heard some noises in the other room, but they were fainter now. Zorro leaned down and whispered in my ear. “Meet Jeeves, the Disgruntled Butler.”

      Stifling a giggle, I looked away. Then both of us were grinning a moment later when we heard from the other room, “I’m a butler, not a janitor.”

      This made me laugh more, and I could see the tall man hovering over me close his lips firmly to keep himself from laughing out loud. He was doing a better job than I was. A small gasping breath escaped me, and I knew I was seconds away from revealing our position. He shook his head sternly as he looked down at me, but he still had an impish bad boy smirk on his face. Shaking his head, he put his index finger to my lips. I knew that he just meant to quiet me, but my body reacted without conscious thought, and I kissed his finger lightly.

      Why had I done that? Blushing, I bowed my head, but then his thumb tapped under my chin, pulling my head up to look at him. He smiled at me as he traced his finger over my lower lip, and I couldn’t help it. I opened my mouth and swirled my tongue around his fingertip. What was I doing? And why was I still doing it?

      There was just something intoxicating about being this close to him. Being in his arms in the ballroom had been amazing, but we hadn’t been as close as we were now. Here, he was pressed up against me, the heat from his body seeping into mine. Which made my body give off quite a bit of heat, too, especially further down.

      His free hand grazed across my shoulder, pushing aside the strands of curls hanging down from the wig. He rubbed the muscles at the back of my neck with his strong fingers and the resulting goosebumps down my spine counteracted the heat from his body in a delicious way.

      Why did he have this effect on me? Yeah, he was good looking, and yeah, I hadn’t dated much since my divorce, but it wasn’t as if I lived like a nun. Well… okay, maybe a little bit like a nun, but at least I got to wear better clothes. Especially tonight.

      And sure, pretty much any woman would be attracted to the man standing in front of me, with his tall form, his broad chest and shoulders, and his muscled arms. Plus he looked dang cute in his mask with that goatee decorating his jawline. But somehow, my reaction to him was more than the sum of how he looked and what he’d said to me. It was as if something inside me knew that this just might be the beginning of something wonderful. Logically, that made no sense. But I was convinced of it anyway.

      “Mmm…” I moaned as his hand kneaded my shoulder. In response to my sound, he pushed his finger a little farther into my mouth. I swirled my tongue around it, using movements I hadn’t tried in years. But I hadn’t forgotten.

      A sound from the other room reached us, and Zorro stilled, then carefully pulled back the curtain a little. Signaling for me to wait, he eased away from me, and I nearly groaned at the loss of contact as he left.

      After a long moment, he returned. “He’s gone. We can make our escape now.”

      He held out his hand and I was all too happy to take it. The last thing I wanted to do was to fall on my face in front of him. Plus there was something about his large palm and firm grasp that thrilled me deep inside.

      Once I was free of the curtain, he led me toward the next room, still holding my hand. Theatrically, he peered into the parlor before we crept out. He moved stealthily, his other hand on the hilt of his sword as if he might be called up to do battle at any moment. Clearly, he was in Zorro mode. And he had a sense of humor—I liked that.

      Laughing softly, I crept after him, being careful to make as little noise as possible to prolong the game. But when we were almost to the hallway, I saw a shadow fall across the floor. In an instant, Zorro had me pressed up against the wall behind the door, his body right next to mine. We weren’t totally hidden, but the man—the butler again, apparently—wasn’t looking in our direction when he walked into the room. He was doing something at the table where I’d knocked over the vase. His back was to us, but he’d certainly see us when he turned around to leave again.

      But I’d underestimated the man in black. He dug in his pocket, and for a moment I closed my eyes, enjoying the feeling of his hips pressing against mine. Then he leaned back and held out his hand, showing me a silver coin. Turning slightly, he drew his hand back as far as he could in the cramped space and he threw the quarter in a high arc into the next room.

      At the small noise, the butler rushed into the room we’d been in before. It had worked—score one for Zorro. He grabbed my hand and I followed him into the hallway “Nice move,” I said as soon as we were out of earshot.

      “That was nothing. Just wait until I slay a dragon for you. Then you’ll be putty in my hands.”

      The sexy wink he gave me made heat flare up between my legs again. “I don’t think that Zorro slays dragons.”

      “Well, if he doesn’t, he should.” He took my hand and tucked it under his arm. “Better stay close to me. We escaped the Snooty Butler, but there are other evils about. I have to protect you.”

      He was so cute when he was being playful. I was a sucker for men who could make me laugh as well as swoon. So I played along. “What other evil?”

      He paused at the top of the grand stairwell. At the entrance to the ballroom couples danced, including a few women dressed as I was. They must’ve been part of Michelle’s troop.

      “Just as I suspected,” my companion said. “This place is swarming with pirates. We can’t go that way. Not if I’m going to keep you safe. I know another way down.”

      Giggling, I let him lead me down the hallway. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done anything goofy and fun like this. Or the last time I’d been so excited about a man I'd just met.

      We went down a back staircase I hadn’t known about, made a right, and then a left, and then to my horror, we were headed past a doorway to the kitchen. “Not that way,” I whispered, tugging him back.

      “Why not?”

      “Zombies,” I said solemnly, and he grinned and reversed course.

      At the next hallway, he poked his head into a room and motioned me to stay put. Thirty seconds later, he emerged with a bottle under his arm and a wink for me.

      Twice more we ran into different groups. Zorro decided that one group was full of spies and the other group consisted of people who texted while crossing the street. “At night,” he added.

      “While wearing dark clothes?” I asked.

      “Exactly. Can’t let you be exposed to creatures that would do such an inconsiderate thing.”

      “My hero,” I said, batting my eyelashes at him. “Ooh, let’s go in there.”

      A room at the end of a long hall was filled with plants, some hanging from the ceiling, some in large pots, some growing directly out of stoned-off areas on the floor. Some sort of combination conservatory/greenhouse.

      Zorro immediately closed the door after us and locked it. “See if you can find anything to barricade the door with,” he called over his shoulder.

      I laughed. Again. When was the last time I’d laughed this much? “I think we’re safe here.”

      “Good,” he said, and then he walked along the little path toward the back of the conservatory. There were several chairs and a small fountain in the corner of the room. But instead of sitting, he set the bottle down and turned back to me. “So, pirates. Spies. Zombies. Rude texters. Clearly, I saved your life many times over back there,” he said, tilting my chin upward with one long, curved finger.

      “Clearly,” I said breathlessly. The nearness of his body was overwhelming. The scent of the plants retreated and all I could smell was his spiced, masculine cologne. All I wanted to touch was his large, hard body.

      “So, does that mean I get to kiss you?”

      No. Yes. I don’t know. My body and my mind were at war with each other. I didn’t know this man. I’d only spent an hour with him. And yet… something about him really got to me. Or maybe it was everything about him. His strong jawline and that sexy goatee. His jacked body that I was dying to run my hands over. The sense of mischief that sparkled in his eyes. He was so tempting. But I’d never lived my life by giving into temptation. Even when I really wanted to.

      So I knew what my answer was. Or at least I knew what it was supposed to be. But when I opened my mouth, the words that came out were not the same ones my brain had decided on.

      “I’m pretty sure it does,” I whispered.
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      Her rich, chocolate eyes gleamed at me from behind the mask. It was strange, I could see almost nothing of her. The white curls weren’t hers, the mask covered half her face. But still… I couldn’t stop glancing at the flush of red on her chest. The delicate curve of her waist felt so tiny under my hands. And her lips… those perfect, heart-shaped lips, parted slightly as she looked up at me. She wanted this as much as I did. Maybe we were both crazy, to want a stranger. But I hoped we wouldn’t stay strangers for long.

      I moved in, easing her back until she was against the wall of the greenhouse, or whatever this room was supposed to be. I hadn’t quite figured it out, but it didn’t matter. We were alone. It was dark. She was right here in front of me, waiting, wanting. Her eyes closed as I lowered my head.

      My lips met hers and she wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me in close. I pressed against her, wishing there were fewer layers between us. But I could still feel her pert breasts push against my chest, her delicate hand in my hair as I tormented her with my lips.

      Nibbling, sucking, and then pressing firm, I teased her mouth open. Her lips tasted every bit as sweet as they looked, but I wanted more. More of her. All of her. My arms circled her waist. Normally, I’d let my hands roam lower, squeezing and releasing what I was sure was a delectable rear, but with all the fabric in her skirt, it was impossible. Her mouth was magic enough.

      For now.

      With one last teasing stroke of my tongue, I pulled back, tugging on her bottom lip as I went. Her eyes were still closed, a faint flush on her cheeks under the drawn-on whiskers I’d smudged a little. When she opened her eyes, her swollen lips curved into a satisfied little smile that shot straight through my body, making me instantly hard. I stepped back, not sure if she’d be able to feel my erection through all those layers but not wanting to chance it. I’d just met this girl, and I definitely didn’t want to scare her away.

      “That was nice,” she said, her voice a husky whisper.

      Nice was an understatement, but I’d let it go for now. “It was okay…” I said with a wink to let her know I didn’t mean it. “But practice makes perfect, so we’d better do that again, soon. But first, I want to know everything about you.”

      Her smile slipped a little at my statement. Maybe she was hoping we’d kiss again? If so, she was definitely my kind of woman. But there would be plenty of time for that. Instead, I led her over to the white, wrought-iron patio furniture, and we sat down on a little loveseat. It almost took a degree in engineering to get us both onto it. First my sword got in the way, and I had to unbuckle the sheath. Then her endless skirts took up the entire seat. After much fumbling and rearranging, I ended up sitting on several layers of ruffles and fabric, holding them down so that they didn’t pop up and smack her in the face.

      I liked it—it was almost like I was pinning her down. As I hoped I would do in the very near future. After we got settled, I fished out the corkscrew I’d swiped and opened the bottle of wine. Too bad I hadn’t been able to grab any glasses, but I’d been in hurry with pretend zombies down the hallway and a beautiful woman waiting for me.

      With my thigh pressed up against her and my arm around her shoulders, we passed the bottle of red wine back and forth while we talked.

      Sitting there in the dark sipping red wine, I learned that she’d married young and gotten divorced after less than a year. And I didn’t know the whole story, but I wanted to kill the jerk who left her. Who hurt her. Which was pretty hypocritical considering I’d left a trail of broken hearts in my past. But at least I’d never been a big enough jerk to marry a girl and then leave her. I’d never do that to anyone—that was one of the reasons I never wanted to get married.

      The way Sarah spoke about love and loss made me know that she’d fallen harder than I ever had. Not that I didn’t care about the women I’d dated, but I’d never actually been in love. I doubted I ever would—there was just something missing inside of me. The women in my life, my mother included, quickly learned that they could count on me for monetary support but not much else.

      Sarah was only twenty-four, and I’d be turning thirty in a few months, but she’d already lost both parents. Her mother died when she was a child and her father more recently. I held her hand as she talked a little about them, but then I let go when she asked me about my family. It was not my favorite subject.

      “My father’s gone, too,” I said.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, and she took the hand I’d just moved away. “Were you close?”

      That was an excellent question. I’d always thought we were. But probably not the kind of closeness she’d shared with people she loved. “I looked up to him. He was an excellent businessman. When I was a kid, I wanted to grow up to be just like him.”

      “And did you?”

      “Pretty much,” I said, but I was eager to change the subject. I had grown up to be like my old man—both the good parts of him and the bad.

      “I loved my dad so much. Especially when I was a little girl. I thought he knew everything. He’d tell me stories… fairy tales, and mythology… for a long time, I thought he invented all those stories. Later I realized he was sharing tales that had been passed down for generations to me. It made me feel connected, to him, to people in the past, to everyone. Did your dad do things like that?”

      My father would have thought all of that a waste of time. As I normally would… except the way she explained it, how it was about being connected to people of the past, made it sound more appealing than just boring old morality tales.

      “My father was always too busy taking the business world by storm.”

      “And your mother?”

      “We… well, I sometimes feel I hardly ever got to see her.” Sarah nodded to show she understood. She probably thought I meant that my mother had been one of those women who’d spend her time doing “society wife” things. Benefits. Charity events. She used to host things like this. But the bigger problem was that I was my father’s son. Just because I didn’t like the mongrel much didn’t mean I hadn’t turned out like him. “I guess I just had more in common with my father.” Unfortunately.

      Sarah was looking up at me curiously. “Which family members are you close to?”

      I didn’t want her to think I was emotionally stunted—whether or not it was true—so I thought for a minute. “My grandfather. He was really great. He got me this wine once.”

      “What?” she said, pausing with the bottle halfway to her lips. Instead, she lifted it and stared at the label.

      “It’s a 1995 Latour. My grandfather got me my first bottle when I graduated from college. Actually, that was a 1996, but the ’95 is good, too.”

      She was staring at me now. “It’s really good. So… rich. I don’t even have the vocabulary to describe how good it is. Is it a really expensive bottle of wine?”

      I thought about that for a moment. I wasn’t sure what her idea of really expensive was. She had to be well-off to be attending this ball, but still, there was regular levels of well-off and then there was my family. “Moderately,” I said, hedging.

      “Then we shouldn’t have taken it,” she said with genuine concern in her voice. My little mouse had a conscience.

      “Sure, we should. They owe us for letting their butler chase us across the house.”

      But she wasn’t appeased. “First their vase, now the wine. I have to go tell someone what I did.” She tried to get up, but of course I was sitting on her skirt.

      “It’s okay," I said, putting my hand around her shoulder, trying to get her to stay still. “This is a party. People are supposed to be enjoying wine like this.”

      “But the vase…”

      “It was an accident. And besides, if it were a priceless antique, I doubt it would have been left out during the ball.”

      “But they—I’m sure they don’t expect rich, fancy people to steal things.”

      “No, but they do expect rich, fancy people who are drinking and dancing to eventually wander upstairs to make out. And when that happens, things get broken. Like vases. Or hearts.”

      She let out a rueful chuckle at that. “I still feel bad, though.”

      “Don’t. They’ll never miss the vase or the wine. Let’s just enjoy it.”

      She looked up at me, and even in the dark light she looked beautiful, her petite body turned toward mine, her delicate shoulders covered in soft, touchable silk fabric.

      Aware of my staring, she gave a little questioning smile. “What?”

      “You look beautiful in that dress.”

      She frowned in disbelief, which was interesting. Most beautiful women I met were all too aware of their looks. “There are a dozen other women here tonight wearing the same dress.”

      “I don’t get it. Is your contest entree ‘A Day at the Zoo’ or something? But then, why dress up like an English countess?”

      “We’re supposed to be Noah’s Ark.”

      “In Victorian dresses? What idiot thought up that?”

      She grinned at that, but didn’t say anything.

      “Well, your dress is gorgeous, but no offense, it’s not very comfortable,” I said, shifting my hips and feeling the ruffles underneath my legs.

      “You should try wearing it,” she responded immediately.

      “I don’t think it’s quite my style. Besides, you’ve already taken the mouse, and clearly that’s the best animal.”

      I said it jokingly, but she nodded. “My father used to call me his little mouse when I was a child.”

      “Then I can dress as a male mouse. Mickey to your Minnie. Isn’t it supposed to be two by two?”

      “I think there is a male mouse out there somewhere. I’ll stand next to him for the contest tonight.”

      The thought of a man in some prissy, old-fashioned suit standing next to her, putting his arm around her, pissed me off. Which was stupid. I had no claim over her. But somehow I wished I did. “Okay, another animal then. What do you think I should be?”

      She looked me over, and her hand landed on my thigh, rubbing lightly. “You’re strong. Big. How about… a wolf?”

      “I like that.”

      “A gray wolf,” she added.

      “Because I’m older than you?”

      She laughed. “Because you’re wearing dark colors.”

      “So maybe I’m the Big Bad Wolf. Maybe that’s why I’m wearing dark colors.” I leaned in as I said this, my hand going around her waist.

      Her eyes widened as she looked up at me. “Maybe you are.”

      “The Big Bad Wolf probably wouldn’t just be sitting here, not when he’s got such a lovely young lady in his arms.”

      Sarah’s eyes shown with excitement and hesitation—more of the former than the latter, I hoped. “What would he do?”

      “Would you like to find out?” I said, in the most evil-sounding growl I could muster.

      Silence. Hesitation. Several emotions playing across her face. And then—

      “Yes.”
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      What had I just agreed to? My mind raced in a million directions, but my body knew what it wanted. And it wanted him. Somehow it didn’t matter that I barely knew him. That he thought I was Sarah. Somehow I knew at an instinctual level that this was right. I hadn’t felt as certain of anything in years. It didn't make any sense, but it didn’t make the feeling any less strong.

      This man wanted me. This man admired me. He didn’t know that an hour or two ago I was on the catering staff. Or that I didn’t even have a job in the field I’d studied in college. Or that I was twenty-four and already divorced.

      Oh wait, he did know that. But he didn’t care. He didn’t think less of me for it.

      When he pulled me onto his lap, I straddled his legs eagerly, pausing only to push down the many layers of fabric that once again were trying to keep us apart. From this new angle, my eyes were level with his, and I stared at him for a long time before I leaned forward and kissed the corner of his mouth. His sleek goatee tickled my chin as I peppered his lips with little kisses.

      “How do you get this thing undone?” he growled.

      “I have no idea,” I said, laughing at his frustration. “A woman helped me with it and did something to make it super tight.”

      “A lady in waiting?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Couldn’t she have left some kind of instructions?”

      I giggled again. “Well, if you do get it unfastened, then you also have to figure out how to put it back together again.”

      He frowned, an adorably perplexed expression on his face. Most men seemed to be befuddled by women’s ordinary clothing let alone finery from another age. I took pity on him. “So maybe we could do this.”

      Zorro raised an eyebrow at me as I brought my hands up to my shoulders. His mouth dropped open when I pushed the puffed sleeves down my arms and peeled down the cups of the corset revealing my breasts.

      Suddenly taken aback at my brazenness, I looked down at my hands, fighting the urge to cover up. But when I snuck a peak up at him to see his reaction, his face showed nothing but admiration. And hunger. “Have I mentioned how much I like Victorian clothing? That looks so hot with the cups pushing your breasts up like that.”

      His large hands replaced the cups, lifting my breasts and squeezing them. He rubbed at my nipples with his thumbs, making them even harder than before. His strong arm went around my waist, and he leaned me back across his lap. I reached one hand up to hold the wig in place, but the other hand dangled toward the ground as his strong grasp kept me from falling.

      Warm lips drew my nipple in. My eyes rolled back in my head at the sensation. My body was engulfed by him. His hard thighs were under my rear. His arms surrounded me. And his talented mouth did amazing things, his tongue swirling, his teeth nibbling.

      I was completely supported by him—if he’d let go, I’d fall to the floor. But I felt safe. Cherished. And extremely turned on. I couldn’t help grinding myself against him. If only there weren’t so many layers of fabric between us. At least if I’d still been in my caterer’s uniform, I could have wiggled out of it by now. But if I’d been in the caterer’s uniform, he never would have given me a second glance.

      That thought bothered me, but then he switched to the other nipple, flicking back and forth with his tongue. It felt so good. With my free hand, I reached up and cupped his head, urging him to take my nipple in his mouth.

      His free hand was busy, too. I could feel him fumbling with the layers and layers of skirts, trying to find his way in. Most of the front of the dress was caught between our bodies, but the rest was jumbled in disarray. Finally, his strong hand gripped my calf.

      “Finally,” he growled against my chest, echoing my thoughts.

      I laughed at his impatience, and he responded by grasping my nipple between his teeth and pinching lightly. That ended my giggles and made me gasp instead, arching my back and holding onto the wig even tighter so it wouldn’t slip.

      “Please tell me you’re not wearing some kind of time-period appropriate, impossible to get into underwear.”

      “I’m not,” I said, groaning as he eased his hand slowly up my leg. “Just regular panties.”

      “Regular panties are no problem for Zorro,” he said, both humor and lust in his deep voice. “Victorian pantaloons, on the other hand, just might be.”

      And then his fingers were on my inner thigh, teasing, tickling their way toward my center. I jolted as he stroked closer and closer, and instinctively wrapped my hand around his neck, afraid I’d fall.

      “I’ve got you,” he said, his voice a soft croon. “I’m going to take good care of you. Just relax.” And somehow, I trusted him. Trusted that he wouldn’t let me slide headfirst onto the floor. Trusted that he would treat me right. Trusted that he would make me feel good.

      But the ‘relax’ part was more problematic, especially now that one long finger was stroking up and down my damp panties. His lips attacked my nipple again as he pushed the fabric a little bit inside me, making lazy circles with his finger. And then I caught my breath as his finger slipped underneath the edge of the material. The heat from his hand matched the heat pooling between my legs, yet I shivered at his touch.

      “Let me make you feel good,” he whispered, licking between my breasts. And he did. He continued to make circles with his fingertips, and on every third or fourth swirl, he spread my moisture up to my clit and gave it a few flicks. It wasn’t enough. I needed him to touch me there more, but I wasn’t in charge. Dangling helplessly in his grasp, clinging to his neck, taking the pleasure he was giving me, I most definitely wasn’t in charge. And that was almost as much of a turn-on as his amazing fingers and lips.

      He pushed a finger inside of me and I clenched around him, my whole body freezing. After a moment or two I relaxed my muscles as he stroked his finger in and out. And then a second finger. And then his thumb was on my clit.

      Arching my back, I groaned. This man was turning my world upside down—literally. The sensations he gave me—his firm lips sucking on my nipple, his strong fingers pumping into and out of me, it was heaven. And hell because I was sure I was going to fall when I came.

      I let go of his neck and reached down to the floor to brace myself. “I’ve got you,” he growled. “Just let yourself go.”

      And I did. Figuratively, not literally. I gave into the sensations and closed my eyes, my breathing coming in short little gasps.

      “That’s it,” he said, pumping his fingers into me harder, swirling them around and then withdrawing and doing it again. And his thumb against my clit—it was almost too much pleasure.

      “Oh please…” I said, not sure how to end that sentence. Please stop, please more, please ooh, yes, right there.

      “Come for me, baby.”

      I was so close. My back arched as I rode his fingers, gasping, crying out. He was stretching me, but I didn’t care. It felt so good to be filled. So good to be connected. So good to have a man who knew what he was doing, playing my body like a violin.

      “Oh goodness, I’m almost—”

      “Come!” he commanded. He bit down on my nipple, harder than before, and pinched my clit.

      A high-pitched shriek escaped my lips as I exploded into pleasure, thrashing back and forth as I rode out the incredible sensations. He let my nipple slide out of his mouth, but held me tight as I squirmed around on his lap. His fingers came to a rest deep inside of me as I spasmed around him, his thumb still on my clit.

      Moaning, I tried to catch my breath. Tried to figure out which way was up. But all I wanted to do was to slide down his legs into a puddle of lust.

      Then his fingers withdrew and I groaned at the loss. With both hands around my back, he raised me slowly, the blood rushing back into my head as I slumped against his chest. He patted my back and rubbed the nape of my neck under the wig as I panted against him. My legs were still straddling his, and now that he’d moved the bulk of my skirts aside, I could feel the bulge of his erection pressed against me.

      Twitching my hips back and forth, I rubbed against the heat of his hard cock through his pants. He groaned, a deep guttural sound. And then he said my name.

      For a moment, I froze, all rational thought gone from my mind. How on earth could he know my real name? “What?” I said stupidly.

      “I said, penny for your thoughts.”

      Oh. Suddenly, I had enough thoughts for a handful of change. I thought about how much I wanted him. How much I wanted to know more about him. How much I wanted to see him again.

      Despite his obvious arousal, he watched my face intently. “Just pick one,” he said, and I laughed. Not sure how he could read me so well in the dim light with half my face covered, but somehow, he could.

      “Is this just… two ships passing in the night, so to speak? Or could we maybe…”

      “What are you doing next weekend?”

      The breath I hadn’t been aware I’d been holding rushed out of my mouth. He wanted to see me again. He knew this was something special, too. Or at least he knew it wasn’t just a one-night stand. Quickly, I ran through my catering schedule for the next week. “I’m free Friday night.”

      “No, you’re not,” he said. “You’re going to be very busy Friday night. With me.”

      “Mmm… that sounds perfect. But I’m not done being busy with you tonight.”

      “Good to know,” he said, cupping my rear, encouraging me to grind up and down, pressing against his erection each time. As he did that, I tilted my head and attacked his neck, kissing my way up toward his strong jaw.

      “The curls from that wig tickle,” he said, but it didn’t sound like he wanted me to stop. While I nibbled on his earlobe, I slid my hand down the front of his shirt, sticking my fingers through the gaps between the buttons, feeling his hard muscles underneath. When I reached the fly of his pants, I found more buttons. I supposed Zorro’s tailors didn’t have access to zippers.

      My lips had finally worked their way back to his by the time I got his fly open. I plunged my hand inside and he groaned against me before attacking my lips with his. Another maneuver and his cock sprang free, hard and hot, filling my hand and then some. I stroked up and down, feeling it lengthen even more as his tongue pushed inside my mouth.

      For a while we remained tangled up together, his arms wrapped around me, my hand on his cock. But when I stroked my hand all the way down the base of his hard length, the tip brushed against my inner thigh and I moaned, shifting my pelvis toward him.

      He pulled his head back and fumbled for something at his side. “I think I’d better, ahem, sheath my sword,” he said.

      I grinned, moving my hand back so he could put the condom on. And as I waited, grinding against him, something in the back of my mind kept waiting for me to balk. For me to say “Wait, I never rush into things like this.” But the words never came to my lips—because I did want this. It just felt so… right. I couldn’t explain it, but I trusted it. Wanted it. Needed it.

      Then he was ready, grabbing me by the hips and positioning me. I pulled my panties aside again, and positioned the tip of his cock against my slit. But when I tried to slide down around his hard length, his strong hands held me steady. Instead, he used his hips to swirl the tip of his cock around my opening, teasing me as he had with his finger before. “Oh please,” I couldn’t help but say.

      He chuckled, smirking as he watched my face. “Not just yet, little mouse.”

      I groaned and tried to push down again. I needed him to fill me so badly, but he was strong. Really strong. And he kept me hovering over his cock, not letting me sink down onto it.

      Okay, so my strength was no match for his, but I had other weapons at my disposal. I needed to make him lose control, and I had an idea of how to do that. Unwrapping my hand from the back of his neck, I brought my index finger to my mouth and licked it, just as I’d licked his finger when we’d been hiding out upstairs.

      His eyes followed my finger as I moved it my right breast, circling one nipple, then the other. He adjusted his grasp on my hips but still held me up, so I brought up my other hand and tugged on both nipples at the same time.

      Now I definitely had his attention, so I wiggled my hips, desperately trying to feel his cock press into me. But I couldn’t move any farther down, so I stretched my muscles and raised myself up an inch or two. Then I came back down, my breasts bouncing against my cupped hands.

      His eyes glazed over but then he blinked rapidly and focused on me. “Do that again.”

      I grinned in triumph, but he didn’t see—his gaze had already returned to my chest. Stretching again, I rose up and came down again, cupping and lifting my breasts. This time, he let me slide down another inch and I was rewarded with the feeling of his hardness slipping inside me.

      Now it was my turn to groan, my eyes closed in pleasure as I moved up and down on top of him, taking more in each time. Zorro wrapped his arms around me, holding me to him. His lips grazed my ear, as he whispered, “Well played.”

      Smiling, I clasped my hands behind his neck as he shifted his hips up to meet me. It felt so good. I hadn’t been with a man since my ex-husband. I wasn’t a one-night stand kind of woman, but I didn’t think that’s what this would be. It felt like the beginning of something. Something good.

      Raising myself up again, I came down hard on him, enjoying the way he split me open, filled me. His hands ran down my back to my hips again, digging through the fabric until he could grab my rear.

      “Hold on,” he said gruffly. And then with his next upward thrust, he stood up, taking me with him. Squealing, I held onto his neck, wrapping my legs around my waist. His cock suddenly was huge inside me—it felt incredible. And his strength was such a turn-on. Maybe he really was Zorro.

      I clung to him, still writhing up and down on his hard length while he walked us back toward the wall where he’d kissed me before. When I felt the stucco surface behind me, he kept moving forward, pinning me there as he continued to thrust into me.

      “That feels so good,” I moaned.

      He winked at me. “Just getting started, babe. You have no idea how much pleasure I can give you.”

      Mmm… no, but I wanted to. If this was just the beginning, I couldn’t even imagine what came next. Or maybe I could. Suddenly, the days and nights filled in ahead of me. Brunches on the weekends. Meeting him after my classes. Making love in a bed, not a greenhouse.

      But I couldn’t even imagine anything feel better than this did. Right here. Right now. Zorro had one hand on the wall above my head, and cupped my rear with the other as he pumped in and out of me. It felt so good.

      The tension built inside of me—again. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d come twice, but I would tonight. And it seemed like he was getting close, too. His big palm kneaded my rear while he thrust into me, his low-pitched groans almost drowning out my rapid panting.

      “Don’t stop,” I gasped.

      “Wasn’t going to,” he said, his breathing every bit as ragged as mine.

      “Please—” I couldn’t finish my sentence, but he seemed to understand anyway, increasing his tempo as he pounded into me, nearly pounding me into the wall. The wall could have crashed down behind me and I wouldn’t have cared. I needed to come so badly. But this time I wanted it to be with him.

      “Please, I need to… I want you to…”

      “You got it,” he grunted, and his hips slammed against my thighs, his cock deep inside me as I clenched around it. I cried out, not caring who heard, not caring that I was screaming in his ear. It felt so good I couldn’t help it.

      “Idiot yeah,” he rasped as he held himself, his cock pulsing deep inside me. “Goodness, yes.”

      Clinging to him, I gasped for breath as wave after wave of pleasure ripped through my body. I almost couldn’t take it, almost couldn’t get enough air into my lungs as I gasped from the sensation.

      With a final thrust, he let out a guttural grunt and dropped his head to my shoulder. I wrapped my hands around his head, feeling his silky hair above and below the ties of the mask.

      It wasn’t until I slid down the wall that he snapped himself out of our shared post-orgasmic haze. Clutching me tightly, he walked us back over to the bench we’d started on. Then he sat back down, me on his lap, my head on his shoulder, my arms wrapped around him.

      We stayed that way for a long time.
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      “Wait, now it’s sticking up in the back,” I said, frowning at the ruffled look to her dress. Clearly, I didn’t possess the skill set of your average lady-in-waiting.

      “I think this strap’s supposed to go below this one,” Sarah said, turning around in a fruitless attempt to see the back of her dress.

      “Wait, I think I see what the issue is…” I fumbled around the many layers of her dress, enjoying the brief glimpse of one shapely leg under all the ruffles. “This part was tucked into that part. I think it’s right now.”

      She turned once and the dress moved with her, swirling around and then bouncing back into place. “Thanks,” she said. “Is my makeup all messed up? The whiskers they drew on me, I mean?”

      A frown formed on my face as I looked at her. “It’s a little smudged.”

      “Dang. Do you have a mirror?”

      “No, I’m a man. As I believe I just proved to you.”

      She grinned. “Yes, you presented some pretty compelling evidence.” She placed her hand on my chest and leaned up to kiss me on the cheek. Such a simple gesture, but for some reason it made my heart beat faster. She was a sweet girl. But sweet girls would be far better off staying away from guys like me.

      To cover my mixed feelings, I made sure my own costume was back in order. When I reached down to move the wine bottle out of the way of her full skirts, I saw the condom, which I’d tied off, had leaked.

      While I was looking for somewhere to discard it, I passed Sarah trying to fix her makeup by looking at her reflection in a distorted copper pot. She really was adorable.

      I finally got everything cleaned up and met her by the door. “Ready to rejoin the party, Milady?”

      “Yes indeed, kind sir,” she said, her eyes gleaming—which I doubted was because of the party.

      I opened the door, and as soon as I did, we could hear faint noise from down the hall as well as the long, low chimes of a clock.

      Sarah’s face turned pale. “What time is it?”

      I glanced at my watch. “Shoot! It’s midnight.”

      “Oh my goodness, the contest! I have to go.”

      “Wait, I forgot my sword.” But she’d already taken off.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, over her shoulder as she ran down the hall. The clock continued to chime as she ran. “I have to get out there.”

      “Meet me after,” I called. “In the main entryway, right after the costume contest.”

      I was half afraid she couldn’t hear me, but she called back that she would—just before she rounded the corner.

      Cursing myself for forgetting, I grabbed the sword and scabbard and trotted down the hallway after her.

      Things were chaotic in the main ballroom with half of the hundreds of attendees showcasing their group costumes and the other half wandering around looking at them. Sarah was just ahead of me, and I plunged through the crowd, trying to catch her. Not sure why—just didn’t want our time together to end so abruptly. But just as I was a foot or two from her, she’d made it to the largest display of all.

      At least a dozen pairs of so-called “animals” were grouped in front of a large backdrop showing an Ark. Sarah dashed up to the only man without a partner and grasped his arm, striking a pose as the others had. Her partner had on a black mask and drawn on whiskers and looked displeased at her later arrival. Jerk.

      And the stuck up man-mouse was not the only one displeased. Michelle, standing some distance away, surveyed the display, her face beneath her mask a study in disgust. Her frown deepened when she saw me looking over at Sarah, but after another moment it dissolved into an obviously fake, thin smile.

      She started over to me, but then I heard a loud whistle that, judging by the decibels, could only have come from Ryan. He’d had the annoying habit of hailing me that way since high school.

      By the time I made it to the corner where our space was, my fellow horsemen were already in place. “War. Death. Pest,” I said by way of greeting.

      “Pestilence,” Tyler said. “Where’ve you been?”

      “With a chick—where else? You can tell because his fly is still open,” Adam said, causing me to look down reflexively, but it was fine.

      “Jerk,” I said. And he was. But these were my buddies. We’d been friends since high school, and while only Ryan and I talked daily, Tyler and Adam were still some of my favorite guys in the world. What I’d lacked in closeness to family growing up, I’d made up for with my friends.

      While the crowds milled about and my buddies and I tried to look appropriately apocalyptic, I couldn’t get Sarah out of my mind. It was true that I didn’t have a great track record with doing the right thing for women, but maybe this time could be different. I’d only shared a short time with her, but there was definitely potential there. Who knew what it might lead to? Already, I was thinking of restaurants I’d like to take her to. And naughty things I’d like to do with her. The latter thought was a very familiar one, but the former was new. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d felt so excited about someone, the last time I’d felt this sense of possibility.

      And I didn’t know anything about her—nor she, me. She didn’t even know my real name, for goodness sake. But I’d remedy that right after this ridiculous spectacle. We’d change, and I’d take her out for coffee and we’d get to know each other without masks. Without mystery. And who knows, maybe she’d agree to spend the night with me. Normally, the thought of a woman in my home, my personal space, was an unpleasant one. I preferred to go to a hotel or the woman’s place. But with Sarah? Somehow that didn’t seem like a bad thing at all. In fact, it sounded like something pretty dang special.
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      Nothing could ruin my good mood tonight. Not my fellow mouse sniffing with disapproval over my tardiness. And not Michelle glaring daggers at me before she took her place in the center of the display. Her gorgeous pink gown seemed at odds with the white robes she’d put on the buff body-builder she’d gotten to play Noah, but it didn’t matter to me what she did. All that mattered was that I’d see him soon. Zorro. Biting back a smile, I realized that I’d probably better stop mentally referring to him that way. I’d be learning his name soon enough.

      But first, we had to stand here, arm and arm, looking eager to climb onto the painted set depicting a boat behind us. Did the assembled crowd realize that the implication of this contest entry meant we’d be saved and they’d drowned? If so, they didn’t seem to care.

      People walked slowly past our display as well as the other entries. Out of the corner of my eye, I kept a lookout for Zorro, but there were so many men dressed in black it was impossible. Then the judges were there, and I did my best to hold my pose and smile under their scrutiny.

      When it was over, my partner walked off without a second glance my way, which was fine with me. I had someone more important to find. But there were people everywhere, and the chaos of the crowd meant I wasn’t even sure which way the entrance was.

      Then a slim man in black sidled up to me. “Darla is pissed you’ve been gone so long,” my coworker Manuel said. “She said as soon as this is over, you’re to change and get back to the kitchen to help us pack up.”

      “I will,” I said. “There’s just something I need to do first.” I’d hoped to spend more time talking to Zorro after this, but Manuel was right—I was here to work. So I’d just get Zorro’s number and then finish up in the kitchen. Who knew—maybe he wouldn’t mind waiting for me. That thought made me flush with pleasure.

      “Chica, she’s really mad. You’d better come quick.”

      “I will,” I called after him as he turned and disappeared into the crowds again. A quick glance at the departing crowds told me there was no way I was getting anywhere near the main entryway now, so I decided to change. I’d heard another woman, a lioness, say that the assistants would only be upstairs for a short time to help us out of these dresses.

      And they were, but there were a lot of us to help. Impatiently, I waited my turn, doing what I could while waiting, taking off the wig, washing off the makeup, etc.

      At last it was my turn, and minutes after that, I emerged from the restroom, dressed as a caterer again. The other women who’d gotten assistance before me were already gone, so I didn’t have to endure any strange looks about my new attire.

      Just when I was leaving the room, Michelle swept in, still in her pink finery. “Oh good, I was hoping you were still here.”

      She was? She’d never seemed to pay any attention to me, before tonight.

      “The Fitzgeralds need some help.”

      “Who?”

      “An older couple. Very wealthy. Very sweet,” she added almost as an afterthought. “He’s in a wheelchair, she uses a cane. I need you to help get them out to their car.”

      “Me? But I have to get back to work. Don’t they have a driver or something?”

      “He can’t leave the limo line out front. You just need to help them into the car and then you can go back to scrubbing pots and pans or whatever it is you’re so eager to do.”

      “But—” I started to tell her there was someone I had to meet, but reconsidered. Michelle had a history of belittling things I cared about.

      “You owe me,” she hissed, her sudden venom catching me off guard. “I told you to be in the staging area at quarter to twelve. Not dashing up at the last minute making a spectacle of yourself. You owe me,” she repeated. “Or should I go report to your boss that you were unwilling to help some elderly guests?”

      “No,” I said hastily. “I’ll help. Of course I’ll help.” And I would—but quickly. Zorro would wait a little bit longer, wouldn’t he? I was almost positive he would.

      Ten minutes later, Michelle and I were waiting with the Fitzgeralds at a side entrance when their limo turned up. My stepsister had been right about one thing. They really were a sweet old couple. Mrs. Fitzgerald had been regaling me with tales of great costume balls she’d been to in years past. “The ones during the war were the best, my dear. We all made do with less, and everyone was so clever.”

      Then the limo pulled up, and a driver in a gleaming silver suit wheeled Mr. Fitzgerald down the sidewalk to the car. Mrs. Fitzgerald leaned heavily on my arm as Michelle walked on her other side. She didn’t seem to want to touch the elderly woman, but it was good she was there in case Mrs. Fitzgerald lost her balance.

      Once at the limo, the driver began the elaborate process of lifting Mr. Fitzgerald into the large car, and I helped Mrs. Fitzgerald. By the time they were both settled, I was ready to dash back to the entryway, but the older woman tugged my sleeve. “Can you help us with our seatbelts, dear?”

      Michelle was talking to the driver, who was nodding. Then she handed him something, it looked like money. She was tipping him? That seemed unusually generous of her.

      “Dear?” came a quavery voice.

      Oh, right, the seatbelts. After several unsuccessful attempts to reach over the elderly lady, I finally just climbed into the car, sitting on the seat that faced the older couple as I managed to fasten one seatbelt and then the other. “Thank you, my dear,” she said, and her husband repeated his thanks.

      “No problem,” I said, cheerful in the knowledge that after this, I’d get to go see Zorro. But then Mrs. Fitzgerald’s car door swung shut with a thunk. Had the driver done that? I slid down the seat, intending to let myself out, when the car shifted on its shocks. The driver had just gotten in. Did he even know I was back here?

      Turning, I encountered an opaque glass partition separating us from the front seat. Meanwhile, a faint vibration told me that he’d turned started the engine. “Excuse me, I’m still—” My rather desperate utterance was cut off when the car abruptly pulled away from the curb. I’d been reaching for the door, but now I had to use that hand for balance as the car picked up speed.

      “Hey! I’m not supposed to be in here. Stop. Stop!” I cried.

      And I banged on the window.

      But the car kept going.
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        One month after the ball

      

      “Why won't you go out with him?” My best friend Jana smiled at me, her BLT shedding pieces of lettuce as she gestured expansively.

      Because I don’t even know who he is, I thought, trying to recall the way he smiled. Or the way he’d run his fingers up and down my back. Or anything. Some parts of that night were a blur despite my best efforts. Other parts came back to me at the oddest times. I’d see a tall man with dark hair at the grocery store and catch my breath as I examined him. Or I’d pass someone at the park and catch a whiff of cologne that smelled a little like his. I looked for his face in every man I saw, but I never found him.

      “Earth to Penny. Stay with me here. He’s a nice guy.”

      “You never met him,” I said absently.

      “He’s my cousin.” She said, staring at me. “So yeah, our parents thought it appropriate to introduce us a long time ago. What’s with you today?”

      Oh, yeah. Her cousin Greg that she wanted to fix me up with. Jana brought him up at least twice a year. We’d been best friends since we were roommates our freshman year of college. But I’d never met Greg the Great.

      “Are you okay?” She leaned over and touched my arm, her green eyes peering up at me, giving me her teacher look. Jana was barely five-feet tall, but she was a commanding presence, which was good because she taught sixth grade. Half the students were taller than her, but she kept them in line.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Sorry, I’m a little out of it today.”

      “Just give him a chance.” She added another sweetener to her coffee. We were at a cafe halfway between her apartment and mine.

      “I just… it’s not the right time.” How could I think about dating when the only man I wanted to date had disappeared? I didn't even know if he’d waited to meet me the night of the ball. The limo driver hadn’t stopped until we’d arrived at the Fitzgeralds’. Then he’d apologized profusely and offered to take me back, but by the time we got the older couple into their home and went back to the mansion, everyone was gone.

      Had Zorro tried to find me after that night? I’d certainly tried to find him. Many times. Tried to get a guest list to the ball. Tried to get hold of Michelle, but she hadn’t taken my calls. Read every article I could about the ball and about other charity events. Or any high society events, for that matter. Because he was definitely upper class. He’d fit in that world. He’d been confident and collected. But I hadn’t found a trace of him in any of the society columns in the newspaper or online.

      “Why not? Come on. Not every guy is like Chad.”

      Garbage, I wish she hadn’t brought him up. Which was probably uncharitable of me. Poor Jana had lent me her ear many, many times on the subject of Chad Jenkins. And there was no way she could know that a tall, dark, and handsome masked man had wiped all thoughts of my ex-husband out of my mind. “I know not all guys are like him.”

      She sighed. “You say you do, but I wonder. I know how much he hurt you.”

      “Can we talk about something else?” She’d seen the whole thing unfold. Chad and I meeting our sophomore year of college. Dating throughout our junior year. Living together our senior year. Getting married right after graduation… and then getting divorced eleven months later.

      “I just mean that I understand why it’s hard for you to meet someone new. To open up to a man. To trust a man. It still pisses me off every time I think of the way he left you, and right after your father had died…”

      My best friend trailed off, her normally cheerful face looking solemn. I loved her, but sometimes she drove me crazy. Like a sister would, I supposed. A real sister, not a distant, aloof stepsister like Michelle.

      Putting my napkin on the table, I pushed my chair back. “I need to get going.”

      “But you haven’t eaten,” Jana said, looking at the two bites I’d taken out of my sandwich. Hers was almost all gone. For a tiny woman, she ate a ton. “I’m sorry I brought up Chad.”

      “It’s not that. I’m just not hungry. I wasn’t feeling well before… I was sick to my stomach this morning. Must have been something I ate at dinner yesterday.” Sometimes the catering company let my coworkers and me take home some of the leftover food, but the pork chop I’d had last night hadn’t agreed with me. “I just feel a little queasy. I’m sure it’ll go away soon.”
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        Two months after the ball

      

      How was it possible to lose an entire person in this day and age? That question had haunted me for two months. We lived in the age of Facebook. People took pictures of everything. Video of everything. There was no privacy whatsoever. Everything everyone did was seen by someone. Except, somehow, for Sarah.

      But that wasn’t her real name. I’d found out in the weeks since the ball that Sarah Green was supposed to be the mouse, but her grandmother had had a heart attack. So someone had found a last-minute replacement. That was the girl I met. The girl I kissed. The girl I’d thought about every day since. Only no one knew who she was.

      “Easy there,” Ryan called from the batting cage next to mine. “Baseball’s not generally considered a violent sport.”

      “Idiot off,” I said, to let him know I was okay. That’s how we talked most the time. When I was with Ryan, I often regressed to my immature high school self instead of the respectable image I presented to my staff at my company. When was the last time I’d let my guard down around anyone other than Ryan? Oh yeah—with her. With Not-Sarah. Since I didn’t have a name for her, that’s how I’d started thinking of her. I didn’t know who she was, but I knew she wasn’t the woman who was supposed to have worn the costume that night.

      So it seemed like an appropriate name. It was either that or Cinderella, since she’d run off as the clock struck midnight. Too bad she hadn’t left so much as a glass slipper behind. Probably would have made it a lot easier to find her. How many stores in town sold shoes made from glass?

      It still didn’t seem possible that no one knew who she was. I talked to a good two-thirds of the people who’d been part of the Noah’s Ark display. None of them knew her, not even that jerk who’d stood arm-in-arm with her during the judging. They all said the same thing. She was a quiet girl who rushed up at the last minute and rushed off as soon as the contest was over. No one knew who asked her to be a part of it. No one knew anything.

      Except that was trash, I thought as I swung with all my might. The impact of the wooden bat connecting with the solid baseball sent vibrations up my arms to my shoulders. Someone had to know something. But if they did, they weren’t telling.

      Maybe I could ask Michelle again. She’d been traveling since the ball. Not sure where she’d gone this time. London, maybe. Or Italy. No, Italy had been last time. But I’d spoken to her. She said she didn’t know all the people in the Noah’s Ark display. She said her friends had recruited other friends. But I’d try her again. As far as I could tell, she seemed to know a lot of people on whatever continent she was on. At least the rich people she deemed worthy of her time.

      A loud crack behind me made me turn to look. Ryan’s hit soared across the field almost to the edge of the netting. “Good one,” I said. And then I walloped the heck out of my next pitch. The baseball shot like a bullet and hit a metal sign on the fence at the far edge of the field. Even from here, I could hear the thunk as the ball dented the corner of the sign. And then after a moment or two, the sign fell to the ground with a loud creak.

      “Maybe it’s time for a drink,” Ryan said.

      Many drinks later, a saucy redhead approached the bar stools where we sat, her hips swaying from side to side as her ginger curls bounced on her shoulders. And that wasn’t the only part of her that bounced. “Buy me a drink? I’ll let you have a taste,” she said, licking her lips as she looked directly at me.

      But she wasn’t what I wanted. Or who knows, maybe she was. Maybe my Not-Sarah was a redhead. I’d never seen her without that wig or without approximately 500 yards of fabric covering that sweet spot between her legs. But somehow I didn’t think so. Sighing, I turned back to my whiskey.

      “We’re good, honey,” Ryan said, and I felt rather than saw her pout as she flounced off.

      “Maybe she was just a figment of my imagination,” I said after I’d finished that drink and ordered another.

      “Your imagination isn’t good enough to come up with a Victorian mouse.”

      “What a stupid costume scheme anyway.” It had been a nightmare after the contest ended. People had swarmed every which way. Eager to find her, I’d followed a woman in an identical dress to the entryway only to see that it wasn’t the right woman. Then I’d spotted Michelle and asked her where the mouse went, and she pointed toward the back of the house. So I chased down another woman in that golden dress only to catch up with her and find that she was a rabbit.

      “It definitely didn’t deserve first place,” Ryan agreed. He was still pissed that we hadn’t even gotten honorable mention. He raised his glass and drained half his beer. He shot me a sympathetic look, and I knew what was coming.

      “Don’t,” I said.

      “Blake, come on. You’ve got to consider the possibility that she doesn’t want to be found.”

      No way. Not a woman who could kiss me like that. Not a woman who could look at me like that. Not my Cinderella.

      “She could be married.”

      “No ring.”

      “She could’ve taken it off.”

      “No,” I growled. There was just no way she was already taken. She was supposed to be mine.

      “Then why did she disappear after the contest?”

      “I told you, it was chaos. No one could find anyone.”

      “And yet you waited for her. For over an hour.”

      Incredible. Ryan was my best friend, but right now I wished that metal sign had fallen on his head. “It was really crowded.”

      “And she could have looked you up afterward.”

      “How? She doesn’t have my real name, either. I wore that mask that whole time.

      “Are you sorry you went?”

      “Yes.” Because if I hadn’t gone, I wouldn’t have met her. I wouldn’t be thinking about her. I wouldn’t be wanting something I couldn’t have...

      “Really?”

      I sighed, looking over to see the concern in my buddy’s eyes. He was a good guy. Maybe I didn’t really want a metal sign to thunk him on the head. Just like I didn’t really wish I hadn’t met her.

      “No.”
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        Three months after the ball

      

      “Everything seems fine, Ms. Jenkins. The baby’s got a strong heartbeat and is on track developmentally.”

      My heart started beating again, and I let out the breath I’d been holding. Not that I’d thought anything was going to be wrong, but still… In just two months I’d gone from being completely shocked about being pregnant to wanting this baby more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life. My whole world now revolved around planning for the baby’s arrival.

      I left the building a lot more cheerfully than I’d arrived. It had been daunting, going into the clinic by myself. Jana had come with me to my first two appointments, but as a teacher, she had difficulty getting off work in the middle of the day. So today it was just me. Well, me and Baby Z. Since I’d decided not to learn the sex of the baby ahead of time, in my thoughts I referred to him or her as “Baby Z” for Zorro.

      And how I wished that Zorro could have been with me at the appointment. Not the swashbuckling one from the movies, but the baby’s father. But even if I could find him, would he believe the baby was his? We’d used a condom, but it must have broken. Would he believe me when I said he was the only man I’d slept with since my divorce? Somehow, I thought he would. The bigger question was, would he want to be the father of a child? I knew from my experiences with my stepsister, ‘family’ is often more about attitude than anything else. So the real question was, would he want Baby Z to be a part of his family? His life?

      I eased myself into the driver’s seat of my car. Not that I had much of a baby bump yet, but I didn’t want to do anything to harm Baby Z. As I drove, I catalogued the things I knew about Zorro. Tall. Handsome. Strong. Funny. Playful. Teasing. Caring. Did any of that add up to being a good father? He’d talked a little about his family, and it didn’t sound like they were close. Would he even want to have a relationship with his son or daughter?

      Still, I would’ve given anything for the chance to find out. Once I’d learned I was pregnant, I’d redoubled my efforts to find him. I talked to the organizers of the charity event. Reached out to Michelle, twice more. But no one knew anything about a man in black dressed like Zorro. I’d even posted on Craigslist in that column for missed connections. The responses I’d received ranged from idiotic to pornographic, but nothing from him. Rich guys like that probably didn’t even know what Craigslist was. But still, I had to try.

      Outside the elementary school, I parked and waited for Jana to emerge. She’d made me promise to update her right away. She’d been such a good friend through all of this. When I saw her, I hopped out and showed her the picture of the fully formed but tiny baby growing inside of me.

      “It’s a real person,” Jana said, reaching over to wipe away the tears rolling down my face. “Why are you crying? You’re growing a real person inside of you. That’s amazing!”

      “I know,” I said. That was why I was crying. “These are happy tears,” I assured her. “Mostly.”

      “But… you wish he were here.”

      I didn’t have to say anything. She knew. I could feel it in her embrace as she hugged me, taking care not to squish my stomach.

      Her sympathy—plus pregnancy hormones—made me cry harder. “I wish I were rich like the people at that ball. Then I could afford to hire a private investigator.” Jana patted me on the back as I sobbed onto her shoulder. “A PI would find him in no time.”
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        Four months after the ball

      

      “What do you mean the PI couldn’t find her?” This was ridiculous. The woman existed. She had to be somewhere. She hadn’t disappeared off the face of the planet—at least I didn’t think there were any cute twenty-something astronauts blasted into space recently. “You said he was the best.”

      “He is,” Ryan replied. I was standing in the hallway of one of my favorite restaurants talking on the phone. With effort, I kept my voice down. This wasn’t Ryan’s fault, and the people enjoying a nice lunch didn’t need to hear me ranting. “He found that leak in my department. I know he tried his best.”

      His best apparently meant talking to dozens of people and not getting anywhere. His staff had gathered pictures of over 150 women who had attended the ball. He’d assembled dossiers on any who fit the approximate age range and physical attributes. And none of them had been the mouse. It made no sense. I felt like calling up random socialites across the city and asking if they’d ever spent an evening getting messed by Zorro.

      She couldn’t have just disappeared. I wouldn’t allow that to happen.

      “I’ll talk to you later,” I said, and returned to the table where my guest had just arrived. “You look lovely, as always.”

      “Thank you,” Michelle said, perching on the edge of her chair as I pushed it in.

      “How was London?”

      “It was Paris,” she said, treating me to a dazzling smile. Except it didn’t reach her eyes. Not-Sarah’s eyes had been surrounded by a mask yet I’d been able to tell she was being genuine when they sparkled. “Thank you so much for that weekend at the spa. Two Hollywood celebrities were there having treatments, but I’m not allowed to tell you who—not even if you beg,” she finished, batting her eyelashes flirtatiously.

      Not much chance of that, Miss Priss. But heck, I shouldn’t take out my frustration on her. She wasn’t to blame. Sure, she was snooty and pretentious and all too willing to spend my money, but I’d promised an old friend to keep an eye on her and I had. It was one of very few promises I’d ever kept in my life.

      We ordered, and she got a salad—of course. I had steak and lobster. If she wanted to exist on three hundred calories a day, that was her choice, but I wasn’t going to eat like a rabbit.

      While we ate, she talked steadily, telling me about the fashion shows she’d been to in Paris, the parties she’d been invited to. And she managed to ‘accidentally’ reveal the identities of the celebrities she’d seen.

      When it was my turn to talk—which was not always a given with her—I had just one thing on my mind. “Speaking of parties, I wanted to ask you more about that night at the charity ball.”

      “Blake, that was months ago. Are you still obsessing over some silly girl you met there?”

      “I’m just trying to find her.”

      “Why?”

      None of your business, I wanted to say. But instead, I decided to wipe that superior little smile off her lips in a slightly more polite way. “She stole my Rolex, and I want to get it back.”

      Michelle’s eyes widened and she gaped at me. After a moment, her shocked expression faded and her poised smile returned. “Even after knowing you for two years, I can’t always tell when you’re joking.”

      Suddenly, I felt like a jerk. She was a rich, pampered brat in her mid-twenties, but who was I to judge? I shouldn’t mess with her just because I was in a bad mood. “That was a joke.”

      Now she put her hand on my arm and gave a dainty little laugh. “You have such a way of saying things with a straight face. You should have been a lawyer.”

      “I thought about it,” I said. “Maybe I should practice cross-examining people—starting with you. I know I asked you this before, but had you ever met the woman who wore the mouse costume in your contest entry? Or do you know who might have invited her to be a part of the group when that other woman dropped out? Please, Michelle, any information you could give me would be great”

      “Of course,” she said. “You’ve been so very kind to me, Blake. You mean the world to me. I’ll always help you in any way I can, but I don’t know how she became part of our contest entry. There was a lot going on that night, and there were so many people for our display.”

      She gave me a sympathetic smile but her eyes glinted with steel. “I honestly have no idea who she is.”
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        Nine months after the ball

      

      Pain. Everywhere. Lights. People talking over my screams. Jana holding my hand. One more push. Just one more, they said. So I did.

      More pain. Never-ending pain. More noise. And more harsh sounds coming from my throat.

      But finally, relief. Then—silence.

      My sense of relief was replaced by panic. Why was their silence? There had been so much noise before. I tried to form words but none came out.

      And then…

      A cry.

      An infant’s cry.

      The most beautiful sound in the world. “The baby,” I gasped, the words garbled. “Is the baby okay?”

      Jana held my hand, but she squinted toward the cluster of people in the room. “It sounds healthy.” She squeezed my hand back, and I was briefly surprised that I hadn’t broken hers by now.

      And then the crying got closer. I tried to sit up in my eagerness, but my body was numb. Spent. A woman in scrubs brought the bundle over to me. “Here’s your daughter.”

      My daughter? I had a daughter? A baby girl?

      And then she was in my arms, and I looked at her little face, all scrunched up and crying. And beautiful. “A daughter,” I said, tears dripping down my face.

      “She's gorgeous” Jana whispered in awe. “She looks like you.”

      That was probably true, since we were both exhausted and crying. But I didn’t want her to look like me. I wanted her to look like him. I examined her tiny little face, trying to see some trace of his warm brown eyes. His straight nose and strong jaw. But she just looked like a baby. The most gorgeous baby in the world.

      “Do you know the name?” the nurse asked.

      No, I never found his out, I thought, my mind swirling as I cuddled my daughter close. Then I realized that wasn’t what the nurse was asking. I was exhausted and not thinking straight, but one thought was perfectly clear. He should be here. He should be seeing his daughter for the first time. Holding her. But how could he be? I tried and tried and couldn’t find him. I hadn’t even been able to find out his name, and it wasn’t like I could put “Zorro” on the birth certificate

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” I murmured as I looked at her tiny little hand waving in the air. “I’m sorry I couldn’t find him for you.” And for me, I added in my head.

      Jana seemed to sense my confused state of mind. “Penny, do you have a name for the baby?”

      The small figure in my arms grew calmer, her cries winding down. Her face was already less-scrunched. She truly was beautiful.

      “Zoe,” I said, the word escaping my lips before I’d consciously thought it. But it started with a ‘Z’. Somehow that felt right. Some small connection to her daddy. I kissed her on the top of the head. “I wish he could see how lovely you are,” I whispered.

      I wished that more than anything. For her sake. For his sake. And for mine. But little Zoe would be okay. She’d have a good life—I’d make sure of it. She was already the most precious thing in the world to me.

      I wouldn’t let her down.
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        Fifteen months after the ball

      

      “You’re late, Ms. Jenkins,” Mr. Brown said.

      “I’m sorry," I said, hurrying past my new boss. It was Friday, my fifth day at my new job, and he’d already yelled at me half a dozen times this week.

      “A fifteen-minute break means just that—fifteen minutes.”

      “I’m sorry. The lactation room is all the way in the C Building, and by the time I get there, I have to pretty much turn around and head back—”

      “I didn't ask why you were late. Don’t let it happen again.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I headed back to my desk with tears gathering along my lower lashes. Determined not to let them fall, I stared straight ahead, not looking at any of the others at their desks, though it was hard. Cubicles didn’t offer much privacy.

      As I sank into my chair, I tried to let it go. Mr. Brown’s name matched his personality. Dull. Unexciting. Plain. And just like the color, he was unflattering toward me. It had taken far less than a week to ascertain that he was no fan of mine.

      Taking a sip from my water bottle, I assessed my situation. I’d had jerky bosses before, but that wasn’t the only reason I was blinking back tears.

      The truth was, I missed Zoe. I missed her so much I could hardly breathe at times. All I had to do was to call Hazel, Jana’s grandmother, and the older woman would send me a picture of my darling little girl, but it wasn’t the same as being with her. It was only four more hours until I’d see her again, but that was too long. I wanted to cuddle her now.

      There was a reason I was away from her, though—I needed the money. For about the zillionth time, I wondered what life would have been like if my father hadn’t remarried. If he hadn’t left nearly all his money to his new wife and stepdaughter. I thought I’d made my peace with that already, but now that I had a daughter of my own, I still didn’t see how he could have done that. We’d been so close when I was a child. He called me his little mouse. But everything changed once he met my stepmother.

      Pulling myself together, I swiped at the phone and looked at a picture of my own little mouse. She was such a beautiful baby. I could put up with people like Mr. Brown for her sake, especially since the job itself wasn’t bad. Mostly computer work, crunching numbers in spreadsheets. Nothing too exciting, but the fact that it was at Hollister Holdings was a major plus. I’d always thought that once I completed my MBA, I’d apply here for a higher level position. Even just doing data entry was a start. Everything I’d heard about Hollister said they hired from within. Helped their own. Of course, Mr. Brown wasn’t a shining example of that, but surely other managers were better leaders than he was.

      I was truly lucky that Hazel was available to watch Zoe during the day. I’d used almost all my savings staying home with my precious little girl for the first six months. There was no way I could afford to put her in daycare. Hazel was seventy-two and had raised two children of her own. The older woman considered Zoe to be her grandchild, which I would forever be grateful for.

      The afternoon passed quickly. I’d heard from some of my new coworkers that the CEO liked for everyone to leave promptly at five on Friday, but I hadn’t understood how much rushing around there’d be to get to that point. Mr. Brown kept me hopping, giving me a huge task reconciling some expense reports. My first thought was that it would take me the rest of the day plus a good chunk of Monday, but Mr. Brown had other thoughts.

      “E-mail this back to me by five, Ms. Jenkins.”

      “Oh, but I need to—“

      “Yes?” His fierce frown deterred me from my original plan to remind him of the laws protecting lactating women in the workplace. He obviously didn’t care.

      But I did. By quarter to five, it was a race to see what would happen first—if I’d finish the task or if my breasts would explode. Already, they were enormously sore. I needed to pump milk badly, but I had to get this done. Mr. Brown walked behind me every chance he got, peering over my shoulder, making disapproving noises when he saw how much I had to go.

      Goodness, this was uncomfortable. I hadn’t had breast pain like this since the first week of nursing Zoe. Pumping milk into a tube was not anywhere near as fulfilling as feeding my darling baby directly, but I did what I could so that Hazel would have enough milk to feed her during the day.

      The thought of my little Baby Z made my breasts ache more and tears well up in my eyes. I’d see her in an hour, but I missed her so much.

      Five o’clock came, and I pressed SEND on the e-mail to Mr. Brown only a few minutes late. I could see him in his office, the door open, staring at me. Almost everyone else had left, and he was clearly angry at me for making him wait.

      My chest hurt too much for me to stick around and see if he had any comments on my work. I was pretty sure I’d gotten the numbers right even though I’d had to rush. Even if I hadn’t, there was no time now. I had to relieve this ache in my breasts, or I was going to explode. Or die. Or cry. Or all of the above.

      Quickly, I gathered my things and darted down the hall. Every step made it hurt worse. My breasts were so tender that even my clothes caused discomfort, and walking was agony. There was no way I’d make it to the stupid lactation room which was still three long corridors away.

      There was a women’s restroom on the right. Normally, I avoided pumping milk there at all costs. As the saying went, you wouldn’t prepare a meal for your family in a bathroom, so why would you for your baby? I heard voices as I poked my head inside. All three stalls were full, with clothes slung over the tops of the metal walls. Evidently, some of my new coworkers were headed out tonight.

      Frustrated, I hurried down the hall, looking for another restroom. I made turns blindly and ended up in a part of the building I’d never been in. The hallways were dark, and it was clear that no one was around. In desperation, I turned one doorknob after another. If I didn’t find a place soon, I was going to have to plop down in the middle of the hall and set up the pump on the floor.

      Then I saw it—a door that wasn’t quite closed all the way. I pushed it open, revealing a big, dark room, perhaps some kind of lounge. There were sofas and coffee tables on one side, a big conference table in the middle, and a desk and some bookshelves over in the corner. I pulled the door shut behind me and was relieved to hear a lock click.

      Not wasting any time, I moved to a sofa by a wall. The sun was low in the sky, but the light coming from the windows was strong enough to find an outlet. In a matter of seconds, I unfastened my wrap dress. It wasn’t the most practical outfit for a lactating mother, but I didn’t have a lot of nice clothes I could wear to work. And this being the end of the week, it had been this or jeans this morning.

      It was a pretty dress, dark red with white flowers on it. I’d gotten it to wear to a friend’s wedding last year. But the deep V-neck meant that I’d had to wear a normal bra. All of my nursing bras were so big and clunky that they extended well beyond the neckline of the dress. So I was wearing one of my old lace bras, and right now, it felt about three sizes too small.

      I slid the straps down off my shoulders and pushed the cups down. The pain lessened marginally once my breasts were free of the confining fabric, but I still needed to pump so badly that my hands were clumsy. Fumbling, I reached for the plastic breast shield and began to fit it over my nipple.

      Bright lights suddenly flooded the room, making me blink rapidly. Dropping the plastic flange, I stood up in shock.

      A man stood inside the door, one hand on the light switch, the other on the door knob.

      For a long moment, we both stood still, me staring at the tall man in the dark suit, and him staring back at me in surprise. Oh goodness, why couldn’t I move? My limbs felt frozen. His gaze was trained on my chest—like any man’s would have been. I needed to do something. Like die from embarrassment.

      Just when I finally unglued my limbs long enough to dive for my dress, he spoke.

      “Hello.”
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      Holy trash.

      I considered myself a fairly worldly person, but never had I encountered a situation like this. A naked woman. In my office. Or close to naked. She had on thin black panties and a matching bra, though it wasn’t covering her breasts right now. Gorgeous, creamy white breasts that spilled out over the cups of the flimsy fabric beneath them.

      Had Ryan or one of the other guys sent me a stripper as a joke? She didn’t look like a stripper, though. Not with the blush on her ashen face. A stripper wouldn’t be embarrassed.

      Oh goodness, she was embarrassed. And I was standing there staring at her. I’d said ‘hello’ to her like a moron. Her limbs must have thawed about the same time mine did, because I saw her hands rising to cover her chest just as I turned around.

      Shutting the door, I stood facing it, mentally cussing myself out. I shouldn’t have stared at her like that. True, she had a body no man could look away from, but she obviously hadn’t expected anyone to interrupt her while she was—wait, what exactly was she doing? And why was she doing it in my office?

      Probably one of us should speak at some point.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know anyone was in my office.” Stupid statement. How could I have? Besides me, only my executive assistant Vera had access. How had this gorgeous woman gotten in? “How did you—?” I stopped and tried again. “Why are you…? I mean, what are you…”

      “I’m sorry,” came a trembling voice behind me. I almost turned around, it was an automatic thing to do when someone spoke to you, but I remembered just in time. “The door wasn’t locked, and I needed a place to—“

      “It wasn’t locked?” It was always locked.

      “Well, I think maybe it was locked, but it hadn’t been pulled shut all the way.”

      Ah. But maybe I should have been focusing less on the door and more on the nearly naked woman.

      “I was trying to find a place to pump,” she said. And then, almost as if she could see my frown of confusion, she elaborated. “Pump my breast milk.”

      Now I felt like a complete idiot. Why else would a woman be half naked in the workplace? I had zero experience with women with babies. Plus, she’d seemed too young to be a mother, though her overly large breasts should have been my first clue. Instead, I’d been fixated on them for entirely different reasons.

      Close on the heels of embarrassment came disappointment. She had a child. Likely she had a husband, too. She was taken. I hadn’t dated much since Not-Sarah, but this woman would have been tempting even if I hadn’t seen so much of her luscious body. The way her honey-blonde hair had cascaded over her bare shoulders. Her smooth, unblemished skin. Her delicate hands as they had risen to cup her very full breasts. Breasts that she still needed to… empty or drain, or whatever it was called. I wasn’t sure of the terminology.

      “There’s a lactation room over in the C Building,” I said, my brain finally kicking in.

      “I know,” she said, her voice much closer. “But it takes so long to walk over there, and I couldn’t get away before, and I needed to so badly…” she trailed off, her voice even closer now. “You can turn around.”

      I did so, and she was just as beautiful with clothes on. Well, mostly on. Her red dress was wrapped around her body, and she held it loosely closed in front of her. Her free hand clutched a purse and a tote bag with plastic tubes hanging out of it. I could see her black lace bra poking out of the top of the bag.

      She’d seen where my gaze landed and her face turned even redder. “Umm… it wouldn’t go back on. If you’ll excuse me, I really need to go pump.” Her shoulders hunched forward, and for the first time, I noticed the grimace on her face. Unless I was mistaken, there were tears gathering on her bottom lashes. She was in pain.

      “Of course. If the lactation room is too far, you can use—“

      “I know I can use the bathroom,” she said, with unexpected force. “Everyone keeps telling me that… Mr. Brown, the other women in the department, but it’s a bathroom. There are toilets in there. Would you want food prepared next to toilets?”

      Now a tear spilled down her cheek.

      “I was going to say, you can use my private suite to do your… to use that thing.” Goodness, my knowledge of child-rearing vocabulary was next to nothing.

      Thankfully she understood what I meant, especially when I led her to the side door between bookshelves. I opened the door and flipped the light switch. Tentatively, she stepped inside, her eyes moving over the tiny kitchenette, the counter with two stools, the table, and the king-sized bed. Her eyes returned to mine after seeing the bed.

      “Sometimes I work late and need a place to sleep,” I shrugged, trying to look as if it had never even crossed my mind to use that bed for anything other than G-rated purposes. Though I wouldn’t blame her if she thought I was some kind of sex fiend. The way I’d stared at her breasts before was probably not the best way to vouch for my character.

      “Thank you,” she said, moving further inside.

      “Take all the time you need.” I shut the door firmly behind her and walked toward the floor-to-ceiling windows behind my desk.

      Incredible. Could I possibly have handled that any worse? Probably, but I wasn’t entirely sure how. Stupid to stare at her like that. She was a young mother, not a conquest. Not something to ogle. Being a mother was a sacred thing. Okay, my own mother would probably be shocked out of her mind to hear me say that, but this was about that beautiful young woman in there.

      It dawned on me that I’d seen that young woman’s body but didn’t even know her name. That was the first thing to take care of. She said she was in Brown-the-Clown’s department, so that narrowed things down. With a frown, I sat down at my computer to get the scoop. Edwin Brown had been a holdover from my dad’s days at the company helm. He wasn’t someone I would have hired, but he’d been here for thirty years. Still, I was sorry that a bright young woman like whatever her name was had ended up with him for a boss.

      Thirty seconds of typing, and I’d found her. Penelope Jenkins. A new hire—this was her first week in fact. Scanning through her employment file, I found the relevant information. Twenty-five. Lived in an apartment on the south side of town. Had a degree in business plus some coursework toward an MBA. That jerk Edwin probably had her entering numbers on a spreadsheet. From the sound of it, he wasn’t aware of the rights of nursing mothers, either.

      Well, neither was I, but at least I was trying to help. Though I knew nothing about these kinds of things, the internet did. A quick search told me that it should take Penny about fifteen minutes. Then I closed my browser, making the flood of information about pumping disappear. I preferred to think of breasts being for recreation, not nutrition.

      I explored her personnel file some more, but there wasn’t much other information to glean. She hadn’t listed any husband on her insurance application, though that didn’t mean much. Her emergency contacts were both women, Jana and Hazel Walsh. So maybe she was unattached. Well, as unattached as a woman with a baby could be.

      Why did that concern me? I was bad news for a normal woman, let alone a single mother. Ms. Jenkins’ life must be tough enough without a strange man coming onto her—especially after being caught in such a vulnerable position. Still, I couldn’t help thinking about her. I tried to focus on my work, but I was very aware that she was so close by—just on the other side of the door. Was she sitting at the table? Or maybe that cute rear rested on the edge of the bed? That thought made my cock stir, but I needed to hold it together. At any moment now, she could reappear, and I probably shouldn’t be sporting an erection when she did.

      Unless she ducked out the back door. There was a door that led directly to the hallway. Maybe she’d gone out that way? No reason why she wouldn’t, but the thought brought me to my feet. I should knock. See if she’s okay. See if she needs anything.

      See if she’s still there.

      May as well admit that was the real reason I was heading for the door. Bonus points to me if she thought I was a kind, concerned colleague. Given the way I’d stared at her body before, I needed all the points I could get.
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      Should I duck out the back door?

      I was almost finished, and the relief was overwhelming. If I hadn’t been in some strange man’s private office, I probably would have laid on the bed and taken a nap. Of course I couldn’t, plus I had to get Zoe from Hazel’s house. It sure was tempting, though. My breasts still ached, and I was exhausted. But I did feel a little better now that I’d pumped an enormous amount of milk.

      Another few minutes and I was done. I packed everything back in my tote and gingerly put my bra and dress back on. My chest was still sore, but it was manageable now, unlike before.

      Again, I took another long look at the door beyond the kitchenette. It had to lead to the hallway. But I couldn’t do that. That man had offered me his own personal space. He hadn’t had to do that. I’d barged into his personal space. Hard to believe that the vast room over there was someone’s office, but I’d always known that Hollister Holdings was a very profitable and successful company—that’s why I’d wanted to work here. I guess they could afford to provide upper management with palatial offices and private suites.

      It would be rude to sneak out without thanking him. Rude, yes, but easier. It had been so humiliating before. To stand there almost naked in front of him. No man had seen my body in over a year, and no one except my doctor had seen it since I’d given birth. During my half year at home with Zoe, I’d exercised regularly, though I still didn’t look like I had before I got pregnant. Briefly, I flashed on that gorgeous white gown I’d worn at the ball. My waist would likely never be that small again. I remembered the way Zorro had put his hands above my hips, his fingers nearly touching, thanks to the tight corset.

      Thoughts of him always filled me with longing, and I didn’t have time tonight. I needed to thank that man out there and then go pick up my baby.

      Resolutely, I moved to the door and pulled it open, dodging instinctively when a hand shot out toward my head.

      “Sorry!” he said, drawing back quickly. “I just wanted to see if you were okay. Almost knocking you out was not my intention.”

      “I’m okay,” I said, staring at the ground, the doorframe, the knuckles on his hand he’d been about to knock with. Anywhere but his face. I couldn’t look at him, not after he’d seen me like that before.

      A blush rose on my cheeks again—or perhaps it had never left as I stared down at his shiny black shoes. In my humiliation before, I hadn’t been focused much on his appearance, but now, for some reason, my brain was reminding me of how good he’d looked in his dark suit. Only the lower half was visible, but even his long legs looked good.

      But was I being rude, not looking at him, right? After his initial shock, he’d been kind, and I shouldn’t repay that kindness with rudeness now. So I should try, at least, to look him in the eye. And—okay, maybe I was a little curious to see what the rest of him looked like again.

      I looked up at him. And up, and up. Wow, he was tall. When my gaze settled on his face, with the endlessly deep brown eyes peering down at me, the stubble lining his jaw, and the hint of a smile tugging at a corner of his mouth, the full effect hit me. The man was gorgeous. And trying not to grin. “What is it?” I asked.

      “I’m not having the best luck opening doors tonight. I may need to install peepholes if you’re going to stick around, Ms. Jenkins.”

      So he’d looked me up. Now he had a name to match the face—as well as other assorted body parts he’d seen of me. A flush warmed my face. This hot-as-hell man had seen me practically naked. Which made it ridiculous that he was calling me by my last name. “It’s Penny.”

      “Blake,” he said. His grin widened. “If I say it was nice to meet you, I’d probably get in trouble for being inappropriate in the workplace. So how about this: welcome to the company.”

      “Thank you,” I said. Mortification still pervaded my every cell, but there was no getting around the fact that he was incredibly nice to look at. Yeah, I was probably staring, but it was my turn. He’d done enough staring earlier. Try as I might, I couldn’t keep from noticing the way he filled out his suit. His biceps strained the fabric of his suit coat, and the few inches of bare skin I could see at his neckline promised to lead to a very chiseled chest.

      Pulling my eyes away, I looked beyond him at his office. A blue tie was wadded up on his desk. Somehow I liked that. He wore that suit like an Italian fashion model, but it was endearing that he’d shed the tie as soon as he’d gotten here. But admiring this devastatingly handsome man was definitely not what I was supposed to be doing. Hazel was amazing with Zoe, but it had been a long day. She must be getting tired, especially since my little girl seemed to get an extra burst of energy this time of the day.

      “Thank you, Blake. For letting me use your suite. I don’t think I could have made it all the way to the lactation room.”

      A quick frown passed over his features, and then a pleasant, professional smile returned to his face. “I’m glad I could help.”

      “I’ve got to go pick up my daughter now, but it was very nice to meet you.”

      “You too, Ms. Jen—I mean Penny.”

      Goodness, I loved the way his deep, rumbly voice said my name. But I’d already embarrassed myself enough in front of him tonight—standing here drooling over him was probably not the best career move. Still, I took an extra twenty seconds. He was clearly high up in the company, and in a different department. Who knew when I’d see him again? So I took a mental snapshot—several actually—thanked him again, and left.

      I was eager to cuddle my sweet baby, eager to spend two whole days with her, eager to enjoy the weekend after a long first week at work.

      But as I left, I had to be honest with myself. I couldn’t quite get the image of Blake out of my mind… and I couldn’t help wondering when I might see him again. Not that I was interested. He was clearly upper management at the company where I worked. He was gorgeous and completely out of my league. And most importantly—he wasn’t Zorro, the man I longed for with all my heart.

      Still, throughout the evening as I chatted with Hazel and cuddled my baby girl, I couldn’t help the way the image of Blake flashed across my mind.

      More than once.
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      “Good morning,” I said cheerfully to the woman at the reception desk in the lobby. I wasn’t usually this perky on a Monday morning, but two whole days at home with my sweet little Zoe had been just what I needed. It was hard, leaving her with Hazel, but I was getting used to it. Hazel loved Zoe like her own granddaughter, so it wasn’t like I was leaving her with a stranger.

      My good mood lasted until I got to my workstation. I rounded the corner and stopped cold, staring at my empty desk. As in really empty—no computer, no phone, and no framed picture of my sweet baby girl.

      A dull thud hit my stomach as I peered around the low dividers between workstations. Everyone else’s desk looked the same. People were still arriving, but no one else had stopped, frozen, staring at their desk the way I was.

      Had I been fired? It seemed the only explanation. But shouldn’t they have let me know? I thumbed through several screens on my phone. No missed calls. No messages.

      Feeling rather hopeless, I took a deep breath and headed toward Mr. Brown’s office. If he’d fired me, it had to be because of being late. And the only reason I was late was because of the pumping. Companies weren’t supposed to be able to fire women for that, yet it happened all the time. I bit the inside of my lip as I went. If I was fired, I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry. But I wanted to. It had taken over a month of searching to get this job. If I had to start all over, I was going to run out of money quickly.

      Mr. Brown was at his desk, typing on his computer. He looked up when I knocked softly on his open door, but didn’t say anything. Mongrel. He had to know why I was here.

      “Umm… Mr. Brown, my things are gone from my desk. Am I... does that mean… have I maybe been moved to a different department?” It was the most optimistic thought I could muster even though it seemed like a long shot.

      To my utter amazement, he nodded, almost reluctantly. “Yes. You’ve been reassigned.”

      Seriously? I’d been so sure I was fired. My knees were suddenly wobbly, and I leaned against the doorframe for support. “I have? Where am I going?”

      He gave me a look that clearly said he had some ideas for where I could go, but he answered civilly enough. “You’re to report to Mrs. Sinclair in the CEO’s office.”

      “Thank you,” I said, hearing the relief in my voice. “Where can I find Mrs. Sinclair?”

      “I just told you. She’s part of the CEO’s staff. There are numerous directories throughout the building. I assume you can read—I suggest you try it.”

      The insult was minor compared to the relief I felt at not being fired. One more week, and I’d get my first paycheck. I vowed to get Zoe a walker I’d had my eye on. Knowing I still had a job was the best news ever. Knowing that job would not involve Mr. Brown was a close second.

      Five minutes later, and I was standing in front of a tall, thin woman dressed in a crisp blouse and a long skirt. Her gray hair was piled up on top of her head in a bun, and she peered at me from over rimless glasses. I knew absolutely nothing about her, and already I liked her better than Mr. Brown.

      “Welcome to the CEO department, Penny.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Sinclair.”

      “Call me Vera. Let me show you to your desk.” She moved briskly and efficiently. People looked up and smiled as she passed by several desks. They were smiling at her and at me. Besides Mr. Brown, no one had been mean in my old department, but no one had been really friendly, either. Apparently, Mr. Brown’s dour mood rubbed off on his underlings. The people in this department seemed open and personable. I wasn’t sure if that was because of Vera or the CEO.

      “Here you go.”

      Now it was my turn to smile. My new space had a large desk minus the cubicle walls. My computer and phone were set up on one side, and my picture of Zoe and few other possessions were at the other end. Off to the right was a woman at a similar desk, speaking into a headset. She was far enough away and spoke quietly enough that it wouldn’t be bothersome. To my left was a window. An actual window.

      This was going to be fun—whatever this was. “Umm… what exactly will I be doing here?”

      “Whatever needs to be done. Which means a little bit of everything. Consider yourself one of several personal assistants to the CEO,” she said, nodding at three other women and a man with a desk by the door. “Sometimes that means attending meetings and taking notes, sometimes arranging lunches or organizing events. Sometimes doing routine things and sometimes putting out fires. You’ll get the hang of it. And it’s good training—I believe you took some MBA coursework?”

      I told her I’d earned about half the credits needed for my graduate degree. Then, tentatively, I asked about taking breaks.

      “Ah, yes. I saw the picture of your little girl. She’s adorable… reminds me of my youngest grandchild. Feel free to go to the lactation room whenever you need to.”

      Thank goodness. I nearly slumped into my new office chair in relief.

      “Get settled in, and then I’ll send Heather over to get you started on some tasks. And Mr. Hollister wants to see you after lunch.”

      “Mr. Hollister?” I knew that the Hollister family owned this corporation, but I hadn’t done much research into company leadership. Taking care of a young baby didn’t leave a lot of time for extracurricular projects.

      “The CEO,” she said. “You’re part of his staff now, you know.” With an amused look, she headed back to her office. I felt foolish, but optimistic overall. Things were looking up. If I had to leave Zoe for eight hours a day, at least it would be nice to spend that time apart in a pleasant environment.

      The day passed quickly, and at two o’clock, my new coworker Heather walked me to the CEO’s office. She talked a mile a minute, telling me about her family, her boyfriend, how long she’d been at the company, and anything else she could think of. All that was required of me was to smile and nod, which was good because I was a little apprehensive about meeting the CEO of such a huge and successful company.

      Heather wound down as we walked down yet another long hallway. This place had so many of them, and they all looked the same.

      She stopped walking and talking all at once. We were standing several feet away from a closed door. “Don’t be nervous,” she said. “Mr. Hollister is really nice.”

      “Okay,” I said, trying to pretend a confidence I didn’t feel.

      “Of course, once you see him, you’re likely to get nervous anyway. Just remember under all… that… he’s just a nice, normal man.”

      “All that?” I said, unsure what she meant. “All that?”

      Ignoring my question, she took my arm, tugged me toward the door, knocked, and opened it. “Penny Jenkins is here to see you, sir.”

      With that, she gently pushed me inside a large room. A very familiar room. One I’d very recently been in—without my clothes on.

      I looked at the sofas, the coffee tables. The conference tables. Anywhere but the big desk in the corner. When a tall figure loomed in my peripheral vision, I knew I had to look up. Into his twinkling brown eyes.

      “Nice to see you again, Penny.”

      It was the gorgeous man who’d invaded my thoughts over the weekend. The man who’d seen me almost naked on Friday. Blake was Mr. Hollister, the CEO of the company. And my new boss.

      Unbelievable.

      And horrible.

      Mortification settled into every cell in my body, but his expression was amused. “Didn’t you realize who I was on Friday?”

      “No,” I said, trying to divert myself from death by humiliation by noticing the way his muscles bulged under his crisp, white shirt. His jacket was casually tossed on the conference table, but his tie was still on. It was dark red today. “I was, uh, a little distracted.”

      “Me too,” he said, a hint of a grin on his face as his eyes swept down to my feet and then back up again. It seemed almost a reflective action on his part, but I knew he was remembering what happened, and likely remembering me. All of me that he had seen, which was pretty much everything.

      “Goodness, it’s been a while since I’ve seen a fair-skinned blonde blush.”

      That made me blush more, of course.

      “Sorry. Just thinking aloud. Anyway, you’ll be pleased to know that what happened on Friday will never happen again.”

      “I know,” I said, suddenly back on more solid ground. “Mrs. Sinclair—I mean Vera—said that it was okay to take a break at any time. Thank you for that. I really appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome, but that’s not what I meant. You were right before… the lactation room is quite a hike. I want you to take this.”

      He held out his hand, and I automatically raised mine. His long fingers closed over my own, and the warmth of his skin was inviting. When he pulled his hand back, I stared at my palm. I was holding a small key.

      “It’s for the hall entrance to the suite.” Blake strode over to the side door between the bookcases. Stunned, I trailed behind him as he opened the door and led me inside. “Feel free to use this room anytime you’d like to do your thing. To—pump.”

      It was rather adorable the way he stumbled over anything to do with babies or breastfeeding, but my amusement quickly turned to awe as I looked around. Was I really to use this lovely, homey room instead of sitting on the metal folding chairs in the lactation room? It was too much. This was his private space. “I can’t,” I said.

      “Actually, you can. Know how I know? Because you it did on Friday.” He winked at me.

      “But it’s your room.”

      “So? I didn’t get to be CEO by taking naps during the day. It’s not being used, and you need a place to do your thing, so it’s a win-win. Plus, you’ll be able to get in and out faster and get back to your tasks. So it’s a win-win-win.”

      My eyes flashed from the kitchen, the bed, the window, and back again. Could I really do this? Brand new employees did not get keys to the CEO’s private quarters. It still didn’t seem possible.

      “And it’s got a fridge.”

      I glanced back up at him. That was a mistake, because it meant peering into his deep chocolate brown eyes. Eyes that had been glued to me ever since I set foot in his office.

      “Not that I know anything about it, but I assume you need to keep the milk you pump in a refrigerator, right? I mean, it’s not like your body creates powdered milk.”

      An unexpected laugh bubbled up inside me and escaped my mouth. Blake’s grin deepened as he joined in.

      “No… I haven’t quite mastered that trick. Thank you. This is more than generous. I—I probably shouldn’t accept, but you’re right, it will make it easier to get back to work. Not that I know what that work will entail yet.”

      “A little of this, a little of that. You’ll catch on quickly enough.”

      “I guess I’d better get back to it, then.” But I was strangely reluctant to leave. Not the cozy suite, but him. Even as the thought passed through my mind, I realized how dumb it was. He was the CEO. A member of a rich and powerful family. And I was just… me. A single mom working her first real job in the business world. An assistant. And underling. Not an equal.

      Still, somehow, from the way he looked at me, it didn’t feel like Blake viewed me in those terms.

      Of course, the admiration I thought I saw in his eyes might be because he’d seen me with my clothes off.

      But then again, maybe not.

      Between meeting Zorro at the ball, getting unexpectedly pregnant, having a beautiful baby girl, and now this strange and fortunate turn of events at my new job, I was beginning to realize that pretty much anything was possible.

      Which was good.

      Unsettling at times, but overall—good.
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      “Um, hi.”

      The sweet, quiet voice made me look up. Penny was standing in the doorway from the side room. Even after almost two weeks of this arrangement, she still seemed to be hesitant about interrupting me. If I really didn’t want to be interrupted, I wouldn’t have left the door open. Prior to her using it, I’d never left it open before, but I liked seeing her several times a day. Exchanging a few words before and after she retreated and closed the door. It was rare to see such a beautiful young woman be so bashful and shy. And extremely easy to make blush. Not that I tried. I’d been good. A saint even. I expected to hear from the pope any day now.

      Besides, if I didn’t talk to her when she came to use the room, I’d never see her. Vera was in charge of my personal staff, and she kept them—and me—and the entire office running smoothly. Penny had only worked directly with me a time or two since she’d joined the department. I’d found her to be as competent as she was gorgeous, and I was already planning ways I could work more closely with her in the future.

      Plus, if she worked more on projects directly for me, then I could find out more about her. Like where her baby’s father was, and how big of a jerk he was for leaving her alone.

      Huh. Look at me, getting all protective.

      That wasn’t like me—with one notable exception. Not-Sarah. I would have gone to the ends of the earth to protect her—if I’d been able to find her again. Even a year and a half later, that was a slap in the face. That a man like me, with all his wealth and privilege, hadn’t been able to find one young woman. Even if she hadn’t wanted to be found, it felt like I’d failed her.

      Disgusted with myself, I cut off that line of thinking. It was hard, but lately I’d been trying not to let myself think of her. To wonder where she was and how she was doing. It wasn’t like my thoughts did her any good. I had a business to run, and my father had drilled into me the value of focus. Of putting business before everything else. But clearly I was a slow study, because now there was another woman I was curious about.

      A woman who was taking an awfully long time, I realized, looking at my watch. She’d been in there for almost half an hour. That wasn’t like her. Had she skipped out the back door without saying good-bye?

      A thin strip of light lined the bottom of the door frame. If she’d left, she hadn’t turned off the light, which also didn’t seem like her.

      I knocked on the door, quietly at first, then a little louder when I didn’t get a response.

      Cautiously, I opened the door, prepared to avert my eyes if she was still pumping. All my old girlfriends had been wrong—I could be a gentleman, but apparently only with young mothers. Oh well… it was a start.

      I rapped my knuckles softly against the open door. “Penny?”

      Suddenly feeling like Sheldon from The Big Bang Theory, I abandoned the tentative knocking and stepped into the room. Her bag was all packed up and on the table. But she was on the bed. On her side with her knees bent—fast asleep.

      For a moment, I just stared at her. She’d appeared on my bed like Sleeping Beauty. Too bad it wasn’t my job to kiss her awake. She looked so peaceful, lying there, but she must be exhausted. I only had the sketchiest grasp on parenthood, but I knew that people with infants weren’t known for getting quality sleep.

      I picked up a chair from the table, spun it around and deposited it next to the bed. Then I sat down and just watched her for a minute. The steady way she breathed. How her cute lips were parted slightly. The way a lock of blonde hair fell across her forehead.

      My mind and my body warred with each other. My body liked this image… a lot. Usually seeing a beautiful woman asleep meant that we’d had sex already and likely would again. But this was my employee. Sure, I’d been tempted by women who worked here before, but this was a single mother. Even I wasn’t a big enough rear to jerk someone like that around.

      “Penny? You’ve got to wake up.”

      She stirred, her blouse gaping open slightly, exposing rather remarkable cleavage, which made a part of me stir, as well. Great, now I was a blasted Peeping Tom.

      “Penny.” I tried again. “Wake up.” This time, I reached out and smoothed a lock of tawny blonde hair back from her face.

      She moaned slightly at my touch, and her hand rose to mine, pressing my fingers against her cheek and holding them there.

      Was she awake? Her eyes were still closed, so maybe that was a reflex? Her cheek was warm under my palm, and her fingers clung to my wrist. Involuntarily, I thought about having other body parts entrapped by her.

      Time to rouse her before I fully morphed into dirty old man territory.

      “Penny, come on, you have to get up,” I said, and I rubbed my fingers over her cheek, feeling her smooth, supple skin.

      She flinched as her eyes flew open, and now both her hands were clutching mine as she blinked, looking around in surprise. “What happened?”

      “You fell asleep.”

      “With you?” she said confusedly, and then awareness of where she was—and what she’d just said—seeped into her expression. With a blush on her face, she released my hand and pushed herself up to a sitting position. “I—I just thought I’d sit here for a moment. I guess I must have rested my head.”

      “It’s not a federal crime. You must have needed to.”

      “But I shouldn’t,” she said, her voice louder now. She hadn’t bothered to smooth her hair back when she sat up, and her golden strands were in bed-head mode.

      Incredible, she wore that look well. Too well… I needed the blood to keep flowing to my brain, not my—

      “I’m at work. I should have been professional.”

      It was a blasted good thing she didn’t know the unprofessional thoughts I often had about her. “You were tired. Again, not a crime. And from what I’ve heard, not uncommon for parents of young children.”

      “But I have to.” Her eyes were still a bit wild. I wasn’t sure she was completely awake yet.

      “Have to what?”

      “Be professional. I have to earn a living. For me. For Zoe. I’m all she has.”

      Sympathy had me picking up her hand and squeezing it, even though there was triumph in my mind. She was doing this by herself. Which meant no man in the picture. Which meant whoever abandoned her was a total trash, but still… I had to admit that I was glad to hear she was unattached. That made me a selfish rear, but I already knew that. “I’m sure you’re doing the best you can.”

      “But I’m not,” she said, and she pushed my hand away without even seeming to notice that she was doing it. “I just—I never knew it would be so hard.”

      Really? She found the work hard? Challenging was okay, but it wasn’t supposed to be hard for a bright young woman like her. “I’ll talk to Vera, and she can—”

      “Not the job,” she said, sitting up straighter, and I registered the moment she remembered that I was her boss. “The job is great, I’m really glad to work here.”

      “But…” I prompted, wanting her to go back to thinking she could confide in me. And perhaps to thinking that I was a pretty great guy to wake up next to.

      “But… it’s so hard being away from Zoe. My little girl.”

      “How old is she?” I knew nothing about babies, but at least I knew that was an expected question.

      “Six months,” she said. “I get so tired at the end of the day. She wakes me up a few times during the night, then I come here and work all day, and by the time I pick her up and go home, I’m exhausted.”

      “That sounds normal.”

      “But it shouldn’t be. I’m her mother. I can’t afford to be in a brain fog around her. The other day, I turned my back just for a moment at the changing table, and she almost wiggled off.”

      “But she didn’t,” I said, briefly wondering what a changing table changed into. “That’s what matters.”

      “No, it’s not,” The fact that she was arguing meant she was thinking of me as a guy and not her boss. Not sure why that pleased me so much, but it did.

      Then that pleasure turned to alarm as the floodgates opened, tears pouring down her face and words spilling out of her mouth. And I didn’t have a clue what to do about either.

      “She could have been badly hurt, or…or …” She wiped the back of her arm across her eyes, trying to stem the tears. “I don’t know what I’m doing half the time. If she’s getting enough milk. If she’s gaining enough weight. How much screen time is too much.”

      That startled me. “She’s old enough to watch TV?” Was there some sort of Baby Netflix I didn’t know about?

      “No,” she said, the tears still falling at an alarming rate. “When she gets older. There are all these articles and books and online forums about how much time kids should be able to use tablets per day, and every place says something different, and how will I know? What if she uses electronics too much and her brain turns to mush? What if she uses them too little and she lacks key tech skills? She’ll never get a scholarship and go to college, and then how will she get a decent job?”

      Penny slumped forward, resting her forehead in her palms.

      Not knowing what else to do, I patted her on the back, casting around for something to say. “All that because you took a nap?”

      There was a long pause, and then her shoulders shook. Idiot, when was I going to learn that I didn’t possess the skills to deal with an upset female? I should have called Vera in here to deal with this the minute I saw her asleep in my bed. In my home, in a hotel room, in some random redhead’s apartment, I knew exactly what to do with a woman in bed. Yet now, when I was trying to be a good man, I didn’t have a clue. And now I’d made her cry harder.

      Except her crying sounded weird, coming out in little bursts of air. Almost like—

      I peeled one hand away from her face and tilted her chin upward. The tear tracks down her face did nothing to detract from her beauty, but to my great relief, no new moisture was forming on her lashes. In fact, one corner of her pale pink mouth tilted upward. “Are you laughing?”

      “Well… it was funny.”

      “It was a stupid thing to say.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed. “But a funny stupid thing to say.”

      “I can live with that,” I slid my hand across her back to her shoulder, pulling her against me. She leaned into me willingly, her head resting against my chest. Gently, I stroked up and down her arm. When had I last held a woman like this? With no ulterior motive? With no impure thoughts? Well… okay, my thoughts were never 100 percent pure, but this young woman had a lot going on. Juggling the responsibilities of motherhood had been a tough task for my own mother, and she’d had full-time staff to help her. Penny had none of that.

      The feeling of Penny’s soft blonde hair under my arm was tempting. I wanted to run my fingers through it, but I knew I should at least attempt not to make this any more personal than it already was. We were at work, she was my employee. More importantly, she was still upset.

      I wished I could help her, but I knew nothing about parenthood. Nothing about babies keeping you up all night. Nothing about being solely responsible for a tiny human being.

      But I did know when someone needed to give themselves a break, and Penny clearly needed to. And if she wasn’t prepared to do that herself, then I’d have to make her.

      It was time for Penny to take a night off.
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      “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      It was strange entering the CEO office through the main door instead of from the side entrance. I saw Blake several times a day when I used his private suite to pump, but this was different. That was a nice man doing something kind for the single mom. This was the CEO of the entire company summoning me.

      “Come in,” he said without looking up from his computer. “And call me Blake.”

      I took advantage of the fact that he was typing on his laptop and wouldn’t catch me staring at him. It was a rare pleasure; he had his suit coat off, and his white shirt was open at the neck. The sleeves were rolled up revealing muscular forearms with a smattering of brown hair. His skin was tanned, so clearly he didn’t spend every second in the office, though he appeared to.

      What kind of things did he do in his free time? I didn’t have the slightest clue though it was evident he spent some time in the gym. Was he on a sports team? Did he play video games with his buddies on the weekend? Those seemed like far too normal pastimes for someone that handsome. That rich. His family was worth a fortune—my new coworkers gossiped about it all the time.

      They didn’t know much information about him personally, though, and I had to admit I was curious. Too curious. I had a baby. A baby with a missing father.

      I faltered a few steps from Blake’s desk. My stomach dropped as my thoughts turned to Zorro. What it was like being in his arms. How we’d genuinely connected. He was the man I should be thinking about, not Blake. Zorro was kind, handsome, considerate, and most importantly, he was Zoe’s father. I shouldn’t be thinking about anyone else until I’d found him. If I ever did.

      “You can come closer than that.”

      Startled, I looked up. Blake’s deep brown eyes were on me now. He nodded his head, indicating one of the chairs in front of his desk. I sat down and crossed my legs, looking at the back of his laptop to keep myself from staring again.

      “How are you?” he said.

      “Fine, sir. I mean Blake.”

      “You don’t need to…?” His eyes went to the door of his private suite, and I bit back a laugh. He was adorably clueless when it came to absolutely everything about babies.

      “I’m good.”

      “Good,” he said, echoing me, looking relieved. Which was funny—he didn’t seem like a man who’d shy away from talking about female anatomy under ordinary circumstances. A few times, I’d caught him looking at me in a way that made shivers dance across my skin. It had to have been my imagination-a man who looked like that could have any woman he wanted. Doubtful he’d pick an employee who had a baby.

      “I’ve got a project I’d like you to help me with. Did Vera explain it to you?”

      “No, sir. Blake.” Dangit, why couldn’t I remember that? He was such an impressive figure in a suit. Authority radiated off of him. But I remembered the way he’d held me yesterday when I’d been so upset. I’d thought of him as a regular man then. There had to be some way I could talk to him normally without going to either extreme—a sobbing mess or an awed underling.

      “This corporation hosts a lot of meetings and conferences. We have our own in-house food production, but for big events, sometimes I prefer to order food from specific restaurants and have their staff cater the event.”

      I nodded as I listened to him. Catering was something I knew about, given that it used to be my job. Before Zoe. Before Zorro.

      “Vera usually deals with that,” he continued. “Occasionally, though, I like to try out new places that we can use. What can I say,” he said with a grin. “I like good food.”

      He patted his stomach, but it was a wasted effort. I’d bet my car that he had at least six-pack abs under his shirt. I’d seen the way he moved and the way his dress shirt flattened against his stomach. Not that I was supposed to be noticing those things about the CEO.

      “There’s a new Italian place I’m considering for an important meeting next week, a get-together of several other CEOs, both friends and rivals. The spread has to impress, so I want to check the restaurant out. And I need you to come and take notes.”

      “Of course,” I said. Talk about a dream assignment! Eating at a fancy restaurant with a gorgeous man? Count me in. “Anytime.”

      “Good. We have reservations at six.”

      “Tonight?”

      “You just said anytime.”

      Oh. Right. I had. “I—I have to pick up my daughter.”

      He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers together. “From daycare?”

      “From the sitter.” I tried not to let disappointment leak into my voice. The image of him sitting across the table with one of the other women on his personal staff was a disturbing one.

      “Maybe she wouldn’t mind watching your baby for longer. I could pay—“

      “No,” I said in alarm. He’d already given me access to his private suite—I wasn’t about to let him pay a babysitter as if we were a couple. Besides, Hazel wasn’t just any run-of-the-mill sitter. She’d do whatever I asked because she was a wonderful woman. It didn’t seem right to ask her to do even more. She already went above and beyond by treating Zoe and me as if we were her own flesh and blood. Like Jana.

      Jana! Maybe she could go pick up Zoe. But then I remembered she was at some kind of teacher conference today and wouldn’t be back until tomorrow night.

      “Call her. Maybe she won’t mind.” Blake’s words were mild, but something about the tone reminded me that I was talking to my CEO. It had sounded like an order.

      He pushed the phone on his desk a few inches toward me, but I shook my head, pulling my phone out of my bag. I stood up and walked a few feet away, toward the sofas on the other side of the room. Seeing those reminded me of when Blake had walked in on me half naked that first day. That thought made my cheeks redden as Hazel answered.

      Quickly, I explained that my boss wanted me to work late. As I suspected, she said it was no problem to keep Zoe for longer, but I wasn’t entirely sure that was true. Watching a baby all day was extremely tiring. I had six months’ worth of proof of that fact. Hazel was three times my age—she had to be exhausted. But she’d never admit it.

      “Don’t worry about it at all. Zoe and I are fine. We’re about to make cookies. Well, I am. She’s going to supervise, so we’ll both be spending our evening with our bosses.”

      I chuckled at her joke. Hazel and Zoe would be okay, but still… this still felt like an imposition. Or was it that I was apprehensive about going somewhere with Blake? That thought came out of nowhere, and on its heels were additional concerns. I was wearing a black skirt and a floral, button-down shirt. Not exactly proper attire for a fancy restaurant. Not proper attire to dine with a man who looked like a Greek god, either.

      Thanking Hazel, I hung up the phone, facing Blake. He’d obviously been listening in to my side of the conversation.

      “I’ll have a car out front at quarter till. See you then.”

      Yes, he would. Whether it was a good idea or not.
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* * *

      “I love these mushrooms,” Blake said. He popped another one in his mouth, and his eyes closed in enjoyment.

      “Me too,” I said.

      “Add it to the list.” He somehow managed to open his eyes and wink at me at the same time. Oh. Right. The list. I was supposed to be taking notes. Trouble was, Blake didn’t seem very interested in dictating anything. So far, after forty-five minutes of trying an incredible array of delicacies, I’d only filled a dozen or so lines in my notebook.

      I had to admit the food was first rate. And so was my dining companion. I may have been underdressed, but he fit right in with his black suit that probably cost more than the dress I’d worn at the ball.

      Oops. Thinking of that always made me feel guilty that I shouldn’t be enjoying another man’s company when I still hadn’t found my masked stranger. The man who’d given me Zoe. Despite that concern, I was still enjoying his company, and unless I was very much mistaken, he was enjoying mine as well—which was something of a novelty.

      The past half year had all been about parenting for me. Cleaning up messes. Dashing to the store for diapers wearing sweats and holding a screaming baby. Putting my hair in a ponytail because I hadn’t had time for anything else. Needless to say, none of that seemed to draw in men. Not that I had time for them anyway.

      But right now, thanks to Hazel’s kindness, I had a gorgeous man in front of me—which still felt surreal. To anyone passing by, unless they noticed the notebook, this probably looked like a date. I knew better, and Blake knew better, but still, this was the first thing in a heck of a long time that even appeared date-like. An image of Zorro and me in the greenhouse, sharing the bottle of wine, that magnificent Latour, flashed through my head. I pushed it aside. He wasn’t here. I wished he were, but he’d vanished. There wasn’t anything I could do about that now.

      “Try some of this cheese.”

      Blake held out a white cube with darker swirls in it. I wasn’t sure what it was, but everything I’d tasted so far had been utterly delicious. Leaning toward him, I opened my mouth. He placed the cheese on my tongue, and for a moment, his index finger grazed my bottom lip. Warmth radiated from the spot he touched. Suddenly, I wished I could close my lips around his finger and taste him. Tease him. Too bad he wasn’t on the menu.

      And even if he was—that wasn’t what I should be ordering. I had a baby. A job. That meant eating healthy if boring food. Not rich, decadent food. If Blake were edible, he’d clearly fall into the latter category. Though in his dark suit with his flashing brown eyes, he looked pretty dang edible to me. Dang.

      “So tell me about yourself.”

      Ugh. I hated questions like that. There were so many directions I could go, and I didn’t want to head toward any of them. “I’m twenty-five. I work at Hollister Holdings. In the CEO’s office, in fact.”

      His eyes gleamed as he grinned at me. Oh goodness, had I made him think I wanted to play? Or worse, flirt? He was my boss. A fact that I’d just tried to remind him of.

      “And how’s that working out for you?”

      “So far, so good.”

      “What’s your boss like?”

      “Competent,” I said instantly. “In-charge. A strong leader.”

      His smile widened, and his chest visibly expanded with pride. I almost felt bad about what I was going to say next. “Her name’s Vera. You’d like her.”

      Blake blinked twice and then chuckled. He raised his glass of a deep, rich red into the air and clinked it against my water glass. No wine for me until I stopped nursing. “She is a treasure, I’ll give you that. But what’s her boss like?”

      “He’s… umm…” I wasn’t sure what to say to that. In the first place, I didn’t know how I felt about him. In the second place, I didn’t want to encourage him. Despite his statement that this was a business dinner, it truly felt like a date. And that was one thing I couldn’t do right now, even if I wanted to. I had a baby to raise. A baby with a missing father—a fact that made me feel guilty every time I admired the way Blake’s muscles moved under his shirt. Every time he said something that made me smile. “I guess I don’t know him that well.”

      “Yet,” he said instantly.

      “Yet?” I echoed, less certainly.

      “Well, you’re off to a good start. You’ve known him for just two weeks, and you’ve already woken up next to him.”

      I frowned at his phrasing. Or at least I tried to frown. But I had to admit, it was funny. Reluctantly, the corners of my mouth tilted upward.

      Blake looked encouraged. “And he’s already seen you without your clothes on.”

      I froze.

      He didn’t appear to notice. “That makes you two practically dating, doesn’t it?”

      My hand shook as I plucked my napkin off my lap and placed it on the table. “No, it doesn’t.”

      Hastily, I stood up. Blake immediately stood as well. “Are you okay?”

      “I need to go,” I said, and did just that, grabbing my purse.

      He caught up to me by the bar. “Penny, what’s wrong?” He clutched my arm, but I twisted out of his grip.

      I headed toward the front lobby, and Blake walked with me, matching my steps. “What’s wrong?”

      Did he really not know? I glanced around. There were two greeters at a station by the door, but they were carefully not looking in our direction, giving us space. I spoke in a low, rapid tone. “Do you know the only thing more humiliating than having a strange man see you undressed? Having your boss see you like that. And do you know the only thing more embarrassing than that? Having him bring it up again.”

      His eyes were troubled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

      Looking at the floor, I weighed my response. I couldn’t say ‘obviously’ to my boss even if I wanted to. Maybe he hadn’t meant to embarrass me, but dangit, he had. For two weeks I’d done my best to suppress that humiliating memory. Otherwise, I would’ve completely shut down whenever I saw Blake.

      He’d done so many thoughtful things since then. Allowing me the time I needed to pump. Giving me the use of that beautiful room. Chatting with me several times a day after I used it. He was the CEO of the company, so that meant I couldn’t shut him out, not if I wanted to keep my job. But more than that—I’d thought he was a nice man. Until he said that, so… casually. As if it hadn’t been one of the most mortifying things that had ever happened to me.

      “Penny.” His voice was low, and he waited until I looked up at him. “I sincerely apologize.”

      I nodded. It was the only concession I could give him at the moment. The humiliation was too fresh.

      “I’m serious,” Blake said.

      “I know,” I said at last. “But it’s not a joke to me. And that’s what you made it sound like.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about it from your point of view. I’m sorry.” He put his hand on my arm, waiting a moment to see if I’d shake him off again. When I didn’t, he guided me to a nearby chair and sat down next to me. Now it felt like it had on the bed in his office. He was a big, strong man sitting next to me, and for some reason I wanted him to hold me in his arms, stroke my hair, and tell me everything was going to be all right. Not just with this, not just with the job, but with Zoe, and everything.

      But he was my boss, not my father. My own father was gone, and he’d quit comforting me long before that.

      Blake’s arm twitched, and I wondered if he was thinking about how he’d held me close to him yesterday, too. After a minute, he rested his hand on his knee. “You shouldn’t feel embarrassed about me seeing you like that.”

      A sharp exhalation left my lips. “Why not?

      “Because you’re a beautiful woman.”

      What? Seriously, had he really just said that? “So… it’s all right if a complete stranger sees a woman with her clothes off if she’s pretty?”

      “No!” he said, his mouth tilting downward. “I just meant… if you were embarrassed about how you looked, you shouldn’t be.”

      I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees, my forehead in my hands. “So glad you were evaluating me during the most humiliating moment of my life.”

      “No, I wasn’t. It wasn’t like that. I just—incredible, I’m doing this all wrong. Let’s reverse our positions.”

      That utterance was puzzling enough to make me look up at him.

      “Say it was me in my boxers and you had walked in on.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, trying—and failing—not to visualize him like that.

      “Imagine yourself having two different reactions. In one, you clap your hand to your mouth, horrified. You run out of the room. In the other, you stare at me, lick your lips, and smile. For me, only the first one would be embarrassing.”

      Really? That’s how he would have reacted? “Men truly are from different planets.”

      “I’m beginning to see that,” he said ruefully. “I guess I thought you might be worried about how you looked.”

      I shook my head and then buried it in my hands again. My voice sounded muffled when I spoke. “Would a man really not be upset to have a stranger walk in on him?”

      “I doubt it. I wouldn’t.”

      “Well, I would. Most women would.”

      “Okay, I get it. You’re embarrassed that I saw you at all—you weren’t even thinking about what I thought about it.”

      “I wasn’t…” I said, leaving the ‘but I am now’ part unsaid.

      “Penny, I wasn’t trying to ogle you. Honestly. I was surprised—no one was supposed to be in my office. And not only was someone there, but she was undressed and breathtakingly lovely. I turned around as soon as my brain jumpstarted again, but in that time, yes, I looked at you. I couldn’t help it. And I noticed you were beautiful, just like I noticed that the tablecloths are silver and the carpet is navy. Those things are all obvious—I’d have to be blind not to see them.”

      He hesitated, and I softened a little. He really was trying to make this better.

      “I’m sorry that you were embarrassed, and I really wish you could find some way not to be. But I won’t apologize for thinking that you’re a beautiful woman.”

      Emotion stirred up inside me. Frustration at him for not understanding. Pleasure at his words. Confusion over this whole situation. “You shouldn’t say that.”

      “Probably not,” he agreed. “But it’s true.”

      “You’re my boss.”

      “Yes. And I won’t mention it again. But I hope you understand that making light of it before, and saying you’re beautiful now, I was trying to prove that you don’t have anything to feel embarrassed about. Do you believe me?”

      “No. Yes. I don’t know.”

      There was a long pause, and then Blake said, “As long as you’re sure.”

      Turning my head away, I smothered a smile. How could he do that to me when I was still upset? The man had an uncanny ability to slip under my defenses.

      “Will you please forgive me and finish the meal with me?”

      He stood up and held out his hand, almost as if he were asking me to dance. From my seated position, he looked so tall, so powerful. Yet he wasn’t ordering me as my boss. He wasn’t demanding anything as the alpha male I suspected he sometimes was. He was genuinely asking. And it was clear that he wanted me to say yes.

      I put my hand in his and stood.

      “Yes.”
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      “The first one. And the third. But not the other three,” I said, setting down my spoon. We were sampling desserts. Since I’d coaxed Penny back to the table, I’d done my best to be as business-like as possible. Which mainly consisted having her take a bunch of notes, so this seemed like a legitimate work activity and not like a flimsy excuse to take her out to dinner.

      Which, of course, it was.

      But it had worked. She’d joined me here, and then I’d embarrassed the heck out of her. And pissed her off, too, with a few thoughtless words.

      And I had been thoughtless. Walking in on her like that in my office that day had been a shock at first, but after that, it had seemed like a funny story. An amusing anecdote.

      Heck, if Ryan had been in town, I probably would’ve told him about it. One of the worst moments of her life, and I would’ve laughed about it with my buddy. Yeah, haha, I completely humiliated a new employee. And better yet, she’s a single mother. Always wanted to embarrass one of them!

      Sometimes I was a complete trash when it came to women. Okay, most of the time. If I had any concern for Penny’s well-being, any at all, I’d leave her alone. Didn’t my track record with letting women down speak for itself? I hadn’t even been able to find the only woman I’d been genuinely excited about last year after that ball. I should stay away from my new employee.

      Yet I didn’t.

      I couldn’t stay away. There was something about her that drew me in. I’d tried to avoid working closely with her. Vera ran my office and half the company—she could keep Penny busy in a way that didn’t involve her working with me at all. But I didn’t want that.

      Penny set down her pencil and looked longingly at the last dish on the little platter, a chocolate soufflé. “I can’t believe you didn’t pick that one.”

      “They were all good, but the lemon and the red velvet cake were better.”

      “If you say so. I like the chocolate.”

      “Why don’t you finish it then?”

      She shook her head regretfully. “I’m full.”

      “Aren’t you eating for two?”

      Her brow raised and she patted her stomach. “Are you saying there’s another baby in here that I’ve somehow overlooked?”

      “No, but you’re still, you know, breastfeeding. I thought that required extra calories?”

      She looked surprised for a moment. “I didn’t think you knew anything about that kind of thing.”

      “Vera told me some stuff. When I asked her to fix up the suite.”

      “Fix it up?”

      “To make it as comfortable as possible for you.”

      “Oh,” she said, staring off into space for a minute. “The heating pad. And the footstool, right?”

      “And some blankets. And the stuff in the fridge.”

      “That’s for me?” Her look of gratitude was another kick in the gut. What did it say about me that a woman was so surprised that I’d tried to do something nice?

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t realize,” she said. “Thank you.”

      I nodded, and then pushed the little dish of chocolate bliss over to her. “Eat up.”

      After a few more seconds of internal battling, the results of the war were revealed by the smile on her face. “Why not?” She scooped a forkful of chocolate into her waiting mouth and then closed her eyes, savoring. Her obvious enjoyment—plus that flash of her little pink tongue—made me savor something, too. Her.

      “How is it?”

      “Delicious,” she said, her eyes still closed. “Except I wish I had some milk.”

      Her eyes opened at that, and a faint blush graced her cheeks. “Regular milk,” she added. Involuntarily, I glanced down at her chest, where her breasts stretched the fabric of her blouse, making the top gape open a little.

      Cursing myself, I looked away. Exactly how many times was I planning on embarrassing her? To cover my slip, I signaled a waiter, and a minute later, Penny had a tall glass of milk to go with her dessert.

      We chatted as she ate, and I tried to maintain my side of the conversation. It was hard because she had a little smudge of chocolate on the corner of her mouth and I ached to lick it off. Once my mind went there, it was difficult to focus on anything else.

      Penny asked about my family, so I told her that my dad was gone but my mom lived just outside of town. I asked about her family, but both her parents were gone. Before I could dwell too long on that sad fact, she brought up a topic I’d wanted to ask about but couldn’t figure out how to do so in a non-lecherous way.

      “Have you ever been married?”

      Bingo. Now I had all the excuse I needed to say, “No. How about you?”

      “Yes.”

      She took another scoop of the soufflé after responding that she’d been married once. She didn’t elaborate as she looked down at her plate. That gave me another chance to confirm that she wasn’t married now, or at least there wasn’t any ring on her finger. Not that I hadn’t glanced at that bare finger half dozen times since we’d met, just to make sure.

      “What happened?” That was okay to ask, right?

      “We got divorced.”

      “But you’re, what, only twenty-five, right? You must have gotten married young.”

      “We did. We dated all through college and got married right after. At first it was fine, but then things got difficult and Chad… changed. Eventually, we split up and got a divorce.

      Chad. So that was the name of the jerk who’d left this gorgeous woman and her beautiful little baby alone. I’d seen the picture on Penny’s desk. I was no judge of children, but little Zoe looked like a sweetheart. Her face reminded me of Penny’s.

      “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”

      “Me too, but, well, that’s how it goes sometimes. I’ve moved on.”

      What did that mean? Was she seeing someone else? But if she was, she must have a time machine. I knew she went to pick up her baby from the sitter’s right after work. And a single parent didn’t strike me as the kind of person who had a lot of free time to date.

      “I guess I have a lot of baggage,” she said, and she laid her fork down on the table, a bite of chocolate bliss resting on the tines.

      “Don’t talk like that,” I said sharply. “You have a lot to offer.” But in the back of my brain, part of me was considering what she said. Objectively speaking, she did have a lot of baggage. A baby. An ex-husband. All in all, not the kind of woman I usually got involved in.

      So why couldn’t I stop thinking about her? She was beautiful, yes. But I met beautiful women all the time. Take Michelle, for instance. During our once-a-month lunches, she’d made it clear, many times over, that she’d like to be more than friends. Why didn’t I want someone like her? She was pretty, thin, sophisticated, superficial, vapid, materialistic… okay, maybe I’d answered my own question. Or maybe I wasn’t being fair to her. Part of me still blamed her for being unable to tell me where to find my Not-Sarah. Noah’s Ark had been Michelle’s costume contest entry. It still felt like she should have known who all the participants were—even the last minute substitutions.

      Perhaps I was biased against her, but that didn’t change the fact that she was materialistic. Hardly a week went by without Vera bringing me a bill or request for cash from the young socialite. However, I’d made a promise, and so far, Michelle the only woman on earth I hadn’t let down. More often than not, I paid them.

      “I have to take this.”

      Startled, I looked up. Penny was holding up her phone, the mouthpiece covered. Great, now I was tuning out the lovely young woman I’d already humiliated and insulted tonight.

      “It’s my sitter,” she said, and at my nod, she hurried into the hallway toward the restrooms.

      While she was gone, I finished my wine and continued to brood about why I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

      Then a flash of movement caught my eye. Penny was headed toward the front door. Goodness. When’s the last time a woman tried to run out on me once, let alone twice?

      Pushing back my chair so hard it almost fell over, I jumped to my feet, chasing after her. The Maître D’ met me near the entranceway. “Is everything all right, Mr. Hollister?”

      “Yes,” I said, barely breaking stride. “Send the bill to my office, and someone will be in touch next week about the catering.”

      “Of course. Have a good evening, sir.”

      Outside, I squinted in the dark parking lot, trying to figure out where Penny had gone. When she appeared at my elbow, I almost jumped.

      “I can’t find my car.”

      “That’s because I drove you here.” Did she really not remember that? I’d been drinking tonight, not her. But then I caught a glimpse of her stricken face in the streetlight. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Hazel. She’s hurt. She called an ambulance, and I don’t know if she… I have to go get Zoe.”

      “I’ll drive you.”
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* * *

      “Hazel? Hazel!”

      Penny was out of the car before I’d even put it in park. We’d pulled up to a small house with an ambulance out front. The front door was open, and Penny disappeared through it.

      Inside was a mass of confusion.

      “Thank goodness,” an older woman on a stretcher said. She appeared to be in a lot of pain as she clutched Penny’s hand.

      “Miss, you need to step away so we can wheel your friend out,” one of the paramedics said. “She refused to leave until you got here.”

      “I couldn’t … leave Zoe,” Hazel said, her voice weak and hoarse. “I told them not to use the siren. Still sleeping.”

      “Yes, she is,” Penny said, glancing over at a crib in the corner of the room. “You did good.”

      “She’s my sweet girl.” The older woman’s face crumbled. “I’m so sorry. I slipped. Who’s going to watch that little baby now? If my hip’s broken, I won’t even be able to hold her after this… I’m so sorry. I know you can’t afford…” Her weak voice trailed off.

      Penny’s face was grim, but she reassured her friend. “Don’t worry about it. Zoe and I will be fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”

      “Ma’am, we’re going to take you to the hospital now.”

      “I’m sorry,” the older woman said again, her eyes closing. But they flew open again as soon as the paramedics pushed the stretcher toward the door. She yelled in pain.

      “Stop,” Penny cried, tears rolling down her cheeks. “You’re hurting her.”

      “It’s a painful injury, miss.”

      “Please, can you just… please be gentle.”

      But as they moved the older woman again, she cried out. “Penny! Penny, please…” Her voice was woozy. They’d probably already given her something to help her relax, but it evidently wasn’t enough. “Don’t leave me.”

      “I won’t,” Penny said, her head swiveling in all directions. “I need to get the diaper bag, and a bottle, and wake Zoe, and…”

      “Miss, we need to leave now.” With that, they wheeled Hazel out the door, and though the resulting screams shook me to the core, somehow, the baby slept through it.

      “Careful,” I growled as they wheeled her across the lawn. The very bumpy lawn. Would it have killed them to have taken the driveway? Penny was still at the door, her face ashen.

      The paramedics were loading Hazel into the back of the ambulance. One of them looked back at us. “Miss, if you’re coming with us, we need to leave now.”

      “I’m coming,” Penny said, dashing into the living room, calling over her shoulder. “Do you see the diaper bag? It’s dark green…”

      “You need to go with her,” I said.

      “I am,” Penny said, frantically. “Do you see the bag?”

      “No, you need to go now. I’ll stay here with Zoe.”

      At that, Penny stopped short, staring at me. “You?”

      “Yes. Hazel needs you. I’ll stay with Zoe.”

      “But…”

      I glanced out the door. “They’re about to leave. Go with her. I’ll send a car when you’re ready to come back.”

      “But—“

      “We’ll be fine.”

      Her tears renewed, and she nodded. “Thank you. I won’t be long. There’s a bottle in the fridge, and everything you need is over there in the corner. Call me if you have any questions—“

      “Penny, I can handle a sleeping baby for a few hours.”

      She nodded and didn’t say anything else, but she squeezed my upper bicep as she passed by me. The heat from her touch lingered as I watched her climb into the ambulance.

      I had my phone out even before the ambulance pulled out. “Vera? I need you. Right away.” I quickly filled her in and gave her the address. I’d lied to Penny before. I could handle a sleeping baby about as well as I could defuse a nuclear bomb. But Vera would know what to do. “And bring your laptop.”

      “To babysit?”

      “To work. We have a lot to do.”
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      I drove to work carefully, aware of the tiny passenger in the car seat behind me. It had been a long weekend. Jana had come home early from the conference, but I’d still spent Saturday morning in the hospital with Hazel, bouncing Zoe on my knee. And then in the afternoon, I’d spent hours looking into daycare facilities, both short-term and long-term. The unifying themes had been: expensive and no openings.

      All except the last place. The emergency daycare we’d just left. It had cost sixty dollars for the day, which was expensive, but that wasn’t the main problem. Of bigger concern were the screaming babies, the impatient staff, and the zombified-looking teen that had been assisting in the infant room. Thirty seconds into the tour and I knew I couldn’t leave Zoe there. But I also couldn’t take her to work.

      Maybe I should’ve just called in sick. Blake would’ve understood. Vera, too. As soon as I’d gotten home from the hospital Friday night, Vera had hugged me. She’d always seemed kind, but rather aloof. Her hug made the tears flow. It also made me wish it had been Blake folding me into his arms. But he’d been perched on a stool by the crib, watching my baby as if he’d never seen one before. As if she was the most interesting thing in the world. Since my poor little girl didn’t have a father, it was heartwarming to see a man find her as fascinating as I did.

      So, yeah, he probably wouldn’t mind if I took one day off. Even though new hires were technically supposed to wait until they’d been working three months to use any leave.

      I pulled over and called Vera. After I thanked her again for Friday night, I told her what had happened and that I couldn’t come in.

      “Oh no, you have to.”

      Surprised, I frowned into the phone. “It’s just for one day.” But even as I said that, I knew it was likely a lie. What was I going to do with Zoe tomorrow? Or the rest of the week? Even if I found a daycare place I trusted, the fees would add up far too quickly. My credit cards would only cover it for so long. Could I possibly get a loan? I had no idea what I’d use as collateral.

      “Just bring her here.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Yes, you c—” Vera’s voice cut out, even though I wasn’t driving. “… with you.”

      “Okay,” I said, doubtfully. Not sure how much of an asset I was going to be with a fussy baby on my hip, but Hollister Holdings had been very good to me so far. I owed it to them to try.
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* * *

      It wasn’t until I’d picked up the diaper bag, nursing tote, my purse, a few other bags and the car seat with Zoe that I realized Blake was standing in front of the vast office building. Was he waiting for a limo to take him somewhere?

      No, apparently he was waiting for me.

      “Good morning, Penny. And Zoe.”

      “Good morning. I’m really sorry about bringing her here, but I couldn’t find anywhere else to take her. I’ll do my best to keep her quiet, but if she starts crying, I might have to take her out in the courtyard, if that’s okay.”

      “Penny.” His deep rumbly voice sounded so good saying my name, but I knew I was inconveniencing him.

      “And if it gets too loud, could I maybe do some work from your suite while I look after her?”

      “Penny,” he said again, taking everything except Zoe and my purse from me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Don’t be,” he said. To my shock, he was smiling. As if unexpected babies were the least problematic thing he’d ever encountered. If he thought that, he clearly hadn’t spent much time with babies. My Zoe was the sweetest baby in the world, but she had a set of lungs on her. And she demanded attention. I couldn’t imagine anyone in the department getting much work done today.

      “Come with me.”

      He led me into the building, carrying my things. I followed, clutching the car seat my daughter was sleeping in, being careful not to rock her too much.

      I followed Blake down one hallway then another, wondering where he was leading me. This place was laid out like a maze. Maybe I should have left breadcrumbs in case Blake suddenly ditched me.

      He stopped abruptly, held a door open for me and gestured inside. I moved past him, feeling the heat from his body as I carefully maneuvered the car seat around Blake’s large form.

      A voice greeted me as I stepped into a room that smelled faintly of fresh paint and sawdust. “Ah, our first customer. Our only customer at the moment, actually.” A young man about my age stood in front of me, wearing blue cotton pants and a matching shirt that reminded me of the scrubs that doctors wore. He walked over and took the car seat from me.

      Blinking, I let this stranger take my baby as I looked around in shock. At the mats on the floors. The bookshelves and toys lining the walls. The tiny tables in front of me, and the cribs along the back wall.

      Blake was grinning down at me as I looked at him in surprise. “There’s a childcare here? All this time, there’s been a nursery?”

      “No,” he said, the smile on his face growing larger as I watched.

      “I don’t understand.” Obviously, this was a daycare of some sort. The young man had expertly unstrapped Zoe and was holding her as he moved around, depositing her bottles in the fridge and setting her equipment on a table near the cribs.

      “There’s a nursery here now,” Blake said, emphasizing the word. “There wasn’t one when you started working here.”

      “But—” That didn’t make any sense. I’d only been here for three weeks. I gasped. “Do you mean… did you…” Suddenly, I felt weak. I wanted to sit at one of the tiny chairs around the table in front of me. “Don’t tell me you did all of this over the weekend.”

      “Okay, I won’t tell you that. But I think the results speak for themselves.” The gleam in his eye would have tempted me at any other time, but right now, I was just too astounded.

      “How did you do this?”

      “With a lot of help,” Blake said as the young man came up beside us, bouncing Zoe in his arms.

      “Don’t worry, Penny, the place is ready to go. I’ve checked everything myself. I’m Pat, by the way.” I shook the hand he held out.

      Blake’s smile faltered for a minute as he stared at the young man. “You’re Pat? I thought you were the assistant.”

      Pat grinned. “Pat’s short for Patrick, not Patricia. Did you think you’d hired a woman to be the lead caregiver?”

      Blake’s bemused expression showed us both that was exactly what he’d thought, but he shook the hand that Pat offered.

      “Appreciate the job, Mr. Hollister. And the bonus to start work right away. This little girl and I are going to have a fun day.”

      Zoe babbled happily in Pat’s arms, and it was obvious he was good with babies. But my mind was still reeling from the sudden appearance of the nursery. “But… how can you make a daycare in one weekend?”

      “With round the clock work,” Blake said. “It’s legit, Penny. And in a couple of hours, it’ll be officially licensed, as well.”

      “How did you… why did you… this is amazing. Thank you.” I put as much sincerity into my voice as I could, but it would never be enough. This was the most incredible thing anyone had ever done for me. For us. Tears welled up behind my eyelids, and I took Zoe from Pat, walking around the little rooms and holding her, trying to keep from crying. Blake had already seen me do too much of that.

      Seriously, this was incredible. It was a thousand times nicer than the emergency daycare center. It was hard to imagine that this place hadn’t even existed a mere seventy-two hours ago. I nuzzled my chin over the top of Zoe’s sparse hair, inhaling her sweet baby scent.

      The amount of time and money this had taken must have been staggering. Money. I suddenly wondered how much this place cost. Pat had mentioned an assistant, so there were at least two full-time staff. Right now, Zoe was the only baby, but it was clear from all the cribs and mats that they were expecting more. How was I going to afford this?

      When I got back to the front area, Blake and Pat were discussing some empty rooms next door. Apparently, Blake was already planning to expand this nursery. I wondered how many employees would make use of it. Most of them could probably pay a lot more than me.

      Pat lifted Zoe from my arms and took her back to a crib while I spoke to my boss.

      “Thank you,” I said again. “I—I don’t know what I would have done this week if you hadn’t made this.”

      “That’s why I did it,” he said, his eyes intent on mine.

      I took a deep breath.  “I’m sure that you haven’t had time to figure this out yet, but do you have any idea… do you know what it’s going to cost?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “How much?” I said, almost afraid to ask.

      “It’s free.”

      “Free? But… but… this place is lovely, and the cost to make it in one weekend must have been astronom—”

      “Penny,” he said, putting his hands on my shoulders and interrupting me. He spoke very firmly. “It’s free for employees.”

      His deep brown eyes bore into mine. It felt like he was looking deep inside me, willing me to accept this. At long last, I nodded.  I tried to wrap my head around this, but no one had ever done anything like this for me in my entire life. “Well, at least let me pay you for—”

      His strong hands squeezed my shoulders as he spoke over me. “The only thing I want from you right now is a smile.”

      I stared up at him for a long moment. The man was insane to do all this and only demand that in return. If he’d been this bad at negotiating official Hollister Holdings business, this corporation would have gone under long ago.

      The smile that spread across my face wasn’t from his request, but appeared there of its own accord. It was all he wanted, but it wasn’t enough. Not by a long shot, but there wasn’t much I could do. Except…

      I place my hand lightly on his chest and rose up on my toes. Leaning forward I kissed his tan cheek just above the line of sexy stubble. “Thank you,” I whispered in his ear before stepping back.

      His answering smile was as big as my own.
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      On Thursday, I called had Vera send Penny into my office.

      “Have a seat,” I said, sounding calm and professional even though the sight of Penny always put unprofessional thoughts in my head. She walked toward the chair in front of my desk, and I tried not to be obvious about staring. She dressed simply, straight skirts and button-down blouses, but she managed to look classy. Like a classy fantasy, actually. Because every time I saw her, my fingers ached to unbutton her shirt. To unzip that skirt.

      Which was not what I was supposed to be thinking about right now. But one of the many regrets I had about my long lost Not-Sarah was that I’d never seen her completely unclothed. She’d been buried under layers of that dress, and I’d only seen glimpses of her smooth, creamy skin.

      Penny reminded me of her. They were about the same height—at least I thought they were. Not-Sarah had been wearing very high heels so it had been hard to tell.

      Sometimes, in my wildest dreams, I imagined that it had been Penny I’d met that night. But that was impossible. For one thing, she could barely afford childcare, and only the wealthiest members of society had attended that ball. Besides, she must have still been with her rear of an ex-husband then since she had a baby now.

      The thought of any man leaving Penny pissed me off, so I forced myself to smile, betraying none of my thoughts. “How are you?”

      “Great,” she said, but her smile didn’t look a whole lot more genuine than mine felt. What was bothering her? “Vera said you needed my help?”

      “Yes. I want to iron out some more details for that meeting I’m hosting for the CEO group.”

      “How can I help?”

      I looked her over. She had a notebook out, but she perched on the edge of the seat across from my desk, ready to jump up at any moment.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” Her body language contradicted her. She squirmed in her seat under my direct gaze.

      Incredible, maybe she was uncomfortable. “Do you need to… pump?” I jerked my head to the side, indicating the private suite.

      “No. I don’t have to do that anymore. I can just go breast feed directly now.”

      Oh. Of course. I felt like an idiot. How could I know so little about the processes involved in the continuation of the human species? If it were up to men—at least men like me—we would have died out centuries ago.

      “That must make things easier,” I said, though the caveman part of my brain realized that setting up the daycare, I’d deprived myself of seeing her several times a day when she came in to use the private suite. Incredible. Definitely hadn’t thought that one through.

      “It does,” Penny said, and she sounded sincere. “It’s amazing being able to see Zoe anytime I want.”

      “I’m glad.” The gentleman side of my brain—a side that had felt fairly non-existent the past few years—was overruling the caveman component.

      “I don’t mean all the time.” She looked at me anxiously. Was I really that much of an ogre? That was definitely not how I wanted her to think of me.

      “Relax, Penny. No one’s expecting you to punch in and out every time you check on your child.”

      “Okay. I mean thanks.” A blush stole across her face. “I’m just so grateful that you built the nursery. I don’t want to repay that kindness by being bad employee.”

      “I doubt you could be a bad employee even if you tried.”

      Somehow, over the course of the next half hour, Penny came close to proving me wrong. Well, she wasn’t a bad employee—more like a distracted one. She took notes on my ideas for the meeting and even contributed one or two of her own, but it was obvious her mind wasn’t on the task. And twice she got something wrong when repeating things back to me.

      True, my ego could probably use a little deflating—certainly some of my friends were fond of telling me so—but I wasn’t used to having employees seem so distracted around me.

      But the bigger bruise to my pride wasn’t because of my position at the company. At dinner the other night, Penny had seemed to like being with me. I’d caught her watching me when she thought I wasn’t looking. She’d been paying plenty of attention then. But not now.

      That thought made me sound a little gruffer than I meant to. “What’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?” She looked wide-eyed and innocent, which made me want to pull her into my arms, claim her mouth with a devouring kiss, and put her mind firmly in the gutter where mine was. But there was something in her voice that sounded like she knew what I was talking about.

      “Just tell me what the problem is.”

      She let out a little breath of air, a small sound of defeat, and put her notebook on the edge of my desk. “It’s lunchtime.”

      “You’re hungry?”

      “No. I just—for the past few days since you put in the nursery, I’ve been spending my lunch hour with Zoe. It’s silly, I see her at other times during the day. I can definite go without a day. I just… miss her.”

      “Don’t you get to eat?”

      “I bring my lunch and eat with Pat. Afterwards, I feed her.”

      Pat. The caveman part of my brain was back—this time pissed at the casual way she’d said the name of another man. But that was stupid. Of course she spoke with Pat. He was the only one back there besides the assistant and Zoe. Several more children would be attending starting next week.

      Somehow, though, I hadn’t thought that every time Penny was going to visit Zoe, she was also visiting Pat. So as part of my brilliant plan to provide the childcare Penny desperately needed, I’d made it so she talked to him several times a day instead of me. And did he stay when she nursed? Did he ever catch a glimpse of those perfect breasts I’d seen the first time I met her?

      That thought had me seething. Maybe I just wasn’t cut out to be a nice guy. Time to go back to what I knew best—how to give orders and get my way. “Go get her.”

      “What?”

      “Go get Zoe, and we’ll have a working lunch.”

      “With a baby? She can get awfully loud.”

      “So can I,” I growled, rather nonsensically. But I’d moved heaven and earth to get that nursery finished to help Penny with her childcare, not to help Pat meet women. “Go get her, and I’ll order some food. We can eat at the table in the suite.”

      “Okay. Umm… thank you,” Penny said, standing up and looking at me like I’d lost my mind. But she was calmer. Amazing how the thought that she’s soon see her little girl did that to her.

      Hitting a button, I had Vera on the phone almost before Penny left the room. “Order lunch. For two. And get whatever Penny might need to nurse the baby in the suite.”

      “Like what?” Vera sounded amused.

      How should I know? “A special pillow? A bib? You know I don’t know anything about that kind of thing. For all I know, the kid uses a straw.”

      “Penny’s a lactating mom, not a juice box.”

      “Just get everything here ASAP,” I ordered. Vera’s chuckle as she hung up proved she knew me too well to be bothered when I snapped at her.

      Thank goodness for that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lunch had gone well. Penny was so good with the baby, bouncing her on her knee, kissing her cheek, talking to her in the cutest little voice. Had my mother ever talked to me in such a silly, light-hearted way? Probably not. Likely some nanny along the way had, but I didn’t remember any specific one. They’d never lasted long.

      It was easier to look at Penny and not get caught when she was focused on her baby. Watching my personal assistant act natural and carefree filled me with longing. Our dinner the other night ended abruptly, and I knew it was hard for Penny to get away in the evening.

      Not that I could ask her out again. She was my employee. That was reason enough to tread carefully. Sure, I’d been attracted to women who worked for me before, but I’d resisted and taken my pleasure elsewhere. It was a bad idea to date an employee. And if that employee was a single mother? That made the situation even more complicated.

      It frustrated the heck out of me. I should stay away, but I didn’t want to. But I also didn’t know how to get any closer. It’s not like I could invite Penny out in the evening—it would be pretty difficult to claim I needed her to take notes at a dance club. And I doubt she’d believe that I checked out new restaurants for official work purposes every week.

      This was new territory for me, not knowing how to approach a woman. Not knowing how to make her mine. Heck, I didn’t even know if she wanted to be with me. Though every once in a while, I caught a look from her that made me think maybe she did.

      Or maybe she wanted this jerk, I thought, as I knocked on the open door of the nursery and went inside. Pat was standing in the middle of the room, holding Zoe on his hip and reading to her from a small book he held out in front of them. He saw me and grinned. “Our little Zoe’s not a rocking chair kind of gal.”

      Nice to know the daughter was as hard to figure out as the mother. Nodding at him to go on, I leaned against a bookcase and listened for a minute as Pat finished reading Goldilocks and the Three Bears.

      Fairy tales. Those never worked out well. I thought of my Not-Sarah disappearing like Cinderella after the ball and grimaced.

      “Wanna hold her?”

      Pat was at my side, holding the baby out to me. To me. And the little girl had her hands raised and was leaning toward me. What was the point of reading a child fairy tales if said child didn’t recognize a Big Bad Wolf when she saw one? “I’m good.”

      “She’s a sweetie, but she keeps me hopping. It’s good practice for when the other little ones come along.” Pat rubbed Zoe’s back, answering her smile with his own. He was so good with her. So natural. If I tried to bounce her around the room like that, I’d drop her, and Penny would never speak to me again.

      “How many have signed up?”

      “Four so far. We’re good for twelve—more when the expansion is ready.”

      “They’re gonna be in to work on that next week. I figured we’d give Zoe some peace and quiet for a while.”

      “I’m sure she appreciates it. Though it won’t do her any harm to be around other babies. She never saw any when Penny’s friend was watching her, the woman who broke her hip. How’s she’s doing anyway?”

      “No clue.”

      “Oh,” Pat said. “I thought you are Penny were friends.”

      “We are,” I said, almost growling it. Yet I hadn’t thought to ask about Hazel. Some friend I was.

      Pat shrugged and then spun the baby around, making her laugh. He really was good with her. I had to give him that even if I didn’t like the casual way he referred to Penny.

      We chatted for a few more minutes about the expansion, and I made some mental notes of some of Pat’s ideas.

      On the way back to my office, I stopped to talk to Vera. And I did talk to her, but my eyes were on my newest personal assistant’s empty desk. A minute or two later, Penny returned to it holding a stack of files. She saw me and smiled.

      It was a beautiful smile that I wanted to see more often.

      And she was a beautiful woman that I wanted to see more of. It wasn’t a good idea. It wasn’t particularly easy.

      But neither of those things were going to stop me.
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      “When can you drink again?”

      I laughed and clinked my cup of juice against Jana’s wineglass. We were in my apartment, and I’d just put Zoe down for the night.

      “Not until I stop breastfeeding.”

      “And I don’t suppose that happened earlier today, did it?”

      “Nope. Sorry.”

      Jana kicked off her shoes and crossed her ankles on top of the coffee table. “Okay, but once Zoe’s weaned and Hazel’s able to babysit again, you and I are going out. No designated driver, either. We’re getting drunk and we’re getting an Uber.”

      “Deal.”

      My friend was having a hard week. She taught all day and then visited Hazel in the hospital once she was done. Hazel’s surgery to put pins in her hip fracture had been a success, but she was still in a lot of pain. I’d taken Zoe to visit her once, but frankly, the thought of all the germs floating around the hospital scared me. Zoe’d had some her vaccinations but not all yet. The next one was scheduled for a month from now. I assuaged some of my guilt by promising to visit more often when Hazel was transferred to the rehab center.

      A noise from the baby monitor caught my attention, and I stiffened, but after a moment, I could hear Zoe’s even breathing. She’d been a little fussy today, but she was sleeping better than ever. Pat was doing a good job of keeping her awake and entertained during the day. I’d never expected to find a caregiver I liked as well as Hazel, but Pat was a close second.

      “So tell me more about him?”

      “He’s great with the baby.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. She loves him to pieces.” Zoe was almost as eager to see Pat in the morning as she was to see me.

      “Oh my goodness, Penny, a gorgeous guy who’s good with kids? You have to snatch him up before someone else does. It’s not like billionaires stay on the market for long.”

      What? I looked down at my apple juice to make sure it hadn’t suddenly turned into something judgement-clouding. “Oh, did you mean Blake?”

      “Who else would I mean?” Jana asked, exasperated.

      “I thought you were asking about Pat.”

      Jana gave me a strange look, and I realized there was a copy of the children’s book, Pat the Bunny, sitting on the coffee table. “Let’s start over,” she said. “Tell me more about your super-hot billionaire CEO boss.”

      “Oh,” I said sheepishly. “Well, you’ve covered the basics.”

      “No way. I need details. I’ve never met even one billionaire. Or CEO. Or super-hot guy.”

      “What about Axel Kline from Chemistry class?”

      “He was hot. Not super-hot.”

      “Yet that didn’t stop you from doodling his name in a heart on your notebook.”

      “Stop it,” Jana said, giving me a playful shove. “We’re embarrassing you tonight, not me. Give me all the deets about Blake Hollister.”

      And so I started talking, slowly at first. Dishing about men was easier when I was able to drink wine to loosen my tongue. But I managed. It told her about all the kind things Blake had done for me. And for Zoe.

      “But tell me more about how he looks. Grandma said he’s really tall.”

      “She did?”

      “Yeah, she saw him the night she broke her hip.”

      “But she was in pain.”

      “Yes, but not blind. She said he was gorgeous. He looks gorgeous online.”

      Ignoring the fact that Jana had cyberstalked my boss, I gave her some of the details she was dying to hear. “He is pretty dang fine. When he’s in his office, he loosens his tie and takes off his jacket—and I gotta tell you, he’s got some serious muscles. This one time when he stood up, he stretched, and I thought the seams were going to rip on his shirt. His biceps just got bigger and bigger. I went back to my desk and downed an entire ice-cold bottle of water after that.”

      Jana giggled. “I can’t believe grandma got to meet him and I haven’t.”

      “Well, if you break a bone next time I’m with him, I’m sure he’ll drive me over right away.”

      “I just might do that,” Jana said. She took a long sip of wine as she stared at the television on the other side of the coffee table. Some old movie was playing, but the sound was off. “Did Zorro have big muscles?”

      “Yes.” Thinking about him—missing him—still made my heart ache.

      “He’s rich.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure he is. Everyone at the masquerade was.” Except me.

      “No, Blake. What if… what if he was there? What if he was Zorro?”

      Pain pierced through my chest. If only it were that easy. If only there were some way to find my baby’s missing father. “He’s not.”

      “But how do you know? He could have been there.”

      “No, he couldn’t. First off, I can’t see him at something that… frivolous. That was all about rich people showing off for their rich friends.”

      “So? Maybe he—“

      “Secondly, I checked.”

      Now Jana stared at me, the empty glass of wine forgotten in her hand. “Checked what?”

      Warmth heated my cheeks. “When I became one of his personal assistants, I got access to his calendar. And he was gone that week. At a conference in Switzerland.”

      “Garbage,” Jana said, trying to take a sip before realizing her glass was empty. I picked up the wine bottle and poured some more for her.

      “Maybe he knows Zorro, though. Maybe they run in the same circles. You could ask him—“

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “How exactly would that conversation go? ‘Excuse me, Mr. Brand New Boss, do you happen to know my baby’s father is? I had a one-night stand with him and I don’t even know his name.’ Yeah, that would go over really well.”

      “Don’t say that. You know that neither of you meant for it to be a one-night stand. You tried to find each other.”

      “I tried to find him,” I said darkly.

      “And he tried to find you.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.”

      “So what are you saying? Are you ashamed of that night?”

      “No!” The word came out of my mouth more forcefully than I’d meant it to. “God no. That was the best night of my life. And it produced the most beautiful baby in the whole world.”

      “So why are you ashamed to ask him about it?”

      “Because you don’t talk to your boss about your sex life.”

      “You do if you’re hoping he’ll become a part of your sex life.”

      “Jana!”

      “Shh, you’ll wake Zoe,” she said.

      “That’s supposed to be my line,” I said, much more quietly. But I thought about what she’d said. I really wasn’t ashamed of that night. Even though I’d never done anything like that before, it had been truly magical. And as much as I wished my sweet baby had a father, I had never once regretted that night. “I just can’t talk about something like that with him. He… well, this sounds kind of stupid, but he seems to admire me. Even though I haven’t even completed graduate school. Even though I’m just a personal assistant. He thinks I’m… competent. Vera’s been giving me more complex tasks, and I’m pretty sure that originated from him.”

      “Well, that’s good,” Jana said. “But he’s not just a boss, you know. He’s a man, too. A handsome, single man. It’s okay if you think of him as one.”

      “You’re thinking of him as one.”

      “You should be too.”

      “He’s my boss.” Even as I said that, I knew that wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was that he wasn’t Zorro. If I let myself fall for Blake—something I was constantly battling—it felt like giving up on ever finding Zorro again. And how could I stop looking for the man who was Zoe’s father? I could never do that to my little girl.

      My distress must have shown on my face, because Jana’s eyes were full of sympathy. “You’re not betraying him by thinking of someone else.”

      “Yeah… I kind of am.”

      “No, you’re not. You did everything you could to find him. It’s okay to move on.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it. It feels like giving up.” Suddenly, the lateness of the hour and the turn in the conversation had me near tears.

      Jana scooted over and leaned her head against my shoulder, the same way I’d done with Blake that night in his private suite. “I wish you could find him. And I still bet he wishes he could find you. But at some point you’re going to have to move on. You can’t spend years pining for a ghost. You owe it to yourself to move on. And you owe it to my goddaughter in there.”

      I looked down at her in surprise. “Why her?”

      “Because she deserves a happy mommy. And who knows… maybe you’ll find a man who would be a good daddy for her.”

      Doubtful, but it was a nice thought. “And maybe he’ll have a friend for you.”

      “Right now, I’d settle for a best friend who can actually drink.”
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* * *

      I checked on Zoe after Jana left. Then I poured out the rest of the wine since I couldn’t drink it, and cleaned up a bit. I probably should have gotten ready for bed, but I was too restless. Jana had inadvertently stirred up a lot of thorny issues.

      With a sigh, I sat down in front of my laptop. Checked e-mail. Caught up on the news. But then something Jana had said jumped into my head. About a friend who drinks. Plus, the wine she’d had.

      Typing quickly, I searched for that wine Zorro had liked. Latour.

      Results came flooding in. There were many different vintages, but all were expensive. The wine from some years sold for a couple hundred dollars, but other years went for a couple of thousand. I closed my eyes and tried to recall the vintage we’d shared, but I couldn’t.

      A fleeting daydream occurred to me. Suppose I ordered this wine, and when I placed the order, the seller commented that another man from my city frequently bought Latour. Then I’d ask who, and he’d tell me Zorro’s real name.

      It was a stupid fantasy that would never come true, but it seemed about as plausible as any other way I’d come up with to find Zoe’s father.

      My chest constricted as I thought about what Jana had said about that. Was it really time to try to move on? To just give up? As I considered that upsetting thought, I idly clicked on various links, looking at individual bottles for sale.

      A new fantasy sprung up—a more realistic one. One of me ordering one of the cheaper bottles. And after I was done nursing, opening it and drinking a toast to my missing mystery man. Drinking to that magical night. Drinking to the wonderful child it had produced.

      Drinking to say good-bye.

      Tears filled my eyes at that thought, but I continued to search. Finally, I found a bottle that was $425. That was a lot of money even though working at Hollister paid a lot better than catering.

      I couldn’t afford it. There was no doubt about that. But Jana was right, I was going to have to move on at some point. Not tonight. Maybe not soon. But at some point.

      Crying harder, I clicked the button marked BUY.
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      “Have another sandwich.” Penny looked great in the faded denim. She was sitting on the flimsy excuse for a picnic blanket with her long legs stretched out on one side as she leaned on her hand. She looked relaxed. Peaceful. As did the baby between us. Little Zoe looked adorable in her yellow dress complete with a floppy sunhat covered in ducks.

      “I’m good,” I said. And I was. Penny had jump-started my plan to get to know her better by inviting me out—something I hadn’t seen coming. She said it was a thank-you for my setting up the nursery. At first it was supposed to be for lunch, but we were already eating lunch together in the suite with the baby most days of the week. Then we tried for dinner, but her friend couldn’t babysit. So now it was a beautiful, sunny Saturday, and we were at a park a short drive from the city.

      I lay on my back and looked up at the sky, very conscious of the woman a foot away from me. It was a lot different experience than lying next to a woman in bed, but it felt more comfortable than I’d anticipated. Almost natural.

      When I’d picked up Penny, I’d been alarmed at how many things she’d brought, most of it for the baby. Stroller, car seat, and a half dozen other things. But she’d handled it all, and all I had to do was to carry what she couldn’t. I’d even managed to look casual while she fed Zoe her lunch a few minutes ago, covering the baby in a wraparound scarf of some type. I’d practically growled at a twenty-something guy who’d chased a Frisbee too close to where Penny sat nursing.

      Everything was perfect except for the cheap piece of red and white plastic beneath me. Zoe was sitting up, patting at the flimsy material as it rippled in the wind. And the edge of it whipped against my legs. “When I was a kid, we had this big ol’ plaid picnic blanket. That thing was great—genuine wool. Set it on the ground, it would have taken a hurricane to move it. And in the colder weather, it was warmer than any winter coat.”

      Penny looked at me curiously as she brushed a fly away from Zoe’s head. “Did you go on many picnics? You don’t seem the outdoorsy type.”

      “It’s a picnic, not wrestling bears.” I winked at her and was pleased to see a faint flush on her cheeks.

      “I know. You just don’t seem the type.”

      “Yet I’m managing today.”

      “Yep, you are,” Penny said. I took an orange and rolled it to Zoe who seemed fascinated by the round object. Since she made no move to grasp it, I picked it up and made it dance around her head. Her giggles made me smile, but then I froze. She’d toppled over and was now moving toward me. I’d seen before that she could crawl—sort of. Her arms wavered in the air before she put each palm down, but she could do it. And now she was doing it in my direction.

      A tiny hand touched my ribs. Playing with her was one thing, but what was I supposed to do now that she was so close? Zoe pulled on my tee shirt until she was sitting up. Cautiously, I rolled onto my side so that she was leaning against my stomach. She seemed perfectly content to use me as a backrest. I let out a long breath and then inhaled, smelling a mixture of baby powder and a sweet, clean scent. Maybe New Baby Smell was kind of like the female version of New Car Smell?

      “That’s so cute,” Penny said, smiling at her daughter. And hopefully smiling at me. Tentatively, I rested a finger on Zoe’s little arm. Her skin was so soft. So delicate. I put my hand back on my hip. I’d managed to touch Zoe without somehow breaking her—that was enough for now. Baby steps—haha.

      “Did you go on picnics as a kid?”

      Penny folded her legs up in front of her, resting her arms on top of her knees. It was a defensive posture, and I was almost sorry I asked. But at some point, we had to get past the “Could you come in here and take notes” stage.

      “When I was little, yeah. After my mom died, my dad did a lot of things with me. To make up for being the only parent, I guess.” She glanced at Zoe as she said this, and I wondered if she felt inadequate being the baby’s sole parent. But to my mind, she was doing a wonderful job. “Once I started junior high, though, he got busier. And by high school, he started seeing another woman and he didn’t have a lot of time for me.”

      That sucked. My dad had been just the opposite—paying absolutely zero attention to me when I was little, only giving me the time of day when I hit ten or eleven and started showing some interested in the family corporation. “I can’t imagine anyone ignoring you.”

      Penny gave a crooked little smile. “And yet there’s been a long list.”

      “Morons,” I said, tempering my word usage in light of the baby who was tugging on my tee shirt.

      “That mostly sums it up,” Penny said, but she didn’t seem to want to talk about it. “So if your dad didn’t take you on picnics, who did?”

      “Mostly nannies. If you think I’m not the outdoorsy type, you should meet my mother.” I winced as soon as I said it—that was not the direction I wanted this conversation to go in.

      “Tell me about her.”

      Incredible.

      “She’s just your typical mother. Kind of a socialite. Did all things the wife of a wealthy man is supposed to do. Charity events. Being on the board of various organizations. Hosting teas and whatnot.”

      “I can’t even imagine,” Penny said, running her palms up and down her shins. The pink polish on her toes peaked through the bottom of her long jeans.

      “It’s a pretty different life from a single mom,” I agreed. “But at least you know your baby.”

      “I’m sure she knew you,” Penny said, likely because she couldn’t imagine a mother behaving any differently.

      “The nannies did.”

      Fortunately, Penny let the subject drop. Much like Zoe’s head was starting to drop, too. She was leaning against me, her little hat drooping down her slumped head. “Is she asleep?”

      Penny squinted in the sunlight. “Getting there.” She crawled forward and picked up her daughter, one hand resting on my hip as she pushed herself up. Heat radiated from her touch, even through my khakis. It made me want more—so much more.

      Instead, I watched as Penny expertly arranged Zoe in the little car seat. It was like a little cradle, and it had an awning of sorts that Penny pulled over the baby’s head. I sat up to help hold down the cheap little tarp so that Penny could sit back down again. “Did I mention my old picnic blanket was a lot sturdier than this one?”

      “Yes, you did. Could it leap tall buildings in a single bound, too?” Penny grinned at me when she said it.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Where is it now?”

      I thought about it for a minute. “Probably at the house.”

      “The house you grew up in?”

      “Yeah. My mother still lives there.”

      “Here in town?”

      “Not too far away,” I said, uncomfortable now. Why did getting to know someone better require telling them stuff?

      “How often do you… I mean, do you ever… visit her?”

      “Sometimes,” I said. I think the last time had been three months ago. “I go over there and we have tea. We’re both trying, but, well, she was never a very good mother, and I know I was a crappy son.”

      “Why do you think that?” Penny said, scooting closer. Talk about mixed feelings. On the one hand, anything that got her closer was good. On the other, this was definitely not what I wanted to be talking about.

      A gust of wind made the red checkered plastic blow up, smacking the side of the car seat where Zoe slept. With a roll of my eyes, I stretched out on my side again, flattening the flimsy plastic as I went. Then I took a chance and patted the area in front of me, looking up at Penny. “If you lay on your side, too, we can whip this so-called picnic blanket into shape.”

      She stared down at me for a minute, as if weighing several options. Finally, she nodded and lowered herself in front of me. After a moment of scooting, she was on her side, her head propped up by her hand. We were eye-to-eye. We were horizontal. This was definitely a step in the right direction.

      Her hair draped over her hand, and I longed to reach out and smooth it away from her face. But her deep brown eyes were vivid on mine, and I knew she hadn’t forgotten what we’d been talking about before the tarp tried to take flight. “Why do you think you were a bad son?”

      “I just was,” I said, displaying none of the verbosity that I usually possessed as CEO of a large company. “Both my parents were distant when I was a child. My mom was busy being a society wife. My dad was always at work, or on business trips. Neither one paid me a bit of attention. Then, when I got a little older, things… changed with my mother. She changed. And then she started to try to build a relationship with me, but it was too late.”

      “Because she’d ignored you so much before?”

      “Yeah. They both had, but I kind of… chose my father. I was good in school, especially with math, and I got interested in the corporation. I used to beg my father to take me to Hollister Holdings when I’d see him—which wasn’t often. My mother got her life together at about the same time I chose my father over her. He was never very parental, but he seemed glad I was interested in the family business, in carrying on the family tradition.”

      Penny reached to and touched my hand. Then without conscious thought, we were holding hands. I was surprised she’d initiated this. Surprised, but pleased. Warmth shimmered up my arm and I couldn’t help it. I wanted to touch her more. All over. Sometime when we weren’t in public though I didn’t know when that could be.

      Instead, we held hands as we talked about my least favorite subject in the world.

      “Are you and your mom okay now?”

      “Not really,” I said honestly. How could we be after what I’d done to her? “My mother tried to make up for her distance when I was a kid, but I never really gave her a second chance.” My dad had been just as distant, yet him—the ruthless business man, the philanderer, the world’s least involved father—I’d forgiven. But my mother? I’d let down when she needed me most.

      I sighed. “We try. We talk every so often. We pretend to have a normal mother/son relationship. Maybe someday, all that pretending will become the real thing.”

      “I hope so,” Penny said. Behind her, Zoe gurgled in her sleep, and Penny tugged her hand free and flipped onto her other side so she could check on her baby. “Are you okay, little Myshka?”

      “What’s that?” I asked, distractedly. My eyes were instantly drawn to the back of her tight jeans.

      “Just something my father used to call me when I was young. It means Little Mouse, I think, in his native Russian.”

      “I didn’t know your dad was from Russia.” Her shirt had ridden up, and I could see the way the jeans molded to her sweet rear. Goodness, I wanted her. All of her. That gorgeous body, yes, but the rest of her, too. There was just something about her that drew me to her.

      After a brief, internal battle, I let myself be drawn in, scooting over so that I was behind her.

      “He came to the U.S. as a boy,” she said, and then froze as she felt my presence at behind her. Tentatively, I put my hand on her hip, and she moved back against me, nestling against me. I was sure if it was a conscious or reflective action, but hey, I’d take it.

      Lightly, I stroked my hand over her hip, feeling the warmth of her press against me. Penny’s head was resting on her outstretched arm, and I lowered my nose to her tawny blonde hair and inhaled deeply. She also smelled like baby powder, but something else, as well. Something a little spicy and exciting.

      Penny’s only respond was to tilt her head back, and suddenly I had access to her bare throat. I kissed her there lightly, the feel of her smooth skin against my lips shooting a jolt of electricity through my body. Straight to my loins.

      “Is this okay?” I spoke in her ear and then tugged at her earlobe with my teeth.

      “I don’t know,” Penny whispered back.

      “Does it feel okay?”

      “Yes.”

      Snaking my hand down across her stomach, I pulled her closer to me. “It feels more than just okay to me.”

      “Me too.”

      Her voice was so quiet it was hard to hear. So I abandoned that sense and just enjoyed the feel for her body nestled against mine. The scent of her hair under my nose. The taste of the skin of her neck and earlobe. This afternoon that had started as an innocent picnic was fast becoming something far different. I should’ve held back, but there was no way. I was too far gone. I’d been too far gone when it came to Penny for a long dang time now.

      She squirmed slightly, and I eased back, feeling my cock grow, hoping she hadn’t noticed. But her mind was on other things. “It’s just that you’re my—“

      “I know I’m your boss. But does that have to mean this could never work?”

      “And I have a baby,” she said, her voice as soft as a sigh.

      “I know. I can see her.”

      “It just… it’s complicated.” Her stomach tightened under my palm, and I enjoyed the feeling of my body surrounding hers. Cuddling and spooning after sex had never really been my thing, but I could see the appeal now. Even fully clothed, the feeling of her body pressed against mine was amazing.

      Nuzzling her hair aside with my nose, I rested my cheek lightly on top of hers. “Couldn’t we try, though? I know it’s complicated, but can’t we at least give it a shot?”

      She was silent, so I continued on. “I think about you all the time. Do you ever think about me?”

      If she said she didn’t, I was going to strangle myself with that flimsy rear picnic blanket. But instead, she breathed out a small sigh, and said, “Yes.”

      Thank goodness. I still wasn’t sure how hung up she was on her ex-husband. A couple of times over the past few weeks, I’d gotten the feeling she’d been looking at me and thinking of someone else. Maybe comparing us. But I wanted her to see only me. To feel only me.

      I pressed against her stomach as I leaned back, pulling her onto her back next to me. My arm was under her head as she looked up at me. “But how can we—?”

      “We’ll take things slow. Figure it out. But I know what the first step is.”

      “What—“ she said, and then my lips met hers, pressing firmly against them. I stroked her side with my free hand as I swallowed her questions.

      It was every bit as good as I’d imagined. Her mouth parted as she relaxed into the kiss, and I stroked my tongue over her upper lip then her lower one. The heat from her body seared me as she flicked her tongue inside my mouth, too. I lowered my hand, caressing her hip, sliding underneath her rear, and she bent her leg, drawing her knee up, letting me cup her more fully.

      Penny moaned, the vibrations tickling my lips, and I answered by deepening the kiss, claiming her mouth. The fact that we were in a public park surrounded by other picnickers didn’t matter at all. The fact that we had a tiny chaperone didn’t matter either—until a cry washed over us.

      Penny was out from under me and attending to her baby in a heartbeat. I groaned at the abrupt end to the kiss, but she was a mom. It was instinctual—in most mothers, anyway. Besides, I was pretty dang sure, from the way she’d responded, that she’d been enjoying herself. Thoroughly.

      “She lost her binky.”

      “Her what?” It was difficult to refocus on normal, everyday things.

      “Her pacifier.”

      After a short search made more difficult by the flapping plastic blanket, I found it and jogged over to a water fountain to wash it off. When I got back, Penny was packing up the rest of the food, and the flimsy plastic cloth was trying to take flight again. Suddenly pissed, I yanked it off the ground and wadded it up, throwing it in a nearby trash can. “I’ll buy you a new one.”

      Penny grinned up at me as she fixed Zoe’s sock. She was still in a good mood. “I somehow doubt that the CEO of Hollister Holdings is going to waste time tracking down a decent picnic blanket.”

      “Well you’re wrong, because he is.” I carried Zoe’s car seat as we headed back toward my SUV. “We’ll go right now,” I said, even though I had no idea what kind of store sold picnic blankets. Vera would know, and she was on speed dial.

      “Why get a new one?”

      “Penny, that thing had the thickness of one-ply toilet paper.”

      “No, I mean, why not get your old one? You said your house wasn’t too far from here.”

      “Former house,” I said, stalling for time. It was only a few miles from here, but it was the last direction I wanted to head in.

      “So you should get it. It seems like it was one of your few good associations from childhood.”

      “I’ll just buy a new one.”

      “Where?”

      Incredible. I still had no clue.

      Penny finally got Zoe’s car seat buckled in the back and climbed into the passenger seat. “Whatever you want to do,” she said, shooting me in a challenging grin. “But I enjoyed that picnic. Especially the end of it. Seems if we had a nice sturdy blanket we could do that more often.”

      Her grin was playful. Teasing. And a playful, teasing Penny was not something I got to see often enough.

      “Let’s go get the blanket,” I said.
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      Oh my goodness.

      Blake’s childhood home was a mansion. A freaking mansion. I hadn’t even begun to get over the shock of his kiss when he sprung this new one on me. Because we’d pulled up in the circular drive of an honest-to-god palace. It looked like the multimillion dollar home a Hollywood A-lister would have. Or a former president. And his mother really lived here alone?

      “I’ll just be a minute,” Blake said.

      I didn’t mind. He obviously didn’t have the best of relationships with his mother, and it was far too early for him to introduce me to her. Just the thought of that made me slightly queasy. Were we… dating now? That night he’d taken me to the Italian restaurant had felt like a date. That made this picnic a second date. And a first kiss.

      Shivers of pleasure ran through my body as I remembered his kiss. I still didn’t see how this could work out. He was my boss. And more importantly, he wasn’t my baby’s father. But his kiss had been magic. I’d forgotten everything else. I hadn’t wanted it to ever end.

      I shouldn’t have done it. What did it say about me that I let my boss kiss me? But he was right, I had been thinking about him. A lot. Almost as much as Zorro.

      Was Jana right? Was it time to let go of old dreams and move on? I wasn’t sure, but I’d better figure it out quickly. Blake seemed very clear on what he wanted. Me.

      That part didn’t make much sense to me, either. Okay, I wasn’t ugly, but could have had to have his pick of beautiful women. I wasn’t sure why he wanted one that came with so much baggage.

      And speaking of baggage, I needed to get at the stuff in the back seat because Zoe was fussing. I picked her up and reached into the freezer bag I’d brought the food in until I found a small bottle of juice. I’d only given her that a couple of times since she’d hit the six-month mark, but I didn’t want to nurse her right now. Blake would be back out in a minute, and he might be uncomfortable if I were doing that in the front seat next to him. Though he’d come along way. His face no longer turned beet red when he mentioned pumping or nursing.

      Balancing my sleepy little girl on my hip, I held the sippy cup up to her. Her little hands struggled to hold the cup while I supported its base. This was still new for her. Together, we managed to tilt the cup enough for her to get her first sip. Her eyes widened. It was strawberry lemonade, a new flavor for her.

      Zoe looked at me, her mouth a little “O” of shock. She was so cute that I giggled. That made her giggle, too, and she threw her hands up, catching me of guard. The lid of the sippy cup hit me in the chin and instinctively, I jerked my head back. That’s when the lid came off and the pink liquid cascaded down my pale blue tee shirt.

      I was drenched.

      And sticky.

      And fresh out of options. I knew I wasn’t ready to meet Blake’s mother—if she was even home—but I couldn’t climb back into his gleaming SUV. It had probably cost more than I’d ever made in my entire life.

      It was intimidating, knocking on the humongous double doors of the most palatial home I’d ever seen. And also difficult because Zoe was being squirmy, and I was trying to keep her from the sticky mess on my shirt.

      After my third knock, Blake was there, filling the doorway with his body. Not looking too pleased to see us. I wondered if he and his mother had been talking and it put him in a bad mood. I didn’t have to wonder for long, because Zoe let out a squeal of excitement at the site of him, and then I saw him glance over his shoulder.

      “Blake, who is it?” An elegant, refined voice emerged from inside the house.

      Reluctantly, Blake stepped aside, and I rushed to explain. “I’m sorry, but I tried to give her juice, and she’s not good with the sippy cup yet, and it got all over me, and I just need to—”

      A tall, slim, impeccably dressed woman appeared at the door. She wore heels, a dress with a matching jacket, pearls—she looked every bit the high society wife Blake claimed she used to be. Her hair was dark, wavy, and fell in artful swirls just below her ears.

      “Blake, where are your manners? Invite them in.”

      Blake stepped back even farther, gesturing inside. His smile didn’t quite meet his eyes. I could tell he wasn’t thrilled with introducing us to his mother, but what could I do? I really didn’t want to mess up his car. It was so pristine it looked as if he’d just driven it off the lot yesterday.

      And speaking of pristine… wow. My goodness. The entryway to the Hollister house was like a museum. There was a marble archway and a chandelier that would have put the one from The Phantom of the Opera to shame. But the museum theme prevailed. All around were paintings, vases, and sculptures. Even Zoe was looking around in awe, and she didn’t have much to compare this to. But when she clutched at my wet shirt, I was reminded of why I was here.

      “I’m sorry to barge in on you,” I said to Blake’s mother. “But if I could just use your restroom for a minute—”

      “Not at all, my dear,” his mother said smoothly, moving forward. “Blake, you should have told me you had friends with you. No need to leave them out in the car.” The words should have sounded reproachful, but instead they sounded a little… lonely. No matter what had happened between those two in the past, I couldn’t imagine a life in which my only child and I weren’t close.

      Blake’s voice was formal when he spoke. He sounded nothing like the man who’d had his body wrapped around mine a half hour ago. “Mother, this is my friend, Penny. Penny, this is my mother, Ellen. And this little girl who has a lot to learn about drinking juice is Zoe.”

      “So nice to meet you,” Ellen said, looking from me to Zoe and back again.

      “You too, Mrs. Hollister.” Though I wished I were meeting her under different circumstances. Like, for instance, when Blake truly wanted me to. And when I wasn’t wearing a soaking wet shirt. “If I could just use the restroom for a moment, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “Of course, dear. It’s just down the hall to the right.”

      “Thank you.” Then I looked at Blake. “Would you mind holding her, just for a minute?”

      The look on his face would have been amusing in any other situation. It was pure terror. It dawned on me then that I’d seen him hold her hand. Wave toys in front of her. And he’d let her lean against him today. But could this confident, successful man actually be afraid to hold her? If so, I didn’t want to embarrass him, especially not in front of his mother. “It’s okay, I can just—“

      Ellen cut in. “Don’t be silly, I’ll hold her. You go get cleaned up.”

      “Are you sure? She didn’t get too sticky, but she still…”

      “Of course. Come here, sweet little girl.”

      Zoe went willingly into Ellen’s arms, her sunhat falling off. Blake scooped it up, folded it, and put it in his pocket.

      “Oh, aren’t you a little sweetheart,” Ellen continued, bouncing Zoe on her hip. “You look just like Blake did when he was a baby. Same dark eyes, same brown hair…“ She paused and then let out an anguished cry. “My…oh, my heavens.”

      I’d taken a few steps down the hall, but I turned back. Had Zoe spit up? Or pulled Ellen’s hair? Her precisely made-up face was pale, and I sprung back, my arms outstretched. She looked as if she were about to drop my baby girl. She was staring at Zoe, looking stricken as if she’d seen a ghost. Her mouth hung open. What on earth was wrong?

      “Mother?” Blake said, also reaching out. “Are you all right?”

      One tear, then two ran down Ellen’s face. Her hands trembled, but then she hugged Zoe tightly to her chest. She looked up at her son, and her voiced trembled. “You should have told me.”

      I was at her side now, trying to ascertain what was wrong, but she held Zoe in a firm grasp, hugging her tightly.

      “Told you what?” Blake asked.

      More tears streaked down Ellen’s face yet her eyes were full of joy.

      “You should have told me I’m a grandmother.”
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      What?

      Nothing made sense as I stared at Ellen. Did she really think that Zoe was Blake’s child? But he’d introduced us as being his friends.

      My gaze met Blake’s. He looked as puzzled as I was, along with a note of panic.

      “Mother—“

      “You should have told me,” Ellen said, patting Zoe on the back and swaying slightly. Zoe, for her part, looked perfectly content in Ellen’s arms.

      “Mother, I—she—“

      “I know we’re not close,” Ellen said, her voice shaking.

      Suddenly, I wished I were somewhere else. She didn’t need a perfect stranger intruding on her private emotions. But the moment I tried to step back, she reached out her free arm. “My dear girl… you have no idea how happy I am to meet you. You and this beautiful little girl. My first grandchild.”

      “Mrs. Hollister…” My attempt at setting her straight trailed off as Ellen looped her free arm around my neck, pulling me closer.

      “Please, call me Ellen. We’re family now.”

      Once I was at Ellen’s side, I shot Blake a panicky look. “Do something,” I mouthed.

      But Blake seemed stunned. Finally, he tried again. “Mother, we have to talk.”

      “Of course we do. I want to know everything about you.” This last part was directed at me. The gratitude in Ellen’s eyes did nothing to quell the panic inside me.

      “Mother, Penny has to go clean up.”

      Ellen chuckled, a watery sound through her happy tears. “I’m sorry, Penny, I was so excited I forgot.”

      “You go ahead,” Blake told me. “And my mother and I will have a talk.”

      Nodding, I set off down the hall. Thank goodness I wouldn’t have to be here when he told his mother the truth. The joy in her eyes was almost painful to behold.

      As I did my best to rinse the sticky strawberry lemonade off my shirt in the largest, most ornate bathroom I’ve ever been in, I thought about what Ellen had said about Zoe looking like Blake. All babies did look similar to a certain extent, but I’d never noticed any similarity. I suppose Ellen had seen what she wanted to see. She didn’t have the best relationship with her son, so she saw Zoe as a fresh start. It was a shame it wasn’t true—she seemed to be really trying. Despite the way she’d treated Blake when she was a young trophy wife, she seemed to genuinely want to be close to him now.

      There was a knock at the door and a woman who introduced herself as a housekeeper handed me a pale coral-colored shirt. Gratefully discarding my damp tee shirt, I pulled the soft fabric over my head. It was cashmere and had a scoop neck. When I looked in the mirror, it fit me perfectly. Moreover, if you ignored my jeans, it made me look almost like I belonged here in this fancy house. Not completely, but almost.

      Since I didn’t know how much time Blake needed, I dawdled, fixing my hair, doing my best to freshen up. I hadn’t even grabbed my purse out of the car, so I didn’t have any makeup. Still, I did what I could.

      When I figured enough time had passed, I headed out. Even though I knew she was in good hands, I was eager to see Zoe again. Plus, she’d need to nurse again soon.

      No one was in the entryway anymore, but I followed a huge staircase up, hearing voices as I went. I finally found Blake and Ellen in a beautifully decorated sitting room. It was almost as large as Blake’s office, but the sofa Ellen was sitting on as she bounced Zoe on her knee looked comfy enough.

      Ellen smiled as I neared. “That shirt looks lovely on you, my dear.” She was happy. She was still happy. Uh-oh.

      Turning, I cocked an eyebrow at Blake and caught him in the act of checking out the cashmere shirt, as well. He seemed to like the way it looked too, judging by the appreciative look on his face. But now was not the time.

      I cleared my throat, and his eyes shot to my face. His expression changed as he caught my silent question. He shrugged helplessly, tilting his head toward his blissfully joyful mother.

      Oh my goodness. He hadn’t told her? But he had to. She had to know. It was going to crush her, but she couldn’t go on believing that Zoe was her flesh and blood. This had gone on too long already.

      Steeling myself, I sat down on the sofa. “Mrs. Hollister, we need to talk.”

      “Yes, we do. And please, call me Ellen.” Her smile radiated warmth as she turned to me. “I want to know everything. When was she born? How much did she weigh? Does she sleep through the night? Tell me everything.”

      Her eyes were watery as she hugged my little girl to her again. The woman was so palpably happy. When was the last time I’d made anyone that happy?

      I was beginning to see why Blake was having a hard time telling her the truth.
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      “These cookies are amazing… Ellen.”

      I could tell that Penny wasn’t comfortable with calling my mother by her first name, but it seemed minor compared to the lie I was forcing my personal assistant to participate in. Penny was sitting next to my mother, nursing Zoe, wearing my mother’s shirt pushed up over her breast, the filmy scarf wrapped around her not hiding much of anything.

      Just that one sentence was enough to keep me in therapy for years. First, there was the fact that my mother thought I had a child. A baby. Me. The man who’d been faithfully using condoms since he was fifteen.

      Then there was the fact that Penny looked super-hot in my mother’s shirt. It hugged her curves in all the right places and until she’d whipped out a breast, I hadn’t been able to stop staring at her. But if there were ever a mood killer, it was being in the same room with your mother and the exposed breast of the woman you were lusting after.

      Penny, for her part, seemed perfectly comfortable nursing in front of a strange woman and answering her many, many questions about the baby. True, from time to time she shot me a look, clearly demanding that I come clean, but all in all, it looked like she was having a pleasant afternoon. Zoe certainly was. She’d been delighted to meet my mother. Unbelievable.

      While the women in the room were having a nice time, I was in hell. I shouldn’t have let this go on for so long, but… I’d never, ever seen my mother that happy. That content. Before Penny knocked on the door, we’d chatted. Stiffly. Formally. Neither of us knowing how to bridge the gulf—the years—between us. And then Zoe had done that effortlessly. I should have set my mother straight right away, but I hadn’t. And now I just couldn’t.

      I was paying the price, now. This was a nightmare. Especially when my mother used a word I’d never heard her say before. The “w” word. What the heck?

      “It was small. Just a few members of his family and some of our friends,” Penny said.

      Ellen look shocked. “Your father didn’t even come to your wedding?”

      My mother was asking Penny about her wedding to her ex-husband? Holy trash, how had they gotten on that topic?

      I stood on near the fireplace, leaning against the mantle, drinking a glass of scotch and listened to the most unlikely conversation I could imagine.

      “He was on a trip. With his new family.” Despite the absurdity of this situation, my heart went out to Penny. She’d had such rotten luck in life so far. First her dad then her chicken-rubbish ex-husband running out on her.

      “I’m so sorry, my dear.” Ellen patted Penny on the shoulder. My mother. Being physically affectionate. Aside from a few air kisses, I don’t think she’d touched me in years. Had she wanted to and I’d kept her at arm’s length? That sounded like something I’d do. “Was it in a church?”

      “Yeah. A super small one. Not even an organ, just a piano.”

      “Oh, you poor dear. I bet you looked beautiful in your dress. You’ve got such fair skin. You deserved a wedding in the finest of churches with a full pipe organ.”

      Penny smiled at my mother. “Actually, I always thought it would be nice to have a wedding outdoors. In a garden somewhere.”

      Ellen’s eyes lit up. “Oh yes, on a glorious summer day. That would be lovely. I’m on the board of the botanic gardens, and there are weddings there all summer long.”

      To my horror, Penny was warming to the theme. How on earth could two women so different be gushing over weddings? The X-chromosome was a complete and total mystery to me.

      “… and instead of cut flowers that would die, there would be flower beds all over. And maybe a fountain. I love the sound of running water.”

      “And a string quartet,” Ellen suggested.

      “And all the women would wear sundresses.”

      “Oh, that sounds beautiful, my dear.”

      Goodness, maybe those two should get married.

      Penny smiled and then I dutifully looked away as she shifted Zoe to the other side. As I poured myself more scotch, I wondered how this day had gone off the rails so completely. There was only one way to get it back on track, and that was to tell my mother the truth.

      But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. I’d let my mother down when she needed me the most, and I just couldn’t crush her again, not when she seemed so happy.

      I’m not sure if it made me less of a mongrel or more of one, but I just couldn’t do it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the car again, Penny was silent as I exited my mother’s neighborhood. I was too, but I knew it couldn’t last.

      Finally, she spoke. “You should have—“

      “I know.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      I thought about it as I drove. It was getting darker, and I was extra vigilant, very much aware of the tiny little life in the back seat. “She wasn’t the greatest mother, but then again, I wasn’t the greatest son. I let her down when she needed me most, and we’ve never gotten past that. Today when she saw Zoe and thought she was mine—it made her so happy. I’ve never seen her that happy. Not even close. I know it’s selfish, but I didn’t want to destroy that.”

      I put my blinker on and made a right turn. I was taking the backroads to Penny’s place. We definitely needed to talk. “She wasn’t even mad.”

      “About what?” Penny asked.

      “About how I supposedly have a six-month-old baby and didn’t tell her.”

      “Oh. She wasn’t mad about me, either.”

      “Why would she be mad at you?”

      “That I had a baby and wasn’t married. I get looks from older people sometimes. women especially. Your mom wasn’t like that.”

      Mom. I thought about that word for a minute. Had I ever called Ellen that? It was always mother or her first name. Penny was a mom. Ellen was a mother. But maybe being a grandma was halfway in between.

      “The thing is, I don’t know… but maybe this is kind of a fresh start. A way to let go of some of the old guilt. On both sides. Aren’t babies supposed to represent a new beginning?” Or was that just the New Year’s baby? This was new territory for me.

      “But it’s not real. Even if you two do become closer, won’t you just lose that again when she finds out the truth?”

      Penny was right, but it didn’t matter. “This is the only things I’ve ever done for her that makes her happy. She needs this, especially after—“

      “What?” Penny demanded, twisting around in her seat. “You said that she was distant when you were a child. That sounds like reason enough to have a difficult relationship for her. Why do you insist that this is your fault?”

      “Because it is.” Frustrated, I pulled over, parking between streetlights, tree branches overhead. “I chose my dad. Neither one of them were good parents when I was young, but I gave my father another shot. I didn’t give her one. And it nearly cost her everything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Realizing I was clenching the steering wheel tightly enough to snap it in two, I eased back. Could I tell her this? I’d never told anyone, not even Ryan.

      Beside me, I could sense Penny waiting, but giving me space.

      “It happened when I was eleven.” A sigh followed my words. Could that actually be relief I was feeling? Maybe I needed to share this with someone more than I knew. If only Penny wouldn’t hate me for it afterward.

      “I said my mother was distant, but it wasn’t just that. She also drank. Quite a bit, actually. That wasn’t all that uncommon among high society wives, but eventually, my mother developed a real problem. Years later, I realized how hard it must have been for her. She came from a middle-class family, and got married when she was nineteen. She must have been bowled over by my father’s force of will. It’s not difficult to imagine her losing herself to the role she was supposed to play. Going along with his wishes. Doing the dutiful wife thing while he hired nannies to take care of me.”

      Penny reached over and squeezed my hand.

      “I didn’t understand that at the time, but I have a buddy, Nico, and his wife is going through something similar. He’s a minor celebrity over in Europe, and the pressure she faces, from the press, from society expectations… She’s got Nico to support her, but my father never supported my mother. I was just a kid, though. I never thought about that kind of thing.”

      “Of course you didn’t.”

      “One morning, my mother came into my room. She had this strange look in her eyes. Like she’d had a realization. She spoke quickly, her words running together. She said we were going on a trip. Just her and me for a week, a month. However long it took, she said. She told me to pack a bag and we’d leave right away.”

      I paused, thinking about the way her hands had been jittery. At the weird light in her eyes. She’d wanted that more than anything. Why hadn’t I just said okay and packed a suitcase? But I hadn’t.

      “My father had promised to take me to Hollister Holdings that day. I loved going there more than anything. So I told her no, I couldn’t. And that afternoon after we left, my mother overdosed and was rushed to the hospital.”

      “Oh Blake,” Penny said, her voice troubled. “I’m so sorry, but it wasn’t your—“

      “Yes, it was,” I said firmly. “I should have seen how much it meant to her. Later, I found out that it had been a combination of alcohol and the prescription meds she was taking. Not sure if it was on purpose or not, but it was clearly a cry for help, either way. But by then it was too late. My father put my mother in a rehab program after that, and I didn’t see her for six months.”

      “Six months in which you felt terribly guilty,” Penny said quietly. “My heart aches for that little boy.”

      “That little boy doesn’t deserve your sympathy. He chose wrong, plain and simple. After my mom was taken away, my father showed his true colors. Brought his mistresses by the house. Left me with the housekeeper for days on end. My father must have been impossible for my mother to live with, and I never even realized how miserable she was. Not until it was too late.”

      Penny was silent for a moment, holding my hand. “What happened when she came back?”

      “Nothing. Ellen was through with drinking, but she was a shell of her former self. And we had nothing to say to each other. I’d let her down when she needed me most, and we could never get past that. Years later, after I became an adult, we tried to reclaim a more normal mother/son relationship, but it never worked. Until she saw Zoe.”

      Tears poured down Penny’s face—yet another part of the X-chromosome package that I would never understand.

      Then she did something else I didn’t understand. Despite my story—despite my revealing the worst of myself—she leaned over and kissed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Penny

        

      

    
    
      It was pretty surreal, but Ellen was turning out to be a fantastic fake grandmother. On the Monday after meeting her, she sent over a gift basket that contained baby blankets, diapers, toys, books—tons of books—and more. It had been me feel horribly guilty but also, in a weird way, touched.

      “How so?” Blake asked when I told him about it on Tuesday. We were having lunch in his private suite again. Zoe was asleep on the bed. She usually didn’t nap at this time of the day, but apparently the excitement of having more babies at the nursery had worn her out. Certainly Pat and his assistant had looked a little bit less energetic when I’d dropped in earlier.

      “Well... poor Zoe kind of missed out a bit in the family department. There aren’t a whole lot of people in the world who care about her. There’s me, Jana, Hazel, Pat…” Was it my imagination or did his face darken when I mentioned Pat? Weird. “You, and now Ellen.”

      “Glad I made the list,” Blake said, his voice gruff.

      “Your mother has also texted me twice, too, asking about Zoe. I sent her some pictures.”

      “You did?” Blake paused with a bite of salmon halfway to his mouth. Today he’d ordered food from a nearby seafood restaurant.

      “Yes,” I said patiently. “Because she thinks Zoe’s her granddaughter. Because we let her think that.”

      “I know, but, when I was a baby, she knew I was her flesh and blood and never seemed that attentive.”

      “She’s different now. You are too.”

      “I would hope so. Women dig guys who know how to tie their shoes and pour their own milk on their cereal.”

      I laughed. “You just figured out my secret turn-ons.”

      It was a joke, but Blake cocked an eyebrow at me. “The first two aren’t exactly worthy of a letter to Penthouse, but I’m listening. Tell me more.”

      I laughed again—something I was doing more and more of in his presence. Even though he was the big boss, even though he looked as hot as a Hollywood celebrity, I was becoming more comfortable with him. Spending this much time together, it would have been hard not to.

      “Seems like that’s something you should be able to figure out on your own.” I never would have said something so flirty if my baby had been awake, but since she was out of it, I was feeling bolder. Not that she understood me, but still.

      “I’d love to.” Blake’s voice was low and husky, but thinking of Zoe pulled me back to the issue at hand.

      “You can’t let her do this.”

      “Who?”

      “Your mother,” I said, and Blake groaned.

      “Are we ever going to have time to focus on you and instead of my mother or your daughter?”

      “Not until we straighten this out. It’s cruel, Blake. When you mother finds out that Zoe isn’t your daughter, she’s going to be crushed. We can’t go on letting her think that.”

      “Why not? It’s making her happy. Happier than I’ve ever seen her.”

      “But what happens when she finds out?”

      “Who says she has to?” Blake was staring past me now, looking in the general direction of my sleeping baby. “You said before that Zoe doesn’t have enough family. Enough people who care about her. I care. I care about both of you. Even though I’m not her father, couldn’t I be a part of her life?”

      I gaped at Blake, completely surprised. Was this really the man that my coworkers said was a complete and total playboy? A perpetual Peter Pan type who could be serious at work but only out for a good time in his personal life? And yet… I’d never really seen that side of him. Maybe he’d already been changing when he met me. And my sweet little girl.

      Still, this wasn’t right. I wanted a dad for Zoe, more than anything, but it needed to be for the right reasons. Because he loved me. Loved us. Not because his mother had mistakenly thought that he was the father.

      “Blake, that’s very… generous. And kind. But… it doesn’t work like that.”

      “Why not?” Now he looked directly at me and his rich, chocolate-colored eyes seemed to strip away my secrets.

      “Because we’ve barely begun to figure out what we mean to each other. We’re at the beginning of a… a…”

      “A relationship. See? I can say the word. Why can’t you?”

      “I can. And I want that.” I said the words, and they were partly true, but not entirely. Some stupid, hopelessly naive corner of my mind still hoped that Zorro would show up, claim his love for me and my baby, and we’d live happily ever after. “But this can’t work.”

      “Give me one reason.”

      “Because we’re still getting to know each other. Because it’s not fair to your mom to make her believe a lie. Because you can’t even pick up the baby.”

      His mouth morphed into what could best be described as a pout. He looked so put out that I took a bite of salad to mask the urge to smile. “She likes you. She’d like to be held by you. Babies aren’t as fragile as you seem to think they are.”

      “You sound like the instructor the other night.”

      Blake’s voice was sullen, and for some reason, it struck me as adorable. “What instructor?”

      “For the infant CPR course. Vera told me about it, and I went.”

      “You did?” Suddenly, the urge to chuckle at his pouting fled entirely. He’d really done that?

      “Yeah, well, when you started bringing Zoe in here for lunch, I thought about graduating to solid food eventually, and god forbid something would happen… It’s no big deal, it was just two hours. Got a certificate and everything.”

      He’d really done that? For my little girl? “That’s the most thoughtful thing anyone has ever done for her.”

      He raised an eyebrow, some of his normal confidence returning. “The kind of thing a man who wants to be part of her life would do?”

      “Yes,” I said slowly. “Yes, but… it’s a lot more than that. Even being a pro tem parent is a lot of work. You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “So? I’ll learn along the way.”

      “Blake… let’s just tell Ellen. Now, before she gets even more attached. And before Zoe gets old enough to get attached to her.”

      He reached over and took my hand, waiting until I looked into his eyes. “Would you just think about what I said?”

      I sighed. It wasn’t right. It would be accepting a substitute family instead of holding out for a real one. But it had meant a lot that Blake had even offered to take some role in Zoe’s life. I couldn’t let him think I didn’t appreciate that gesture.

      “I’ll think about it.”
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      “Vera, can you come in here for a second?”

      A few moments later, she was sitting across from me in my office. I pulled up a screen on my computer. “What’s this charge for $24,000 for incidentals?”

      Vera made a face that can only be described as disgruntled. And then I knew. “Michelle?”

      “It’s from a jewelry store in Venice.”

      Incredible. This was getting out of hand. Usually, Michelle asked for money during our monthly lunches. Occasionally she contacted Vera. But now she was sending bills directly to the company without even asking? “What did she buy, a gondola?”

      “I believe it’s for a diamond necklace. I can deny the charge.” I couldn’t help notice the way her lips tugged into the hint of a smile. Vera would just love to deny the charge for Michelle’s necklace. It would probably make her day. Or her week.

      I sighed. “No… pay this one from my account, but then no more. And as soon as she’s back in town, bring her in here for a meeting. This has gone on long enough.”

      “Will do.”

      From the gleeful look on Vera’s face, I knew she’d get Michelle in here the second the socialite set foot back in the U.S.

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes, please send Penny back.”

      A few minutes later, a very different woman was sitting across from me. But I had a feeling that once I told Penny why I wanted to speak with her, her resolve would be just as strong as Vera’s.

      I decided to start slowly. “Are you doing anything on Saturday?”

      “No.” She was wearing that cashmere shirt she’d gotten at my mother’s house, and it was distracting. It hugged her generous breasts, nipped in at her waist, and then swelled at her hips. The straight black skirt she paired it with did things to me, too. She really was a beautiful woman. I wished I could buy her fancy clothes and then take her to the best restaurants in town. And then take her home and rip those clothes off her.

      “What did you have in mind?” Penny prompted.

      Incredible, how long had I been staring at her, my mind in the gutter?

      “We’ve been invited to lunch.”

      “Like at that Italian place we sampled? I can see if Jana can babysit.”

      “No, don’t. She’s invited, too.”

      “She is?” Penny looked puzzled. “By who?”

      “My mother. She’s invited the three of us over for lunch. She’s dying to see the baby again.”

      “Blake… you have to tell her.”

      I knew it. I did. But how could I pull the plug on the one time in my life that I hadn’t let my mother down? Part of me knew that Penny was right, but another part of me wondered what the harm was. My mother was happy. I was happy that she was happy. And Penny was wrong if she thought I wasn’t in this for the long haul. I wanted to be a part of her life. Of her daughter’s life. Maybe I didn’t know all that that entailed, but I was willing to find out.

      “She wants to see Zoe so badly. All of us, actually.” That in itself was a shock. True, my mother had been pushing for more of a relationship with me in recent years, but she’d never seemed to be thrilled to see me. Clearly, the addition of a grandchild had changed things. “Please, Penny, it’ll make her so happy. Please do this for her—and for me.”

      A war was going on behind Penny’s eyes. I could see it. I didn’t know where the battle lines were drawn, but I registered the moment my side won.

      “Okay,” she said. “Just this once. But after that… you have to tell her, Blake. You

      just have to. It’s too cruel to let her find out later.”

      I sighed as Penny left. Was destroying my mother’s newfound happiness really the right thing to do? We were finally getting along. Zoe had done that. Zoe and Penny. How could I take that away from her?

      “Ellen, you should eat something. Everything’s delicious.” Penny tried to get my mother to eat a little, but my mother hadn’t let go of Zoe since we arrived. We were sitting on the deck looking over several acres of woods. Earlier, a deer had stepped through the yard. I’d tried to get Zoe to notice it, but her gaze had stayed glued to my finger, not to what I was pointing at. I guess that skill came later.

      Once Penny was done eating the delicate finger sandwiches, it was time for Zoe to nurse. Ellen handed her over with great reluctance, but once Penny was all set up to feed Zoe, my mother asked to speak with me privately.

      “Come up to my room, Blake. There’s something I want to show you.”

      With slight trepidation, I followed her. Had she found out that Zoe wasn’t mine? But she seemed too content for that. As I followed her up a stairwell to the master suite. It dawned on me that I hadn’t been up here since I was a child.

      It hadn’t changed much. Same velvet curtains around the huge master bed. Same dark, imposing wooden furniture. Same stiff chairs she’d bought at Christie’s, that no person in their right mind would find comfortable.

      “I’d offer you a drink, but I don’t keep anything up here anymore.” She pointed to the cabinet my father had used to store his liquor collection

      “No, mother, I’m fine.” As far as I knew, she hadn’t had a drink in nearly two decades, so I wasn’t sure why she was apologizing for not having something to offer me.

      “I could send for something from downstairs.”

      “I’m fine, really.” My mother was pacing, her hands tapping awkwardly at her sides. Was she actually nervous? What on earth was she worried about?

      “Let’s sit,” she said, and I heard it. A slight tremor in her voice as we sat in the high-back chairs by the window. Then she took a deep breath. “I know I wasn’t always there for you, dear.”

      Now I was uncomfortable. It was true, but not what I wanted to dredge up right now. “You did your best.”

      “I did,” she said, “eventually. But not in the beginning. Not when it mattered—when you were young.”

      “But we’re past that now, mother.”

      “Yes, I think we are. Or at least we’re starting to be.”

      “So why bring it up now?” I didn’t want to be rude, but I couldn’t think of any other way to phrase it.

      “Because I don’t want you to make the same mistakes I did.”

      What?

      “With Zoe,” she elaborated. “You’ve done a lot for that little girl. Penny told me about the nursery you made. How grateful she is that she can visit Zoe during the day.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” My words came out more defensively than I meant them to.

      “Nothing’s wrong with it. It was a wonderful thing both for your own daughter and for the children of your employees. But it’s not enough.”

      “Should I build a school, too?”

      “No,” Ellen said, and to my shock, she reached out and took my hand. “That’s not what I meant. You’ve always been generous with your wealth, contributing to charities and helping people out. But babies don’t care about the size of your bank account. Or what you can buy for them. They need attention. They need love. They need physical contact. I’ve never seen you with Zoe in your arms. She’s your daughter, Blake, and she needs you.”

      Gently, I pulled my hand out of Ellen’s grasp and rested my elbows on my thighs, leaning forward. “It’s complicated.”

      “I’m not blind. I can see that you have a complex history with Penny. You don’t have to tell me anything about it, but my instinct is that you and she broke up at some point and that you weren’t around much during Zoe’s first few months. Am I right?”

      I nodded.  She had no idea how accurate that was.

      “That’s all the more reason to make up for lost time. To get to know your daughter and to spend as much time with her as possible. Now that you’ve got that daycare on site, you can go visit her throughout the day, too. Spend time with her. Really get to know her. She needs you.”

      My gaze was on the carpet, but I was listening. My mother didn’t know the whole story, of course, but I’d already told Penny that I wanted to be a part of Zoe’s life. And my mother was telling me how to do that.

      “And you also need to come to terms with how you feel about Penny.”

      Now I did look up. My mother thought Zoe was her grandchild, so it was natural for her to look out for Zoe’s interests. But Ellen had no right to delve into my relationship with Penny.

      “I don’t know why you’re not together now, but I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

      “Mother, I don’t want to talk about this—“

      “And I’ve seen the way she looks at you.”

      Really? That I could stand to hear more about. My interest must have shown on my face, because my mother continued.

      “She cares about you, son. A lot. I would imagine her feelings are a little mixed up at the moment, with you being her boss, and with the responsibility of a baby. But she cares about you. I know she does.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “Then you need to be sure. This is your chance, Blake. To do things right. Better than me. Better than your father. You can have a real family with that wonderful young woman and that sweet, sweet baby. I want you to have something.”

      She got up and went to her dresser. When she returned, she had a small box in her hand.

      My stomach dropped before I even took it from her. “What did you do, mother?”

      “I haven’t done anything. It was my mother’s engagement ring. I want you to have it—just in case.”

      “In case what?” I held the box without looking at it.

      “In case you want to formalize your arrangement with Penny. Be a real family.”

      “Then you should just keep this until that time.” I tried to give her back the box, but she wouldn’t take it.

      “You keep it, son. And I pray that someday you’ll use it.”

      She left the room, staring after me. She wanted me to propose. She thought I was ready for marriage. That showed how little she truly knew about me. No way would I be a good husband for Penny.

      Alone, in my mother’s room, I thought about her words, turning the small, velvet box in my hands. This was not the next step. Not by a long shot. I actually didn’t know what the next step was, but once I figured it out I wanted to take it.

      But it sure wasn’t this.

      Pocketing the box, I headed back downstairs.

      “I can’t eat anymore,” Penny said, waving away Ellen’s offer of another piece of lemon tart.

      “But you didn’t eat much of anything, my dear. Blake had four of those mini-eclairs.”

      “I don’t have Blake’s metabolism,” Penny said, patting her stomach.

      “Nonsense. You’re a beautiful girl.”

      For once, I agreed with my mother.

      But then she stood up and went to the balcony, staring out over the railing. My mother was acting nervous again. Strange that after all these years of not being particularly close, I could read her moods like this. Finally, she turned around.

      “I have something I want to talk to you both about.”

      Penny exchanged a look with me, and I tried not to show my concern, reaching out to adjust Zoe’s sunhat. She was contently nestled against her mother’s chest, blinking sleepily.

      Ellen took a deep breath, and I was suddenly sure that I’d need alcohol to hear whatever she was about to say.

      “It’s not my place to meddle in your affairs,” she began.

      Then don’t, I thought. However, it seemed pretty clear she was going to.

      “But… something came up. An opportunity that seemed too good to pass up. That doesn’t mean you have to take the opportunity. But you should at least consider it.”

      Penny looked as confused as I felt. “What do you mean, Mrs. Hol—I mean, Ellen?”

      My mother wrung her hands together nervously. Again. “I told you that I’m on the board of directors at the botanic gardens. And there was a cancellation. For June tenth. So I reserved it, just in case. It’s so rare to have an opening in June, because it’s the prime season.”

      “Prime season? For what? The flowers?” Penny was confused, but alarm bells were going off in my head.

      “Mother, may I talk to you in private?”

      Ellen wouldn’t look at me. “It’s just such a beautiful time of the year. The pavilion is very sought after. It’s so gorgeous there, with the view of the pond, the flower beds. When I found out there was a cancellation, I just had to grab it. You have no idea how many couples want that spot.”

      “Want that spot for what?” Penny asked.

      “For their weddings,” Ellen said, and Penny’s jaw dropped open.

      “Mother—“

      “I’m not saying you have to take it. I’m just saying if you want to, it’s available. I reserved it. I’m on the board, I can do that,” Ellen spoke in a rush now. “Of course you don’t have to. But if you wanted to, then we could go to my friend Marilyn’s grandson’s restaurant for the reception. He owns a lovely French place. Or we could come back here. Whatever you two want.”

      Penny was speechless for a long moment, and then her face flushed. “You—you’re saying we should—you actually reserved…”

      When she sputtered out, I glared at Ellen. “Mother, we need to talk. Now.”

      I stood up, being careful not to look at Penny. Or Zoe, for that matter. I was fairly certain steam was rising from my ears, and I didn’t want Zoe to see me that way. However, I couldn’t help taking a quick peak at Penny as I strode inside. Her face was still red as she suddenly became very interest in straightening Zoe’s little dress.

      Great. The only people not completely mortified were the baby and my mother.

      This time, it was a different story than the conversation in my mother’s suite. As my mother followed me into the living room, this time I was the one talking. “It wasn’t enough to tell me about the ring, you also had to book the venue? You should have just kept the ring and proposed to Penny yourself. You did everything else.”

      “Don’t be mad, Blake.”

      “Mad? My mother all but proposes to my girlfriend, and I’m not supposed to be mad?” Wait, was Penny my girlfriend? I wanted her to be, but my impulsive mother had skipped over that step and advanced straight to fiancée.

      “I wasn’t trying to meddle, but there was the cancellation, and I had to tell you both about it. Just in case.”

      “Just in case what? In case the only thing that was keeping us from wedded bliss was a location with a frog pond? You just set our relationship back. We’ve barely contemplating being together, and now you’re bringing up marriage. Neither one of us are ready to talk about that.”

      “Well you should be.”

      Ellen’s forcefulness stopped my pacing. I spun around to look at her as she continued. “You have a little girl. A beautiful little girl. She needs a mother and a father.”

      I was furious, but part of me had to admit, it was my own fault. What had started out as a white lie—a kindness to keep my mother happy—had blown up in my face. I’d never expected my mother to get so attached to Zoe and to Penny. Now everything had escalated beyond anything I’d ever anticipated.

      “We’re not ready for that.”

      “Then get ready. Hold your daughter. Cuddle her. And make things right with her mother.”

      “It’s not that simple.” I sank down onto the sofa and put my feet up on the coffee table just to irritate her. Apparently, when my mother got high-handed, it made me revert to my teen-aged self. “I’m not ready. To be a husband. To be a dad.”

      “You are a dad. So you have to be ready, you have no choice.”

      Yes, I did have a choice, but my mother didn’t know that. I wasn’t Zoe’s father, so I could walk away. I didn’t want to, but I could. Trouble was, I didn’t know how to stay, either. “I’m not—I’m no…”

      “What is it?” Ellen came over and placed her hand on the back of the chair.

      “You’re right. Penny deserves a man who can stand by her side. And that’s not me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they’d be better off without me.” And there it was. My old fear that I’d let down any woman I got close to. I’d let down my mother. And my poor Not-Sarah. Heck, the only woman I hadn’t let down yet was Michelle, and that was because all she needed was a regular influx of cash.

      “How can you say that?” Ellen sat in the chair across from me.

      “It’s true,” I said wearily, my hand over my face. “I let you down.”

      “What? No, you didn’t. These past few years when we haven’t been very close—that’s on both of us. Not you. But things are different now. Better. You brought Penny and Zoe into my life, and it’s changed everything. It’s made everything better.”

      She was trying, but she was making me feel worse. Here she thought I’d introduced her to them as a peace-making effort when all I’d wanted was to get a blasted picnic blanket. “That’s not what I mean. I let you down before. When I was a kid. When you… when you were hospitalized.”

      Ellen stiffened, but she rallied quickly. “When I overdosed, you mean.”

      “Yes.” I couldn't look at her. “If I’d just gone with you when you asked…”

      “Blake, that had nothing to do with you. Nothing.”

      “You asked me to come with you, and I didn’t. If I would have—“

      “No. My dear, I never imagined you were even thinking that. It wasn’t your fault. I was so out of it that day. I can admit it now. I was drunk, and I didn’t have a plan. I hadn’t packed a suitcase for myself. I hadn’t even called for a driver. It wouldn’t have made any difference what you did, Blake. I was miserable, and I wasn’t in my right mind.”

      “I should have seen that.”

      “You were just a kid.” A light hand touched my knee. “It wasn’t your job to take care of me, it was my job to take care of you. And I will forever be sorry that I didn’t do that well enough.”

      It’s a cliché to say that a weight was lifted from my shoulders, but it truly felt like it was. I’d never thought it through. What would have happened if I’d said yes, if I’d agreed to go with her. It never occurred to me that it probably would have fizzled out before it even began. Still, I’d always wonder if I could have intervened. Stopped her from mixing the alcohol with her prescriptions.

      “I didn’t know any better then, son. Just as neither one of us knew how to have a relationship until recently. But we do now. That’s more important to me than almost anything. Almost. Because as much as I love feeling closer to you, I’d risk it all just to prevent you from making the same mistakes I did. And that’s what I’m trying to do. I want you and Penny to make things work.”

      “That’s for us to make happen.”

      “I know. But I thought you needed a little help.”

      I groaned as I stood up and returned to Penny. How I was going to face her, I had no idea. But I couldn’t stay mad at my mother.

      She’d just forgiven me for a lot worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Penny

        

      

    
    
      The next few days at work were… strange. Blake was acting weird, looking guilty. As if he were responsible for his mother’s behavior. For my part, I could barely look at him without blushing. We’d barely started dating, and his mother had tried to set a wedding date for us.

      “She meant well,” I told him for the third or fourth time on Wednesday at lunch. “She thinks we’re Zoe’s parents. It's natural for her to think we should be together.”

      “It’s not natural for someone’s mother to book a wedding venue for two people who aren’t getting married.”

      “She was just excited. Don’t be mad at her, Blake. And don’t worry about me. I get it. I’m not expecting you to get down on one knee unless Zoe drops her pacifier.”

      “Which should be in about… forty-five seconds,” Blake said, pretending to look at his watch. But he looked relieved. Perhaps he thought I was some marriage-hungry woman who would overreact at the slightest mention of the “m” word.

      “Your mother cares about you, that’s all.”

      Blake nodded. “Funny how she went from not being much of a part of my life to overbearing in the space of a week. This little girl has that effect on people. Makes them want to be involved.” He said that while waiving a little rubber duck at Zoe, letting her almost catch it before pulling it away.

      “Much better,” I said, since the last thing he’d tried to tease her with was a fork full of broccoli. She’d only sampled a handful of solid foods so far, and broccoli was not high on the list of foods to try next. I had my baby’s back.

      We finished eating and I pulled Zoe onto my lap to nurse. Blake had gotten good at looking only at my face when I did that. It was an improvement. The first few times, he’d pretended to be fascinated by the kitchen appliances the whole time I fed my baby.

      When I was finished, he walked me and Zoe back to the nursery. Once Zoe was in Pat’s arms—and once I’d escaped a little boy named Nate who clung to the leg of anyone who came into the room—we walked back.

      “You’ve got a fan there. Twenty years from now, little Nate is going to date a woman that looks exactly like you.”

      I laughed. “Maybe he’ll date Zoe.”

      “Over my dead body,” Blake said with a possessiveness that warmed my heart. But then he grinned and gave a dismissive wave. “Besides, she can do better.”

      “And I can’t?” Still laughing, I started to reach over and take his hand. At the last moment, I remembered where we were and resisted. Still, it had been close. Blake and I had kissed twice on the day of the picnic, but that had been two weeks ago. Things had been complicated ever since. I wondered when—or if—we were going to get things back on track.

      Apparently, Blake was wondering that, too.

      “So… if you’re free, can you work late with me on Friday?”

      “Work? Late? Friday?” Wow. Way to make a complete sentence. I tried again. “How late?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. A couple of hours. I’ll order us some dinner. We can eat in the suite.”

      Which is what we did every day for lunch, but the nighttime part made it sound different. More intimate. More like a date. We’d already had two nondate dates… was this the third? “Um, sure. I can ask if Jana can babysit.”

      “Sounds good. Or if not, we could ask my mother.”

      Startled I looked up into his eyes. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “You know she’d love to do it.”

      “Yeah… I just feel bad. Because she doesn’t know.”

      “I know. Me too. But that doesn’t change the fact that she’d be thrilled to watch Zoe.”

      She probably would. But it wasn’t right to ask her to do this. She deserved to know the truth. I wish I could make Blake see that.

      “Just let me know” Blake said.

      “Okay.”
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* * *

      “Sure,” Jana said when I called her that evening. “No problem. Got a hot date?”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “Really? With Blake? This date number three. You know what that means.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s probably just another nondate. Like the first two.”

      “Where’s he taking you?” Jana demanded.

      “We’re just working late. In his office.”

      “The office with the bedroom attached to it? Make sure you shave your legs.”

      “Jana! It’s not like that,” I said, but truthfully, I’d already been planning to. Just in case.

      “Here, someone wants to talk to you.”

      Before I had time to wonder who, a familiar voice came on the line. “Hi dear.”

      “Hazel! How are you?” Oh goodness, Jana had implied all that about me sleeping with Blake in front of Hazel?

      “I’m fine. I’m getting out of here tomorrow night.”

      “That’s great! I’ll bring Zoe over as soon as I can. But wait… doesn’t Jana need to be with you on Friday? I can find someone else to watch Zoe.”

      “Don’t be silly, I’ll be fine. Or Jana can bring Zoe over here and watch us both.”

      “I should be there.”

      “No, Penny, you shouldn’t. You should be with Blake.”

      “I still don’t know if it’s a date or not.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said firmly. “You owe it to yourself to find out. And be sure to shave your legs, dear.”

      Blushing, I hung up the phone. As far as Hazel and Jana were concerned, the matter was settled. This was a date.
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* * *

      “Wow, you look nice,” Pat said when I walked into the nursery Friday afternoon.

      “Thanks,” I said quietly. Zoe was sitting up in a crib by the wall, and I knew if she heard my voice, she’d start crying for me.

      A little self-consciously, I smoothed my hands over the burgundy dress I was wearing. I’d borrowed it from Jana, and I’d worn a white sweater over it for most of the day. It was a little fancier than what I usually wore to work. I hoped that Blake would like it as much as Pat seemed to. “I just wanted to let you know that my friend Jana is coming to pick up Zoe today.”

      “No problem,” Pat said, nodding at me to follow him as he opened the small office off the main room. “I’ll just need a little paperwork on that.”

      “What kind?”

      “Just documentation for Zoe’s file. No one can take her out of here unless you’ve added their name to a list and signed it. So only write down people you trust.”

      I sat down at his desk and filled out the form, thinking about Pat’s words.

      People I trusted. That was a short list.
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* * *

      My department was cleared out by five-thirty, but I waited until nearly six to knock on Blake’s door. I’d debated wearing the sweater over my dress. It was rather low-cut at the top, and the narrow sleeves left most of my arms bare. Pus, it was low in the back. But I’d put it on today thinking of him, which meant I should show it to him.

      Blake’s door was closed, which was unusual, but I could see a little light coming from underneath the door.

      I knocked again, the sound oddly formal in the dark hallway.

      The door swept open, and my breath caught in my throat. He was there. In a dark charcoal suit, and he looked amazing. Utterly amazing. The jacket fit his strong arms and broad chest like it had been sewn on him. The pants made his legs look endlessly long. A dark scarlet tie made the crisp white shirt look even brighter than usual. And his face… his eyes… that smile when he looked me over. And appeared to like what he saw.

      Music drifted softly in the background, and the spicy scent of good food was in the air.

      No question about it—this was definitely a date.
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      God, she looked incredible. Did she have any idea? Any clue how good she looked?

      Odds were, she didn’t. Women like Michelle were all about their appearance. Women like Penny were about a lot more than that. About love. Compassion. Kindness. Generosity. And nurturing, in Penny’s case, since she was a mother. I bet she wouldn’t even believe me if I told her how beautiful she looked—but I did anyway.

      “Thank you,” she said, and I was right. She didn’t believe me. I could tell by the way her hands nervously twisted at her side, at her quick downward glance as if to make sure her dress looked okay.

      So I tried again.

      Taking her hand in mine, I brought it to my mouth. I ran her knuckles across my lips, and then kissed her fingers lightly. “You. Look. Beautiful.”

      The blush that rose to her cheeks convinced me that this time she heard me. And could tell that I meant it.

      With her hand still in mine, I led her deeper into my office. Past the conference table. Past my desk. Past anything to do with work. And into the suite.

      Her eyes were wide as she took in the dimmed lights. The candles lining the countertop. The bouquet of white roses on the table set for two. “So… I guess this isn’t a working dinner.” She didn’t sound like she minded too much.

      Taking a step closer, I ran my hand across her back. “You knew it wasn’t… that’s why you wore that dress.”

      I felt, rather than heard, her small intake of air. She didn’t say anything, so I knew I was right. “Dinner’s not quite ready yet. It’s warming in the oven. Any ideas of what we can do until it’s done?” I traced my fingers up and down her bare arm, feeling her shiver in response.

      “No,” she said, her voice a whisper. Her eyes flickered when she looked up at me, reflecting the candlelight.

      “I have an idea.”

      The tremor that made her body quake was a mystery to me. Fear? Longing? Anticipation? The way she bit her bottom lip as she looked up at me made me think it was all of the above.

      I maneuvered her around until she was in my embrace. I pressed her head against my chest and buried my nose in her golden hair. She smelled so good. Clean. Fresh. But with some spiciness underneath that made me crave her. “Do you want to hear my idea?”

      Penny’s brown eyes were huge as she looked up at me. I waited her out, wanting to know her answer. Finally, she nodded.

      “Good. Because I think that while we’re waiting… we should dance.”

      The look on her face was priceless as I began to lead her around the room. She was rigid with shock for a moment, but then she relaxed against me, at least a little. It was clear she didn’t know a lot about dancing, but that was okay. I did. If there was one thing rich jerks knew how to do, it was dance. The children of socialite mothers and corporate titan fathers learned that while normal kids were learning useful life skills like sharing. Working together. And how not to be jerks.

      Penny clung to me as I whirled her around, deftly avoiding the furniture. She was following my lead, but she was still rather stiff in my arms. I hoped I could get her to loosen up, feel comfortable with her own sense of rhythm. It was too bad she couldn’t drink, that usually helped relax people enough so that they became less self-conscious.

      The timer on the oven dinged just as the song on the playlist ended, so I dipped Penny back in a dramatic finish, my hand supporting the small of her back. Immediately, she clutched at my arms, struggling. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you. I won’t let you fall.”

      “Let me go. Please.”

      She continued to struggle. What the heck? I pulled her back up before she managed to hurt herself. Once she was back on her feet, she sprung away from me. “What’s wrong? I wasn’t going to drop you.”

      Goodness, she was trembling. “Penny, what's wrong?”

      She smoothed out her dress and then wrapped her arms around her chest as if she were cold. “I can’t.”

      “We don’t have to dance. Look, dinner’s ready. Just have a seat, and I’ll get you some wi—I mean, water.”

      She backed away. “No, I mean I can’t do this. All of this.” She gestured at the flowers, the candles. “This is a date.”

      We’d already established that, hadn’t we? I looked at her quizzically. She was really upset. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what I’d done wrong.

      Penny took a deep breath and looked up at me. She was still backing away, but at least she was making eye contact. “I’m sorry. I thought I could do this. Be here, with you. I thought I could, but I’m not ready. I just can’t.”

      I was beginning to get the gist, and it was depressing. But still, there had to be some reason. Something had changed. She’d been happy to see me when she got here—I was sure of it. “Okay,” I said. “I understand. Can I drive you home? You’re upset.”

      She blinked at me for a minute and then shook her head. “I can drive. But thanks.” Her voice sounded stronger now. More normal, less panicky. Which was good, but it didn’t bode well that she was thinking more rationally now—and still wanted to leave.

      Helplessly, I watched her walk to the door to the hallway. Once she had her fingers on the handle, she turned back to look at me. “I’m really sorry, Blake.” She seemed to mean, it too. Enough so that I thought it safe to ask her the thing I really needed to know.

      “Can you tell me why?”

      She hesitated, and for a moment I thought she wasn’t going to answer. When she spoke, her voice was quiet. “The last man I danced with was Zoe’s father. He’s gone now, and I thought I’d moved past him—but I haven’t. I’m sorry.

      The handle turned, the door opened, and she was gone, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Thoughts about her jerk ex who’d left her, but he’d also given her the most valuable thing in the world—her little girl.

      How could I compete with that?
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      Monday mornings were normally pretty rough. After spending two days with Zoe, it was hard to leave her at the nursery, even though I knew I’d see her in a few hours. That was a normal Monday-morning feeling.

      But this Monday was different. Extra difficult. Extra, extra difficult.

      I’d spent the whole weekend thinking about Blake. About the look on his face when I left. I knew I hurt him deeply. And embarrassed myself. Yet I didn’t know if I’d do anything differently if he gave me another chance.

      Though I tried, I just couldn’t let the memory of Zorro go. How could I? He helped make Zoe. Half of her came from him. He was gone, I knew that, but as long as I honored his memory, it was like a part of him was still around. And if I forgot him? If I moved on? It was like spitting in the face of my baby’s creation. She owed her life to that magical night. How could I turn my back on it?

      It made no sense because I wanted Blake, too. Very badly. I’d been excited when I saw what kind of evening he had planned for us. The candles, the music, the food. It was so romantic. Under other circumstances, I would have been thrilled to spend an evening like that with a man like him. But I’d met Zorro first. He’d given me Zoe.

      I passed the morning in turmoil. Perhaps sensing this, Vera assigned me easy tasks, not much harder than the data-entry I’d done in Mr. Brown’s department. But I still paced the hallways whenever I got up to use the restroom or see Zoe. And I couldn’t help wondering about Blake. Would I see him? Was he mad at me? Would he give me another chance? Did I even want him to?

      The answer to that last question was yes. But then again, the exact same thing might happen next time. So maybe he was wise to keep his distance. And he did until a half-hour before lunch time. He didn’t send for me, but he did text, asking if I was bringing Zoe into his suite for lunch. Just like I had every day last week.

      Fortunately, it wasn’t a hard decision to make because we wouldn’t be here for very much longer. I texted Blake back. Thank you, but we’re leaving at twelve forty-five today. Zoe’s got a doctor’s appointment. She has to get a check-up and some shots.

      Poor kid, Blake texted back. I hope she at least gets a lollipop.

      Zoe was too young for that, but I knew that Blake was just joking. Trying to make things feel lighter. More normal. And I appreciated that more than he knew.

      But I still didn’t know what to do about him.

      About Zorro.

      About everything.
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* * *

      Two hours later, as I drove back from the doctor’s office, I felt worse. Way, way worse. Penny’s appointment had traumatized us both. It was horrible, absolutely awful to hear her scream and not be able to explain why she had to be examined. Why she had to get painful vaccinations. She’d screamed until her face turned purple. Even now, she made little whimpering sounds every once in a while from the car seat.

      After I parked the car, I hugged her close, glad that she seemed to be falling asleep. When she woke up, maybe this would all seem like a bad dream.

      Speaking of dreaming, I had to blink several time before I took in what I was seeing. In front of the door to our apartment was a huge figure. It was tan, fuzzy, and bigger than me. I moved closer, half thinking it was a person in a bear suit for some reason, when I realized it was a teddy bear. A gigantic teddy bear with a pink bow on it.

      Up close, there wasn’t much mystery who had sent it. The bear had a Get Well Soon card in one hand and a huge red lollipop in the other. Blake. Who else? But I had to smile after I climbed over it, let myself in, and put Zoe in her crib. She was going to have one heck of a time exploring that huge thing, crawling over its legs, pulling herself up to see its face.

      My smile faded trying to get the thing inside our tiny apartment, but eventually I did. And when I went to close the door, I saw that there had been a box underneath it. My first thought was that it was also from Blake, but then I saw it had come in the mail. It had my name on it and a return address I didn’t recognize.

      After fixing myself some tea, I set it on the kitchen table and slit the box open with a knife. Inside was another box, this one wooden. After some fiddling with it, I figured out how to slide the lid off. Inside was some packing material, and then a bottle.

      The Latour.

      With everything that had happened since, I’d almost forgotten I’d ordered it. I likely would have remembered once I got the credit card bill, but that wouldn’t be for another few days.

      Carefully, I picked the bottle up, studying its label. My thoughts returned to that night, the only other time I’d seen a bottle like this. With him. With Zorro.

      If I’d bought this for some kind of closure, it couldn’t have come at a worse time. My original intention was to save it until I could drink, and then have a glass in Zorro’s honor. Kind of one last toast before moving on. But I’d proven on Friday night that I wasn’t ready to move on. Not fully.

      It wasn’t healthy, I knew that, but I had one foot in the past with Zorro, and one foot in the present with Blake. That was no way to live. It wasn’t fair to Blake. Or to Ellen, since she was involved now. Or to my little girl who was growing fond of both of them.

      Maybe it wasn’t fair to me, either. But I didn’t know what to do about it. It wasn’t like moving on after a breakup. That was hard enough. But this was moving on after what should have been the first night of the rest of my life. The first night of my future, the future with a child and a man who cared about both of us. Losing Zorro had robbed me of the future I wanted for myself and for my child.

      Slumping down in my chair, I rested my face in my hand, staring at the bottle on the table. This wine had meant something to him. His grandfather had given him his first taste. And then he’d given me my first taste.

      I thought about that while I stared at the bottle. Wishing it had answers for me. Zorro had first drunk it with his grandfather. Then he drank it with me. Did that mean I was supposed to drink it with someone else? Jana was practically counting down the days until I could drink again. But that wasn’t who I wanted to share it with.

      I wanted Zorro—and all he represented. A future. A family. For me and my baby girl.

      She needed a dad. I’d had a good one, at least until my stepmother and stepsister got their claws into him. Blake had had a bad one.

      Zoe needed someone better than either one of our fathers. She needed one who was there for her. Who loved her. Who cared about her. Who would be there for her.

      With a sigh, I pushed myself up from the table, leaving the expensive bottle of wine behind.

      And almost tripped over the leg of an enormous teddy bear.
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      “You’ve got that meeting with the investors in a few minutes. And then Arnold Whitehall needs to see you before you leave. And Imelda Marcos is coming in at three forty-five.”

      “I’m sorry, who?” I stared at Vera.

      “Oh, sorry,” she said, consulting her clipboard. “I meant Michelle Grant.” Vera was good. She said that with a completely straight face, but I could tell she was pleased with her dig. Suffice to say, she was not the biggest fan of the vapid socialite. That was okay, neither was I.

      “Anything else?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. My day had already been pretty lousy, but if Vera was in a snarky mood, I didn’t want to miss it.

      “You got a package a little while ago.”

      “What is it?” Vera or one of people who worked with her always opened my mail.

      “It says it’s for your eyes only. Shall I open it or have it sent in?”

      “Send it in,” I said, as she headed out. It wasn’t as if I cared either way. I didn’t care much about anything today.

      I’d spent the whole weekend thinking about Penny. Wondering if she’d ever be able to move on. Wondering what I could do to help her through this.

      It felt like we’d hit a wall. Driving at full speed… and then bam. Crash and burn. I wanted to support Penny through this, but I didn’t have the slightest clue how. I wasn’t anyone’s go-to guy for emotional support, even in normal situations. And for something like this? When a child was involved? I was useless.

      Penny was dealing with many conflicting feelings—or at least I hoped she was. I didn’t want to think that Friday night was the end of whatever this was. The end of us. But it was obvious there was a long way to go.

      Heather knocked at my door and then brought in a box, leaving in on my desk and departing quickly. Great, now my sour mood was scaring off my staff. I should go knock over an old lady and steal candy from a baby, and call it a day.

      A baby. Zoe’s smiling face appeared in my mind. I wonder if she’d liked the teddy bear? I wondered if Penny hated me for sending it over? From what Vera had said, large stuffed animals were the second worst present for kids after toy drum sets. But I couldn’t help it. The thought of Zoe in pain had had me picking out the biggest toy in the catalogue.

      Absent-mindedly, I slip open the box on my desk. Inside was another box, this one wooden. I opened it to reveal a bottle of wine. A Latour. Who on earth had sent that to me? Pushing aside the padding, I found a letter written on a white notecard.

      

      Dear Blake,

      I’m so sorry for the way I acted on Friday night. Please know that I didn’t meant to hurt you. You’ve been nothing but wonderful to me and to Zoe, and I can’t even begin to tell you how much the things you’ve done have meant to us. The nursery. The picnic. Your friendship.

      I wish I could return that friendship in kind. Please know that I’ve been trying. Zoe is the most precious thing in the world to me, and though I know it’s time to move on, doing so feels like turning my back on her father. Which feels like turning my back on her.

      But then you came along, an amazing man who, by some miracle, seems to think I’m pretty special, too. Because of you, I want to stop looking backward and focus on moving forward.

      I’m sending you this wine as a gesture of my gratitude, but also as a plea for patience. I’m trying—I really am. Please don’t give up on me. It’s hard, but I think maybe I’m finally heading in the right direction. I ordered this wine as a way to cling to the past. But instead, I’m giving it to the man I hope will be an important part of my future. And my daughter’s future.

      Please don’t give up on me.

      Love, Penny

      

      I read the note three times. Then I picked up the phone and called her.

      “Thank you,” I said before she could even say hello.

      “You’re welcome.” Her voice was steady, but there was a certain timbre to it that made me think she had been crying before.

      “I can’t remember the last time anyone’s given me a gift that special.”

      “I can,” she said, her voice a bit lighter now. “It’s taking up half my living room.”

      I chuckled. “You don‘t have to keep it. I just thought Zoe might get a kick out of it.”

      “I’m sure she will when she wakes up.”

      “Seriously, Penny, that was a very thoughtful gift. But the note—the note was even better. Because it says you’re willing to give us a chance.”

      The silence before she spoke was mercifully short. “I am. I’ll try. But I might have… setbacks sometimes.”

      “And we’ll deal with them together. I’m just glad you’re willing to try. I thought after Friday—“

      “I know,” she interrupted. “I’m sorry for that.”

      “Don’t be. You’ve made me very happy today. Any chance I can stop by tonight? I can bring food.”

      “Sure. Six o’clock?”

      “I’ll be there. See you then.”

      After she hung up, I stayed at my desk, the phone still pressed to my ear, as if I could keep her with me for the rest of the afternoon. She was going to try. That’s what mattered. She wanted to try. That was the best news I’d heard all day.

      My computer chimed. It was an instant message from Vera, reminding me it was time to meet with the investors. I put the bottle back in the box and placed it on a shelf next to my desk. A Latour. Who would’ve guessed that Penny had access to such a fine wine?

      I pulled out my phone as I walked down the hall toward the conference room. My thumbs flew over the tiny keyboard as I sent her a quick message. Excellent choice of wine, by the way. It’s one of my favorites. My grandfather gave me my very first bottle when I graduated.

      Pressing send, I went into my meeting.
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      My god.

      That text.

      His grandfather.

      His grandfather gave him his first bottle of Latour. Just like Zorro.

      Blake was Zorro.

      He actually was. The knowledge hit me like an eighteen-wheeler, but I knew it was true. I knew it with every cell of my being. Blake was Zorro. Blake was my mystery man.

      Blake was Zoe’s father.

      Tears poured down my face as I woke my baby girl. She had a father. A father close by. A father who already cared about her—even though he didn’t know she was his.

      I had to tell him.

      Right.

      This.

      Second.

      He had to know. Then we could be together. After all these months, we could finally be together.

      I bundled up my sleepy baby and rushed out the door.
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      Vera caught me as I was heading back to my office. “Your three forty-five appointment is in your office.”

      “Who—?” But I then I saw the expression on Vera’s face, and I knew. “Michelle.”

      “Yes. She insisted on waiting in there.”

      And that said everything you needed to know about Michelle. Pushy. Entitled.

      I stormed into my office, knowing this had to end. A promise was a promise, but Michelle was taking advantage of this situation. Enough was enough.

      She stood when I entered and leaned her back against my desk. She wore an ankle-length fur coat though the weather outside was in the sixties. Her hair was swept up in an elaborate style, and her face was fully-made up. Battle paint, it seemed like. As if she was expecting an argument.

      “What’s this about a diamond necklace?”

      “Necklace? What necklace?” Michelle asked, her words as insincere as her tone. “Oh, do you mean this one?” Her hands met at her waist and then she pulled her coat open.

      She was wearing the necklace, all right. I could see it sparkling from here. She wore the necklace… and high heels… and nothing else.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Holy trash.

      Exactly how many times was I going to walk in on a mostly naked woman in my own office?

      Michelle’s smile was amused. Knowing. And inviting.

      And it was the only part of her I was willing to look at.

      “Put your coat back on,” I growled.

      Instead, she spread her arms wider, opening the coat more. Her look was both an invitation—and a challenge.

      Nobody issued a challenge in my office besides me.

      I strode toward her. “Turn around,” I barked.

      She did so willingly, placing her hands on the edge of my desk, clearly anticipating being taken from behind.

      Tearing off my tie, I moved up behind her. She flinched when my arms went around her waist. Pressing the ends of my tie into her hands, I spoke in a firm voice. “Tie your coat together like a robe.”

      “But don’t you want to—“

      “No,” I growled. “I don’t. Tie it together.”

      I pressed my body against her back, not letting her move until she’d done so. Then I took her by the shoulders and spun her around, pushing her into a chair. “Sit there. Legs together. Arms on the armrests. Now.”

      Stalking away from her, I circled my desk and sat down. Michelle had complied with my orders and was modestly covered. Thank goodness.

      “I’m not interested in you.”

      “You’ve made that pretty clear,” she said, her voice brittle.

      Dang. I wasn’t happy with her stunt, but I didn’t want her crying in my office, either. “I’m seeing someone. Someone important to me. Maybe check that next time before showing up without any clothes.”

      “Like that old gray mare out there would tell me anyway. Vera hates me.”

      “Because she thinks you’re taking advantage of my generosity.”

      “And what do you think?” Michelle leaned forward, the top of her coat gaping open, and she started to cross her legs.

      “Uh-uh. Sit back, feet flat on the floor, or I tell Vera what you did and ask her to find some clothes for you. I’m sure she’ll pick out something very flattering, just for you.”

      The threat worked, and Michelle sat back.

      “What do you think my father would say if he knew how you were treating me right now?” Michelle’s counterstrike was desperate—but on target. She knew how to get to me.

      “As a father, I think he’d probably be pretty happy I’m not currently his daughter against my desk.”

      She continued on as if she hadn’t heard me. “You promised him you’d take care of me. It was his dying wish. Your old friend’s dying wish.”

      Incredible, she knew how to deliver low blows. I had no defense against the dying wish part, but the rest was a bit of a stretch. Edwin Grant hadn’t been my friend; he’d been a business associate—one with a hopelessly outdated company that was almost bankrupt.

      My staff and I had met with him a few times. He owned several factories that still operated as they did forty years ago in his father’s time. Hollister Holdings had made him an offer. A more generous one that we should have. Despite his lack of business sense, I’d liked Edwin. He was a nice man. Quick with a joke or to offer a cigar. Or Scotch.

      Days before he was to sell his company to us, we toured one last factory. He had a heart attack and collapsed, right there on the factory floor. He died in my arms. His last words had been hard to hear at first. “Me… Mish… Mish-a. Take care… of her… please… my… my… daugh—“

      He’d never finished the last syllable. Later, I’d met his wife she introduced her daughter, Michelle, to me. That’s when I realized that Grant’s dying wish had been for me to take care of Michelle. The young woman had seemed heartbroken over the loss of her father. I vowed right then to take care of her as best I could. And I had, for years. Supplying money. Meeting her for lunch. It was the only promise I’d ever made that I hadn’t broken—until now.

      “This ends today, Michelle. The money. The lunches. You’re an adult, you can take care of yourself.”

      “How?” The word seemed to escape her lips unbidden. It had been bald—and honest. It was a nice change of pace.

      “I suggest getting a job.”

      Now the calculating look returned to her face. Her lip curled up in a half-smile. “Is there anything I can do for you?” Her hand grazed across the soft fur of her coat, but she didn’t make any move to open it again.

      “I’ve made it pretty clear you can’t. I’m seeing someone, and I’m very happy. I suggest you find some way to be happy, too. But happy or not, it’s time you became self-sufficient.”

      “So my father’s dying wish meant nothing?” It was more accusation than question.

      “I’ve done right by you. Now it’s time for you to stand on your own two feet. And might I suggested that that’s easier to do when you have some clothes on.”

      “Fine. Be smug. You don’t want me, that’s fine, there are plenty of men who do. But don’t pretend you’re the hero in all this, Blake Hollister. You made a promise to a dying man. That you would take care of his little girl…” her voice broke off. “He was all I had, and now he’s gone.”

      Goodness. Were her eyes watering? Real or fake, it was getting to me.

      “You promised him not to let me down. And you have. Just like every other man in my life. My father left me, and now you.”

      “Michelle…”

      “I’m used to it,” she said, hiding her face with one hand. Her voice choked up. “That’s what men do. Men like you. I should have known better than to trust you. Men like you can never be trusted. You always let the people who need you down.”

      Incredible.

      I stood up. Moved toward her.

      Heck, I didn’t know what the right thing to do was anymore.

      But it was clear she needed comforting, and I wasn’t the right person for that job. I was the one who’d made her cry. Who’d let her down. Just like I let every woman in my life down.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, but she didn’t look up. “I’ll leave you alone now. Take as much time as you need to pull yourself together.”

      I shut the door to my office and strode down the hallway, no destination in mind. I’d made her cry. Who’d disappointed her. Just like I had everyone else in my life.

      Except one person. Looking around, I realized I was heading toward the nursery without conscious thought. But then I remembered that Zoe wasn’t there. She was at home after the doctor’s appointment.

      Turning around, I headed in a different direction.
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      I burst into the nursery, startling the heck out of Pat, his assistant, and the half-dozen children who now attended regularly. “Here, take her,” I said, all but shoving my precious little girl at Pat. My words came out in a rush. “She’s-tired-she-had-a-nap-but-she-could-probably-sleep-longer-and-I-have-to-go!”

      Pat stared at me, his jaw dropped, as he took Zoe into his arms. I shot him an apologetic smile and took off at a run.

      I took the back hallway. A much as I liked Vera and my coworkers, there was only one person I wanted to see right now. Blake. I couldn’t wait to tell him.

      Bursting into his office I called for him. “Blake. Blake!”

      But the only person in the office wasn’t Blake. Not even close.

      It was Michelle.

      Skidding to a stop, I stared at her in shock. What was she doing here?

      She seemed just as surprised to see me. “Penny?” She was dressed to the nines in an expensive fur coat buttoned up in the front. Mile-high heels adorned her feet, and at her neck was the most sparkly necklace I’d ever seen.

      Why was she here? Did she know Blake?

      “What are you doing here?” Michelle’s voice seemed different than usual. A little bit raw. Hoarse. Maybe she had a cold?

      “I—I work here. What are you doing here?”

      My stepsister’s look of surprise was rapidly morphing into something else. Into a smile. A confident smile. “Oh, Blake and I go way back.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know that.” He’d never mentioned her to me.

      “We’re old friends,” Michelle said, and now her voice was practically a purr. She leaned against the back of his desk as if she had every right to be here. With one long, manicured finger, she lifted the sparkly necklace at her throat, toying with it absently.

      I didn’t quite know what to say to this surprising news. “Umm… that’s a beautiful necklace.”

      “It is, isn’t it? I was shocked when he spent so much, but I guess he knew that diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”

      “He?” My heart seemed to stop. “Did Blake… did he…?”

      “Oh yes. He insisted on getting it for me. Of course, a whole strand of diamonds isn’t the same as one…” She trailed off, waving her left hand, emphasizing her bare ring finger. “But I expect that’s coming soon.”

      No.

      No, she couldn’t be telling the truth. Blake wouldn’t be with someone like her… would he?

      “He… you… you can’t…”

      “Oh, my dear little sister,” Michelle stood up now, her voice sympathetic. “Has he been leading you on? Flirting with you? Penny, that’s what men do. But he always comes back to me. He came today… several times.”

      Michelle reached in the pocket of her coat and casually pulled out something red. A tie. Blake’s scarlet tie. I’d seen him wear it many times. Why did she have it?

      Absent-mindedly, she twisted the tie in her hands, at one point looping it around her wrists suggestively. Had he tied her up? Involuntarily, I glanced at the door to his private suite. Had he taken her in there?

      I felt faint. I needed to sit down.

      Instead, I backed away, slowly.

      “Don’t go,” Michelle said. “We should talk. Sister to sister. You wouldn’t believe the things I could tell you about your sexy boss…”

      Blindly, I ran from the room, shutting the door as I went.

      How could he? After he treated me like I was special. Like I was different. Like I was the only one.

      Tears poured down my face as I ran down one hallway and then another. For once, I was glad that Hollister Holdings was a labyrinth. I wanted to get lost. Lost forever so I’d never have to face Blake again.

      And then I ran into him.

      Literally.

      I crashed into his chest and he stepped back, steadying me with his arms.

      “Penny! You’re here. But what’s wrong? Why are you crying?”

      “Because this will never work.”

      “What won’t work?” He was leaning toward me, his head bent to see me better, but I couldn’t look at him. Not after what he’d done.

      “This. Us. Only there is no us.”

      “But… why?”

      “Because you let me down. Because I can’t trust you. Because it was never real in the first place.”

      Pushing past him, I raced down the hall. Now I had a destination in mind—the nursery. I had to get my daughter and get out of here.

      Behind me, Blake called my name. “Penny? Penny!”

      But he didn’t follow me.

      He just let me go.
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      Over the next few days I wracked my brains trying to figure out what had gone wrong. I wasn’t sure how I’d harassed this up so royally, but I had. Penny wasn’t speaking to me. My mother was calling, wanting to know when she could see Zoe again. Michelle was disappointed in me. Even Vera seemed angry about something, though that may have just been my imagination.

      I’d been wrong, trying to start something with Penny. The stakes were just too high. She had a baby. A little girl who needed her. Only a total rear would try to start a relationship with a single mother when he had as bad a track record as I did.

      I hadn’t spoken to Penny in four days. She’d taken a sick day Tuesday and Wednesday. Because of me. I’d upset her. For all I knew, I’d actually made her sick. And she’d been here yesterday, and she was here today, but I hadn’t talked to her. I scrupulously avoided her desk, and Vera hadn’t assigned her to any tasks that involved her getting anywhere near me.

      Truth was, I’d let down every woman who’d ever relied on me. My mother. Penny. Not-Sarah. Even Michelle. Plus countless women in college and beyond whom I’d ditched after they began to fall for me. It was for the best, but of course they hadn’t seen it that way.

      Incredible. It was nearly four, and I hadn’t gotten a blasted thing done this afternoon. Probably I should just get the heck out of there. Head home to my empty penthouse. And my empty life. Yeah, that sounded about right.

      I took the back halls so I wouldn’t risk running into Penny. She obviously didn’t want to have anything to do with me. I’d always known she was a smart woman.

      My escape route took be past the door the nursery. A terrible racket was coming from inside. I knew for a fact that there were, at the most, seven children in there, but it sounded like a hundred children. All of them screaming at the top of their lungs.

      Cautiously, I poked my head in the door. Pat was holding two little boys, on in either hip. His assistant, Amber, was holding a little girl and trying to comfort a baby in a crib.

      “What’s going on?” I said, shouting to be heard over all the crying.

      Pat looked tired, but calm. Far calmer than I felt. Why were they all crying at once?”

      “This happens sometimes,” he said. “One starts crying and then they all start.”

      Goodness. Suddenly, Pat’s job seemed a million times harder than my own.

      Mustering my courage, I stepped into what sounded like a torture chamber. Made my way over to the crib Zoe usually used. When I got there, her tiny face was red. Tears streamed down her chubby little cheeks as she cried at the top of her lungs.

      I turned back to Pat. “Call Penny. She can come get her.”

      “I tried. Vera said she went to pick up some booklets. A couple of the other parents are on their way, though.” I frowned for a moment and then remembered that Vera had had some new promotional material made a company that specialized in printed. Quite possibly she’d sent Penny to fetch them in an effort to help the younger woman avoid me.

      Turning back to Zoe, I tentatively placed my hand on her back, patting gently. Poor baby. She had no way of expressing what was wrong. What she needed. And I sure didn’t know. But Pat did.

      “For goodness sake, pick her up,” he growled as he passed me on his way to another one of his crying charges.

      Me? Hold Zoe? I didn’t even know how.

      “Just do it.” Since Pat was now holding three babies, I figured I ought to at least try with one.

      Gingerly, I reached into the crib and grasped Zoe under the arms. Was I supposed to hold her head? But that must be for younger babies like the one Amber was holding.

      Zoe continued to cry as I lifted her up, but as far as I could tell, there weren’t any additional tears. I didn’t think I was hurting her. I was being as gentle as I could.

      I balanced her on my hip, hugging her to my chest as I’d seen Penny do many times. She was so light… she hardly weighed a thing. Hard to believe such a big sound could come from such a little girl.

      Zoe leaned her head against my chest, her tears wetting my shirt, but I didn’t mind. I just wanted to make her feel better. Patting her back, I looked at the top of her little head, willing her to feel better. When that didn’t work, I took a step to the side and then back again, bouncing her gently as I did so. It was like dancing with the world’s tiniest partner.

      It didn’t seem to be helping, but I stuck with it, rubbing her back, moving around. Slowly, I headed toward the smaller room, away from the others. Maybe if she had a little space she could calm down.

      Rubbing her back, I thought maybe she was a little quieter. Maybe. I lowered my head down, smelling the clean scent of her hair. Gently, I kissed the top of her head. She was such a sweetheart.

      She was definitely quieter now. Her breath was more even, not coming out in fits and bursts as it has before. And she was clinging to my shirt now, hugging herself against me.

      This sweet, sweet little girl was taking comfort. From me. From my arms. Her cries were only whimpers now as she rested her head against my chest. If I had my way, she’d never cry over anything ever again. She wasn’t mine, but in this moment she felt like she was. And I wanted to give her the world. I wanted to show her the world. Tomorrow, I’d set up a college fund. And I’d find some other ways to help, ways that were far more practical than a teddy bear ten times her size.

      Soon, Zoe was completely quiet. I looked down, and she blinked up at me, looking sleepy. But smiling. She was smiling at me. I smiled back, but even as I watched, her eyes closed and her head drooped.

      She fell asleep in my arms, and I didn’t ever want to let her go.

      “Nice job,” Pat said quietly, coming up next to me. He was only holding one baby now, a toddler who looked pretty sleepy, too. Two children in the main room were still fussing, but all in all, it seemed the storm had passed.

      “Should I put her in the crib?”

      Pat shrugged. “She seems pretty content. Why don’t you just hold her for a while. As you can see, she’s not going to break.”

      So he’d known my secret fear. His smirk was irritating, but I couldn’t be mad at him right now. With Zoe in my arms, I couldn’t be mad at anyone. “Can I take her back to my office then?”

      Pat’s smile vanished, and he looked regretful. “No. I’m sorry. Only the legal guardian can.”

      Dang. She was sleeping so peacefully. I didn’t want to put her down, but I also didn’t want to have one of the most important bonding moment of my life happen under Pat’s eye. “But I built this nursery.”

      “I know,” he said, and he sounded sincere as he moved to his tiny office. “But it’s state law. It’s part of our licensure.” He opened a cabinet and pulled out a file, flipping through it one handed. “The only people who can take Zoe out of here are Penny and… let’s see… a Ms. Jana Walsh. Oh! And you.”

      “What?” I moved closer, my hand on the back of Zoe’s head.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize she’d added you to the list.”

      Penny had done that? Listed me as a person authorized to care for her little girl? “When? When did she do that?”

      Pat squinted at the paper. “The same day she added Ms. Walsh. So you’re free to take Zoe to your office. When Penny gets back, I’ll tell her where she is.”

      Stunned, I walked slowly back to my office, taking care not to wake the little girl in my arms.

      Penny had trusted me. She’d trusted me with the most important thing in the world to her. She’d believed in me.

      I paused at the door to my office, careful not to disturb Zoe as I fished my keys out of my pocket. So what had changed? Earlier on Monday, she’d sent me that wine. Wrote that beautiful letter. She’d trusted me then. So what had changed before that awful scene in the hallway when she said I’d let her down?

      At the time, I hadn’t wondered why. I was used to letting women down. But I’d been wrong. I hadn’t let down every female in my life. The little girl in my arms was proof of that. I’d never let her down—and I never would.

      So why had Penny changed her mind about me?

      The answer came to me as soon as I set foot in my office. Michelle. I’d left her here, and somehow, for some reason, Penny must have come in here. Met her. Talked to her.

      And who knew what kind of garbage Michelle had told her, but it couldn’t have been good.
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      “Zoe?”

      I pushed Blake’s door open and set down Zoe’s carrier, eager to see if my little girl was okay. I’d been so concerned when Pat told me how hard she’d been crying that I hadn’t stopped to wonder by Blake had her.

      When I saw him sitting at his desk, my sweet baby girl asleep in his arms, I stopped cold. And stared. My little girl… asleep in her father’s arms. My Zoe had a father, at long last. One that obviously cared a great deal about her.

      Taking a few steps closer, I tried to hold back the tears. I had to be strong. Even though Blake didn’t want me, even though he’d hidden his relationship with Michelle from me, he deserved to know he was a father. He could be a good father even if he wasn’t with me.

      “Shh, she’s okay,” Blake said, apparently misunderstanding my concern. He looked so big and strong with my tiny girl in his arms. His tiny girl. I had to tell him. Now was the time. But I sank down in the chair across from him, unable to find the right words.

      Watching him stroke my little girl’s hair, I tried to tell him, but I couldn’t. Partly because it hurt so much for me to lose him as a boyfriend the same week that my little girl gained him as a father. But mostly because of Michelle. She’d been so gleeful, so thrilled to inform me that I’d misjudged him. That she had him, not me. And of course she did. She was beautiful. Rich. She was from his world—I wasn’t.

      If Blake married Michelle—a thought that brought another wave of tears to my eyes—then she’d be my baby’s stepmother. That awful woman would be a part of my baby’s life.

      How could I let that happen? But I had to tell Blake. It was the right thing to do. I took a deep breath and opened my mouth, but Blake spoke first.

      “What did she say to you?”

      “What?” The word came out in a confused rush of air.

      “The woman who was in my office on Monday. She spoke to you, right?”

      “Yes. She said… that you were… together.”

      “I’m sorry you had to hear that, but she was lying.”

      If only I could believe that was true. “She said you bought that diamond necklace for her. And that she was expecting an… an engagement ring next.”

      “It’s not true. I wouldn’t marry her if she were the last woman on earth. She’s not a nice person, Penny.”

      I let out a shuddery breath I’d been holding. “But the necklace?”

      A flash of unease showed on his face for a moment. “She purchased it, but I got the bill for it. It’s… it’s kind of a long story. But I’ve never been involved with her romantically. Not ever, and I never wanted to be. Do you believe me?”

      I stared at him, his earnest face, his deep brown eyes. Zoe stirred a little and he shifted her on his lap, rubbing her back gently. For a man who’d been afraid to pick her up, he was doing a great job with her now. “I want to believe you, but how do you even know Michelle? Why was she here?”

      “As I said, it’s a long story. She—wait. Did she tell you here name?”

      “I know Michelle. I’ve known her for years,” I said bitterly. “And you’re right, she’s not a nice person. But how do you know her?”

      Blake was silent for a moment, seeming to gather his thoughts. “Long story short, I knew her father.”

      “You did?” That seemed unlikely. “But he died a long time ago. When she was just a little girl. How’d you know him?”

      Blake frowned. “No, he died just a few years back. He was giving me a tour of his factory—Hollister Holdings was thinking of buying it. And he clutched his heart and collapsed. He died in my arms. The last thing he said to me was to take care of Michelle. So I did. I tried to, anyway.”

      The world narrowed, and I felt faint. I clutched the armrests for support and my vision blurred.

      “Penny? Penny!” Blake started to stand and then remembered Zoe. Instead, he hit a button on his phone. “Vera! Come in here, something’s wrong with Penny.”

      “No,” I said, my voice coming from a million miles away. “No, I’m fine.”

      Blake stared at me for another long moment as I looked back at him. Gradually, the multiple, blurred versions of him melded into one. “Never mind,” he said, and clicked to end the call. He stared at me intently and waited.

      “That wasn’t her father.” My voice was barely a whisper, and Blake leaned forward, his arms going around Zoe. “That was her stepfather. That man who died in your arms… Edwin Grant… that wasn’t her father, that was her stepfather. He was my father.”

      “Your father?” Surprise rung through his deep voice. “Your maiden name is Grant? So… you and Michelle are stepsisters?”

      “Yes.” One tear and then another traced its way down my face. “Once he met Michelle’s mother, he pretty much forgot about me. His life became about them. About her. And now I know… his dying thought wasn’t of me. It was of Michelle. His new daughter.”

      “Oh goodness. I’m so sorry, Penny. I never would have told you that if I’d known…” Carefully, he stood up, cradling Zoe. He moved around to my side, and I reached out, taking my baby from him as he sat in the chair next to me.

      Holding my sweet little girl tightly, I cried into her hair. I’d known my father had gotten distant, but I never thought I’d hear anything like this. That his last words were about Michelle.

      Tears poured down my cheeks and onto Zoe’s head. I cried for my father. For my baby. For myself. I cuddled my sweet little baby as I did so. “What would I do without you, Myshka,” I whispered, kissing the top of her head.

      “What?” Blake’s voice cut through my tears. “What did you call her?”

      “Myshka,” I said, my face still buried in her hair. “It means little mouse in Russia. My father used to call me that—back when he still thought of me at all.”

      “My goodness. Penny… Penny, look at me.”

      He was being too loud. He’d wake Zoe. Why didn’t he just let me cry in peace? But he was insistent. “Penny… you have to listen to me.”

      Eventually I did, and to my amazement, he was smiling.

      “I didn’t know your father. I didn’t know anything about him. When he was laying there on the floor, his head on my arm, I only heard syllables. It sounded like he was saying “me” at first, and then “mish.” Then he said to take care of his daughter. Later, when I met your stepmother, I just assumed he must have meant Michelle. She was the only daughter I knew about. But what if he was saying, “Take care of my daughter Myshka?”

      I stared at him in shock. Could he have been? I clung to the hurt and pain, not wanting to get my hopes up.

      “You said you weren’t close, but you must have spent some time with him and his new family.”

      “Yes… I did.” Where was Blake going with this?”

      “Did your father ever refer to Michelle as his daughter?”

      I thought about it. He’d been proud of her, proud of her refined, aloof, upper-class manner. But he’d always introduced her as his stepdaughter. Never his daughter. “No,” I whispered, and Blake smiled at me.

      Blake shook his head, his eyes full of wonder. “All this time, I should have been taking care of you, instead of her. I broke my promise to your dad, but I didn’t know. I intend to make up for it now.” He held out his arm and I went to him, balancing on his thigh. He cradled me and I cradled Zoe. “Your dad’s last thoughts were about you,” he whispered in my ear, making me cry harder.

      But it was a different kind of crying than before. Not exactly happy tears, but there was joy there somewhere. My father hadn’t forgotten about me—at least not at the very end. And Blake had never abandoned me. He’d never been with Michelle. He was the man I always thought he was—the man I wanted by my side.

      Blake was still whispering reassuring things in my ear. “I’m going to make good on my promise to him. My promise to take care of you. With Michelle, it was providing financial support. With you… with you and Zoe, I want to be part of your lives. If you’ll have me. I want you by my side, Penny. Every step of the way. And this little girl… she’s the most precious thing in the world. Maybe someday... if we stay together… maybe someday you’d consider letting me formally become a part of her life.”

      Stunned, I straightened up, looking at him. After all the revelations the past few minutes, it seemed amazing that he still didn’t know. “Like… adoption?”

      “Yes,” he said, looking at me, as if trying to gage my reaction. “Only if you felt comfortable with that.”

      “You’d really want to adopt Zoe?”

      “Yes.” He looked surprised at my surprise. “More than anything.”

      Joy bubbled up inside me. This was just too perfect. “You can’t adopt her. It’s not possible.”

      “Why not?” Blake said, looking hurt.

      “Because legally, you can’t adopt your own child.”

      Blake stilled. “What?” his voice was faint.

      “She’s yours, Blake. Your little girl—just as much as she’s mine. That was me at the ball. In the white dress, the mouse costume. That was me.”

      “No.” His voice was faint. Stunned. “It couldn’t have been.”

      Then his deep brown blinked away moisture. “Could it? Was that really you? I looked for you. For so long. Why—why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t know. I looked for you, too, and then I started working here, but I didn’t know. Not until Monday until you sent that text about the Latour. How your grandfather had given you your first bottle. And then I knew, and I raced over here, but then I met her. And she told me…”

      Blake’s whole body stiffened. “She knew. All this time. I asked her, over and over, if she knew who the girl in the mouse costume was. She claimed she didn’t, and all this time you were her stepsister.”

      “Oh goodness. I asked her about you, too. She said she didn’t know anyone wearing a costume like that.”

      “I should take that diamond necklace and stuff it down her throat.”

      “No,” I said, not that I thought he’d really do it. “We can think about her later. For now, don’t you see what this means? Zoe’s your daughter. Your little girl. You’re a father, Blake. And my baby has a daddy.”

      “She’s really mine?” He kissed the top of her head.

      “She’s really yours. You’re stuck with us—both of us.”

      “I’m so glad.” His arms squeezed me tighter, and his lips met mine. This kiss was different. Better than the ones that came before. There were no more secrets. No more longing for missing loved ones. We were together, the three of us. A unit. A family. And if I had anything to do with it, we’d never be apart again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Penny

        

      

    
    
      Minutes or perhaps hours later we pulled apart, when Zoe stirred between us. We’d probably been squishing her a bit. I looked into our daughter’s beautiful eyes and thought of something. “Do you know what we have to do right now?” In my excitement, my words came out in a squeal.

      “I certainly do.” Blake’s words were more of a growl. A low, sexy rumble that left his meaning clear, even before he slid one hand down my back and squeezed my rear.

      “Not that,” I said giggling. “Or at least not yet. First we have to go see Ellen.”

      Blake released me, and the look on his face made me laugh again. “Never mention my mother when I’m grabbing your rear.”

      “Sorry.” I bit back a smile, but then the giddiness returned. “We have to go tell her that Zoe’s really her grandchild. She’s going to be thrilled.”

      “No, she’s not.”

      “You know how much she loves Zoe. She’s going to be over the moon—we have to tell her right now.”

      “She already knows.”

      “She only thought she knew, but now we know for sure…” Wait a second. This was getting confusing.

      “My mother knew before we did. She knew all along.”

      My jaw dropped. “You’re right, she did. Why didn’t we listen to her?”

      “Because we thought she was only seeing what she wanted to see. Guess she saw more clearly than either of us.”

      “I’m glad we don’t have to disappoint her about Zoe.”

      “Me too. So… if we don’t have to go rushing off to tell my mother…” Blake trailed off, looking at me suggestively.

      “We could go tell Jana and Hazel,” I said, mischievously.

      “Just Jana. Let’s go.”

      I gave him a surprised look as I stood. “Why just her?”

      “Because Hazel’s still recovering—Jana’s not. Therefore, I’m going to offer Jana a million dollars to watch Zoe tonight.”

      I chuckled again. “I’m pretty sure she’ll do it for less than that.”

      “I’m not taking any chances.” Blake stood as well and walked to the door, expertly strapping Zoe into the car seat I’d abandoned on my way in. Then he stalked back to me. “I’ve waited over a year and a half to be alone with you again—I’m not waiting one single night more.”

      The heat from his gaze tore right through me. My giggle turned nervous… it felt like his intensity had the power to break me in half. “And what happens once we’re alone?”

      Blake’s hands were on my rear again but this time they kept going, sliding under my thighs and picking me up. My legs wrapped around his waist as he pressed me up against the wall. His firm abdomen pressed against my core, the heat evident even through several layers of clothing. His hands captured mine and raised them above my head.

      “I think you know,” he said with a growl, and then his lips nuzzled my throat.

      I was pretty sure I did, too.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At last we were alone. No more sweet baby cooing softly at Blake. No more excited best friend, winking at me and telling me have fun. It was just Blake and me.

      Finally.

      He’d taken me to his place, but I hadn’t formed much of an impression of it yet. The moment I was through the door, he had me pinned up against the wall, his mouth on mine, his hands all over me. He seemed to have grown a few extra ones, and that was just fine by me. His touch felt amazing. After all this time, he still knew exactly how to make me moan. But this time it was better. I knew him, and he knew me. We had a child together. We were a family.

      Right now, however, I just wanted him to tear my clothes off.

      Naturally, in the manner of hot men everywhere, he decided I didn’t get to set the pace.

      Dang.

      “What’s the rush, my little Not-Sarah?”

      “Hmm?” It was hard to focus when he had my wrists pinned above my head and his teeth nipping at my throat.

      “That’s what I called you when I was looking for you. I’d found out that you replaced a woman named Sarah in the costume contest. So you became Not-Sarah.”

      “I thought of you as Zorro.”

      He laughed, his warm breath tickling my neck. “I wasn’t really.”

      “I know that,” I said, lifting one knee and wrapping it around his leg. “I just meant your costume.”

      “No,” he said. “I was actually part of a group costume, too. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. I was too embarrassed to admit that I was Famine, and not a cool one like Death or War.”

      My eyes flew open as I looked up at him. “Really? I heard from someone that there were four men dressed that way, but I didn’t know one of them was you.” Suddenly, I was anxious, sliding my leg back down. “I tried, Blake. I really tried to find you. Especially once I knew I was pregnant—“

      “Shh.” He released my wrists and hugged me to him. “I know. I tried, too. For months. It just—it just wasn’t meant to be, not then. But now we’re together. I’m never going to lose you again.”

      “I named her after you, you know.”

      “What?”

      “Zoe. It was as close to Zorro as I could make it.”

      For a moment he looked shocked, and then absurdly pleased. “You named our daughter after me.”

      The look on his face was so raw that I had to lighten the moment. “If you want, I can change it to Blakette.”

      His face cracked into a grin, and spun me around, holding me tightly against him.

      I buried my head against his broad chest, feeling his arms tighten around me. I wanted to weep. I wanted to laugh. I wanted him to throw me on a bed and pounce on top of me. I didn’t know what I wanted, except to be in his arms. And I was. Finally.

      Blake bent down so that our heads were eye level, and then his hands came up under my thighs. He picked me up effortlessly, and I clung to his neck as turned, carrying me deeper into his penthouse.

      The rest of his place barely made an impression because I only had eyes for him. Still, I got the sense of space. Of well-made dark furniture. Of a pleasant pine scent in the air. And expensive light fixtures. I could see those very well from my vantage point in his arms.

      At last, he set me down at the edge of a huge bed. Curious, I looked around. This had to be the master bedroom. Over eighteen months after I’d first dreamed of being in his bed, now, finally, I was.

      Blake stepped away and smiled down at me. Without breaking eye contact, he unbuttoned his white shirt. Slowly. One button at a time. I watched, mesmerized as more and more of his smooth, chiseled chest came into view.

      The closer he got to his waistband, the slower he went. I was fairly sure I was drooling by the time he peeled the white shirt off his arms.

      Oh goodness. Those arms. Dimly, I remembered passing some exercise equipment when he carried me here. It was obvious he used it regularly. More than obvious.

      I was staring, but I couldn’t stop. With shaking hands, I lifted the bottom of my blouse, but Blake shook his head. “I want to do that.”

      He knelt down the floor in front of me, and my legs parted automatically, giving him space. His voice was low, rumbly, and incredibly sexy. “Last time, I didn’t get to undress you. This time, I can’t wait.”

      I couldn’t either. The heat from his body between my spread thighs was intoxicating. Overwhelming. Every inch of me trembled as he lifted the edge of my blouse, pulling it over my head. Once it had joined his on the floor, his gaze remained steady on mine. He leaned in and kissed me, long and deep, before straightening and reaching for the button on my slacks.

      It helped that he maintained eye contact while his fingers slid under my waistband. Yes, I wanted this, more than anything, but my body had changed since he’d last seen me. I’d had a baby. I wasn’t the way he remembered me.

      But his gaze told me he didn’t care about that. He only cared about me. Kicking off my shoes, I raised my hips, letting him ease my pants off my hips. When they were just below my rear, he stood and grabbed my hair at the back of my neck, tilting my head so he could kiss me again. Gradually, so slowly I almost didn’t realize he was doing it, he lowered me to the bed. He kept his lips on mine as he tugged my slacks lower and lower.

      Perhaps sensing that I’d be more comfortable that way, he reached out and flipped off the lamp by the bed. The light dimmed, but I could still see his gleaming dark eyes staring down at me, taking me in. “My long-lost Not-Sarah. My beautiful Penny. Finally, in my bed,” he whispered, in his sexy, deep voice. “Do you know how long I’ve waited for this?”

      “About as long as I have.”

      “Think you can stand to wait a little longer?”

      “No,” I said, honestly.

      “Too bad. Because you’re going to.”

      What?

      He tugged at my shoulders, rearranging me until my head lay on the pillow. Then he leaned back and looked at me. Really looked at me. “Beautiful,” he said. “Put your hands at your sides.”

      I did so, feeling a little exposed, but there was no mistaking the admiration in his eyes. He placed one hand lightly on my stomach.

      “Spread your legs a little.” His voice was soft, but it was a command nonetheless. It turned me on to part my legs for him.

      Blake slid his hand down, across my silky panties to my leg. Slowly, he trailed one long index finger down my inner thigh. My legs parted more with every inch lower his finger slid.

      When he reached my knee, he stopped. “Perfect. Stay just like that. Don’t move a muscle.”

      “What?”

      “I need to go get something. I want you to wait just like that. For me. Think about what I’m going to do to you when I get back.”

      Oh goodness. If I thought about that, my panties would be soaked by the time he got back. They probably already were just from looking at his smooth, bare chest. And the way the muscles of his back moved as he walked away got me going, too.

      By the time he came back with a bottle and a wine glass, I’d imagined him touching me all over. Licking me all over. And taking me hard. I wanted to close my legs to hide the evidence of my arousal, but I didn’t.

      “Good girl,” he said, setting the open bottle down on his nightstand.

      “The Latour?” I asked.

      “Yes. A lovely lady got it for me.”

      “I wish I could have some.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you get a taste.” He treated me to a naughty wink. He filled the glass and clicked it against the bottle. “To our happily ever after.”

      I repeated the toast, blinking back a sudden tear that rose behind my lashes. It had been a long journey, but there was nothing standing in our way anymore.

      Blake took a big sip of the wine and then climbed onto the bed, straddling me. He leaned down to kiss me, and I sank my hands in his hair, pulling him closer. His mouth met mine and wine poured past my lips in a delicious cascade. I swallowed it down and sucked the excess off his tongue, enjoying its taste. And his taste.

      His free hand stroked down my side, teasing me as he deepened the kiss. Just when I was about to sink into a puddle of bliss, he eased back and held the wine glass over me.

      “Hold still,” he growled. Tipping the glass, he allowed a small amount to splash across my collarbones. I squealed as he licked it up, his tongue making long, slow strokes. Goodness, I wanted to feel that tongue everywhere—and one place in particular.

      The glass tilted again, and this time the sweet red liquid slid down between my breasts. Blake set the glass on the table and reached underneath me, unhooking my bra. He tugged it off of me and then buried his face in my cleavage, licking up the sticky liquid. His hands cupped the sides of my breasts, pushing them together, rubbing them against his jawline.

      It was a hot mixture of sensations, the scratchy stubble, versus his slick tongue. When both sensations moved down my body, I squirmed with pleasure.

      Blake kissed his way across my abdomen, and I was grateful he didn’t linger there. Firstly, because I needed his talented tongue lower, and secondly, because after giving birth to a baby, my stomach was not my favorite feature. But he seemed to like it.

      His long fingers slid under the waistband of my panties, then he tugged. I closed my eyes, and arched my back, lifting my hips for him.

      In a flash, my panties were gone, and I lay naked before him. Last time, I’d been hidden under many layers, but this time, I was bared to him.

      Kneeling between my legs, he looked up at me as if I was a priceless treasure. “Hold onto something,” he commanded. His head descended, his hands pushing my legs farther apart.

      “Oh goodness,” I moaned. Warm breath caressed my slit. Then I felt a long lick tease over the outside of my folds, making me moan again. Taking his advice, I reached above my head and grabbed onto the iron bars of the headboard.

      “I’ve waited so long to taste you,” Blake growled. His words vibrated against my sensitive skin. “Too long.”

      My response was lost in a groan when his tongue parted my slit, teasing past my clit while he worked his way up and down. It felt amazing. The heat from his mouth, his lips, his tongue. He circled my clit, his fingers holding my thighs wide apart.

      I writhed on the bed until he pinched the inside of my thigh sharply. “Hold still. I’m not done yet.”

      I tried, but he wasn’t making it easy. His long licks narrowed in on my clit, circling, occasionally flicking over it. And his fingers slid up my leg until one paused at my entrance.

      “Blake,” I groaned, gripping the bars above my head even tighter. “Please…”

      He answered my unspoken plea, sliding his finger inside of me. My back arched again and I pressed myself against him, willing him to take me where I needed to be.

      And he did. He circled my entrance with one long finger, then two. His tongue flicked across my clit again and again, and when he thrust his fingers into me, I exploded underneath him, crying out. Crying his name. Begging him not to stop.

      He didn’t—not until I was thrashing around on the bed, my breath coming out in gasps. Goodness, I hadn’t felt anything like that in so long. Not since the last time I was with him. So amazing. Blake’s fingers stilled inside me, and he lifted his head, a satisfied grin on his face. I knew he could feel each time an aftershock jolted through me. He had every reason to feel self-satisfied—he’d made me feel so good.

      Letting go of the iron bars, I wiggled my fingers, trying to restore circulation. Reaching down, I stroked Blake’s head, tugging on his hair lightly.

      He sat up, crawling forward until he hovered over me. I cupped the back of his neck and pulled his head down, kissing him, tasting myself on him. “Please,” I moaned when he came up for air. “I want you inside me.”

      “I’ve wanted that since the day I met you—both times.” Another wink. A few seconds later, he’d fished a condom out of the drawer and slid it on. When he was poised to enter me, we made eye contact and both seemed to be thinking the same thing. “What are the odds it could break a second time?”

      I laughed. Probably pretty low, but if it happened, so be it. Someday, I’d love to have more children with him. But tonight was all about pleasure. “Please, I need you.”

      “You have me.” His voice came out breathless with desire. “Tonight and always.” He grabbed my knee and pushed it up to my chest, then the tip of his cock teased my entrance.

      “Please, Blake…”

      It was all the invitation he needed. He thrust into me, a long smooth stroke that filled me completely and almost made me come again. Nothing had ever felt so good as his hard length inside me. He drew back, almost all the way out, and pushed in again. I cried out, grabbing onto his bicep as he balanced over me.

      “Goodness, you feel incredible.” His eyes never left mine the whole time he moved inside of me.

      I meant to say the same thing to him, but only a gasp came out when he thrust again, filling me. He was the only man who’d ever reached me like this. Made me feel like heaven.

      “I want to feel all of you.” I didn’t even know what I was asking, but apparently Blake knew. He bent my other knee and suddenly I could feel his hard cock going even deeper. Goodness, I’d never known anything could feel so wonderful.

      I held onto his arms, our gazes locked. “Yes,” I chanted. He sped up.

      “Are you going to disappear on me again, Penny?” Blake’s breathing grew harsh as he pounded in and out of me.

      “No,” I panted.

      “Are you going to scream my name when you come?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you going to come with me?” His strokes sped up even more, each thrust making my whole body shake until I clutched his arms. I was getting so close.

      “Please…”

      “Are you going to come?” He thrust harder. “Right…now?”

      My head tilted back while he held himself deep inside me. “Yes. Yes, Blake, please… please come with me.”

      He did, his hard cock pulsing as we shouted together. I clenched around his spasming hardness, shouting his name, begging him to fill me up, telling him I loved him.

      At long last, he collapsed on top of me, both of us breathing heavily, spent. The feeling of his hot, hard body on top of me was intoxicating. He was so big. So strong. So freaking gorgeous. He was mine. And I was his. And wait a second… “Did I just tell you I loved you?”

      Blake lifted his head and grinned down at me. He looked tired, but satisfied. “I believe you did.”

      “During sex?”

      His grin widened. “Yes, ma’am. And you don’t get to take it back, either.”

      I could practically feel the blush spreading across my face. “I don’t want to take it back. But can we pretend I said it at a different time?”

      “No, we can’t.” He winked. “Like our encounter tonight, it was long overdue.”

      “But I said for the first time during sex,” I moaned, covering my face with my hand.

      Blake pushed himself off me and lay down on his side next to me, his hand roaming possessively over my breasts. “If you hadn’t rendered me incapable of speech, I would have said it, too.”

      “Really?” I looked over at him. Did he mean that?

      “Really.” He leaned down, kissing the tip of my nose. “Penelope Not-Sarah Jenkins, I love you. I loved you when I lost you, I loved you when I found you. I love the baby girl we made, and I love the woman she’s going to become. I love that you’re mine. That you’re both mine. Does that convince you?”

      The tears welling in my eyes proved it did. Instead of answering, I pulled his head down and pressed my lips against his. I kissed him long and hard, my body wrapping around his, as if it knew he’d soon be ready for round two.

      “I guess it does,” he whispered.
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      “Don’t you just love the month of June?”

      I looked over at my best friend, frowning slightly at the shade of turquoise she was having painted on her nails. “Because of the sunshine? The beautiful weather?”

      “No, because school’s out. No more teaching until August!”

      I laughed. “Some of us do have to work through the summer, you know.”

      “That doesn’t count. You work for a super-hot boss who thinks nothing of having you and your best friend spend an entire Saturday pampering themselves.”

      “We’re going to be here for the whole day?” Though the facial and massage had been nice, I was tired of being indoors. The weather was too gorgeous to stay inside. But I was meeting Blake for an early dinner al fresco at four, so at least I’d get to spend part of this beautiful day outside.

      “No, this is the last part, the mani-pedi. Or at least that’s all that Vera booked for us. But then we’re going dress shopping, Blake’s orders. I was thinking that new boutique on the far side of the mall.”

      This was news to me, but it wasn’t really a surprise. Blake was a very rich man, and he loved to spend his money on me and Zoe. And our friends as well. “Sounds good. After my nails are dry, I want to call Ellen and see how Zoe’s doing.”

      “Sure.”

      A few hours later, after a stop for lunch and a lengthy shopping spree, Jana and I took a selfie together in front of the dressing room mirror. She’d selected a floral sundress that looked perfect on her slender form. The long skirt fell almost to her ankles, and she’d found cute pink heels to go with it. When she added the wide-brimmed hat she’d found in the back of the store, she looked like a southern belle—an extremely beautiful one.

      My dress was more subdued. It was a very light mint green, so pale that it looked almost white under the bright lights. It had spaghetti straps, but Jana had found a strapless bra in my size. I’d been slowly introducing Zoe to more solid foods, so I didn’t breastfeed as much, but my breasts were still larger than I was used to. This dress supported me nicely, though, and I loved the way the skirt flowed over my legs. I bought some white strappy sandals to show off my new pedicure, and Jana insisted that we wear keep our new dresses on. The clerk dutifully rang up our purchases and packed up the clothes we’d worn in.

      We sent the selfie to Hazel and Ellen. Hazel replied with a ‘looking good!’ text, but Ellen sent back a picture of my darling girl sitting in a high chair waving at the camera. She was such a cutie.

      Blake texted to say he was running a little late. He’d had meetings with some overseas investors today, so he asked me to come straight to the park where he’d planned to meet. Jana drove—I’d left my car with Ellen in case she needed the car seat to take Zoe somewhere.

      As we pulled into the park, the car behind us honked. It was Blake. We parked and hopped out, and Blake complimented us on our new clothes. I thought he looked pretty dang good, too. He hadn’t had time to change, so he was wearing the dark silver pants from one of his best suits, a blue tie, and a white dress shirt. He’d rolled his sleeves, up though, making him look sexy as well as rich and successful.

      After treating me too a lingering kiss, Blake transferred my packages from Jana’s car to his.

      “Enjoy your picnic,” Jana called, waving as she drove away.

      I laughed. “I don’t think either of us is dressed for a picnic.”

      Blake’s eyes twinkled. “And yet that’s exactly what we’re going to do. Didn’t you see my text?”

      “I thought you were joking. I have my old clothes in one of those bags, I can change—”

      “I don’t want you to ever change,” he said, taking my hand and pressing it against his lips. Even after months of dating, he still did romantic things like that.

      I smiled at him, loving him. He was my everything. But he was very much mistaken if he thought I was going to ruin my beautiful new dress by sitting on the ground.

      It was his turn to laugh after I explained that to him. “Ah, you gorgeous creature… when are you going to stop underestimating me? I have a secret weapon.”

      He reached into the back of his SUV and pulled out a large black bag. With a flourish, he ripped the bag aside, revealing a heavy plaid blanket.

      “Oh my goodness… is that the picnic blanket? The one you told me about from your childhood?”

      “It is indeed.”

      Wonderingly, I ran my hand over it. The material was very thick and durable. It was light-years better than that flimsy plastic thing I’d bought. Though plaid wasn’t my favorite color scheme, I had to amid it was a very nice blanket. After all, this blanket was indirectly responsible for Zoe meeting her grandmother for the very first time. We’d only gone to Ellen’s’ house because Blake wanted to retrieve it.

      “Wait here while I set everything up. That way, you won’t get your shoes dirty.”

      That didn’t make much sense because I’d still have to walk over the grass to get to the blanket, but I was more than happy to enjoy the beautiful day while Blake did all the work.

      Once he had the blanket laid out, and the picnic basket, plates, and other things set up, he came back for me. He offered me his hand, as if he was asking me to dance, and I took it.

      The glint in his eye was all the warning I got before he bent down and slid his arm under my thighs, scooping me up in the process.

      “Blake! Put me down.” Laughing, I squirmed in his arms, trying to make sure that my skirt was covering everything it was supposed to.

      “Of course, sweetheart.” Grinning, he lowered his right arm, causing me to tilt toward the ground headfirst.

      “No! Not like that.”

      “Then maybe you’d better stop squirming. Tonight, in bed, I’ll make you squirm. Big time.” He said that last part with a wink.

      At last we made it to the picnic blanket, and he set me down—feet first, fortunately.

      To my surprise, the picnic consists of chilled champagne, finger sandwiches, and little skewers of cubed fruit. It was delicious, but fun as well. Blake enjoyed feeding me pieces of fruit one at a time, and I even drank half a flute of champagne. Since I wasn’t nursing as much anymore, it seemed all right.

      When we were done, Blake treated me to the same service, carrying me back the pavement and then packing everything up himself. “Care to take a little walk?”

      “Sure.” It had been a lovely day and I wasn’t eager for it to end—though I did want to see our little girl soon.

      Blake took my hand and we walked along a paved path, through the trees and past babbling brooks. Soon, the woods gave way to more landscaped areas, flower beds and trimmed bushes.

      “This is part of the gardens, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. We came through a side entrance.”

      “It’s beautiful.” We were headed toward a central area with a large fountain surrounded by park benches. A row of tall hedges lined the far end of the clearing.

      Blake pulled me to the edge of the fountain and I leaned forward, letting the cool water cascade over my hand. “You look beautiful like that. In that dress with the fountain behind you. Can I get a picture?”

      He pulled out his phone and I was touched. He didn’t usually make requests like that.

      A little shyly, I perched on the concrete wall, the falling water at my back. Blake took one shot, moved a bit to his right, and took another. “Now tilt your head up and close your eyes, like you’re basking in the sun. The way the light’s hitting your hair makes it look like pure gold.”

      Aww, that was romantic of him. I did as he asked, leaning back and lifting my face to the sky, my eyes closed. The sun did feel good on my skin. Warm, but not too hot. “Did you get it? Did you take the picture?”

      When there was no answer, I opened my eyes, looking where he had been before. He wasn’t there. Blinking in the bright light, I looked around, confused. Then a gentle hand touched my knee, and I looked down.

      At Blake.

      Kneeling in front of me.

      Oh.

      My.

      Goodness.

      He smiled at me as he took my hand. “Penny… we’re already a family. You’re the mother of the child I love so much. But you’re also my soulmate. The woman I love. I want you with me, by my side, for the rest of my life. Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

      My breath caught in my throat as Blake held up a small, velvet box. Inside was a beautiful ring with a single diamond. It was elegant. Classy. And beautiful.

      “Yes,” I said. It was all I could say without bursting into tears, but it was enough. Blake leaped to his feet and pulled me up with him. His arms wrapped around me and suddenly, he lifted me off my feet, twirling me around.

      I clasped my hands together at the back of his neck and our lips met before even before he put me down. The man I loved—and the man my child loved—wanted us with him for the rest of our lives. It didn’t get any better than that.

      Finally, Blake set me on my feet. He plucked the ring out of the box and brought it briefly to his lips, kissing it lightly. “Let’s see if it fits.”

      I held out my left hand and it did, perfectly.

      “It belonged to Ellen’s mother. She wanted you to have it.”

      “I’m so glad,” I said, and it was true. Ellen was a part of our family too, and she was a wonderful grandmother to Zoe. From time to time, even Blake remarked on the change in his mother.

      Holding my hand up, I watched the diamond sparkle in the light. “It’s beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful. Let’s get you home so you can show Ellen and Zoe.”

      “Okay,” I said eagerly, taking his hand.

      He pulled me down the path, but I slowed as we approached the tall row of hedges. There was an archway in the middle of them, but it was closed off by a white fence. “This isn’t the way we came, is it?”

      “Hmm? Sure it is.” Blake looked around.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Oh. Well, if we go this way, I’m sure we’ll find the car eventually. I was too nervous before to pay attention to where we were walking.”

      I giggled. “You were nervous? Were you that worried about my answer?”

      “A little,” Blake admitted. “Not much, but yeah, a little.”

      “Well, then, I guess it’s a good thing I said yes.”

      “A very good thing.” A glint appeared in his eye. He continued before I could wonder much about it. “Because if you hadn’t, this next part would be pretty awkward.”

      “Next part? Blake, what next part?”

      He didn’t answer.  He’d already turned away and was busy sliding back the white fence blocking the archway.

      “Wait, it says there’s a private function. We can’t go in there.”

      “Let’s be party crashers. Come on, Future Mrs. Hollister… let’s live a little.”

      “Blake!” I said, but he’d already slid through the opening between the fence and the hedge. All I could see was the hand he held out, waiting for me. I wasn’t quite sure what we were intruding upon, but I took placed my hand in his and followed him to the other side.

      I gasped when I emerged. There were rows of chairs and people everywhere. Children in their Sunday best ran past the flower beds. The pavilion was adorned with white balloons. It was set up for a wedding.

      “Blake,” I whispered, trying not to draw attention to ourselves. “We shouldn’t be here. This is a somebody’s wedding.”

      He turned to me and grinned. “You’re right, it is.”

      “I know, so we’d better…”

      “Do you know what day it is?”

      What? He was asking me that here of all places? “It’s June tenth. But—“

      “Right. The day my mother reserved the pavilion at the gardens for us.”

      “Yes, I remember, that time we went over to her house for lunch. You were so mad…” My voice trailed off as I looked around. It was hard to see in the bright sunlight, but… but… I knew these people. Most of them, anyway. Vera was here, and my coworkers from the office. And was that Ellen, up front? And Hazel, sitting in the front row, holding a crutch.

      “This… is this… is this our wedding?”

      Blake smiled down at me and kissed the tip of my nose. “You said you’d marry me. Are you changing your mind already?”

      “No, but… we’re getting married? Right now?”

      “Right now.”

      “Oh my goodness.”

      “Don’t start crying!” At the familiar voice, I turned and saw Jana rushing toward me in her floral dress. And in her arms was my precious little girl—wearing a dress made out of the same material.

      I couldn’t believe it. “But you just bought that dress today! How can you match?”

      “Because the Maid of Honor and the Flower Girl have to match. It’s wedding magic.”

      Looking from my best friend to my future husband, my vision blurred with tears, but I refused to let them fall. This was turning into the best day of my life, and I wanted to witness every second of it through clear eyes.

      Jana must’ve been in on the plan the whole time. The spa day. Her steering me toward a dress that was so pale it was nearly white. And now she handed Zoe to Blake and she helped affix a filmy white veil to my hair. When she was done, she plucked a bouquet of flowers off a nearby chair and handed it to me.

      “There. The bride’s ready… now let’s see about the groom now.” She put two fingers in her mouth and emitted a loud whistle, suitable for herding school children or summoning the three tall men who emerged at Blake’s side. I recognized Ryan, whom I’d met several times, but not the other two. Something about the way they were standing together, something about their easy camaraderie clued me in.

      “You guys wouldn’t, by chance, be the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse?”

      Blake grinned, and the other men laughed.

      “At your service,” Ryan said with a little bow.

      “If it’s all the same to you, could you please hold off ending the world until after my wedding day?”

      “Sure thing.” Ryan winked at me. “You can trust me—I’m Death. And this is War.”

      A man with light brown curly hair shook my hand. “But my friends call me Adam.”

      “And that’s Pestilence.”

      “I’m Tyler. Nice to meet you.”

      Tyler was holding a silver suit coat that he handed to Blake. I took Zoe from him, and he rolled down his sleeves and put it on. Jana placed a boutonniere in his front pocket and then stood on her tip toes, kissing him lightly on the cheek.

      “Hey now,” I said, in a mock stern voice. “That’s my fiancé.”

      “Not for much longer,” she said with a giggle. “Come on. Let’s get you guys in place.”

      Clearly she was in charge, so we all followed her to the pavilion. She took Zoe from me, and they looked so sweet together in their matching dresses. To my surprise, Hazel stood and crutched her way over to stand behind Jana. Her dress wasn’t made of the same floral material, but the coloring matched.

      “Are you sure you should be standing?” I said.

      “I’m fine. You focus on marrying that handsome man of yours before I’m tempted to marry him myself.”

      Jana giggled and placed her hand on my shoulder, turning me around to face Blake. Looking at him made it hard to breathe. He was so gorgeous in his suit. His eyes sparkled as he looked at me, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was.

      Behind him stood his three best buddies, first Ryan, and then the other two. They had his back, and I was glad. But wait a minute. “You’ve got three groomsmen.”

      “Horsemen,” Blake said with a grin. “What about them?”

      “I’ve only got two bridesmaids.”

      “You’ve got Zoe, too. That’s two and a half.”

      I shook my head. “She’s not on my side, she’s on both our sides. I need another bridesmaid.”

      Blake laughed, but then his smile faded. “Are you serious?”

      “I am,” I said. I saw the minister come to stand between us out of the corner of my eye, but there was something missing. Someone missing.

      Finally, I spotted her, sitting in the first row of the grooms’ side. Quickly, I walked over to her. “Ellen? Would you do me the honor of being my bridesmaid?”

      She blinked up at me in the sunlight. Then her face broke into a radiant smile. “The honor would be mine, dear girl.” I took her hand and led her over to stand next to Hazel.

      Then I returned to my place opposite Blake. “Now I’m ready,” I said, beaming at him.

      The minister’s clear baritone voice carried out over the assembled witnesses, meshing with the distant sound of running water, chirping birds, and children playing. Halfway through the ceremony, Zoe started fussing, but Blake reached around me and took her from Jana’s arms. My sweet girl looked very pleased at the view from her tall father’s arms, and she was quiet, at least until the minister began the vows.

      “Do you, Blake Hollister, take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, to love and cherish as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.” The look in his eyes left me no question that he did. It was still hard to believe this was happening, but it was, and it couldn’t possibly have been any more perfect.

      “Do you, Penelope Jenkins, take this man to be your lawful wedded husband, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, to love and cherish as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” I breathed.

      “Do!” Zoe cried out, and our friends and family laughed.

      “We do,” Blake clarified, smiling at the minister.

      “Then by the power invested in me, I now declare you, husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Applause broke out as Blake took me in his arms, our sweet little girl between us. As he bent his head to kiss me, Zoe leaned forward, and we both ended up kissing our daughter on her chubby little cheeks.

      Everyone laughed, and Blake winked. “You owe me a kiss.”

      “I do,” I said, and Zoe shouted “do” again.

      We turned and faced the crowd, our daughter between us.

      There would be plenty of time to share our first kiss as a married couple later. Just like there would be time to see our little girl grow up with two parents. To start school. To grow into the wonderful young woman I knew she’d become.

      Maybe there’d even be time to give her a little brother or sister. And this time, Blake would be by my side every step of the way.

      We had our whole lives ahead of us. Our whole future.

      Right here, right now, I had everything I’d ever dreamed of. I couldn’t wait to begin my life as Penny Hollister—wife, mother, and businessperson.

      And the luckiest woman in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A NOTE FROM SOPHIE

        

      

    
    
      Thank you so much for reading Tempting! I hope you enjoyed it and that  you’ll leave a review. Wait, what’s that you’re saying? You’re asking how could Michelle get away with doing all the terrible things she did?

      Good point! She definitely doesn’t deserve to live happily ever after with a diamond necklace, does she? But I wanted to end this book with romance, not revenge. However, I agree… Michelle should not get off free and clear.

      Therefore, I plan to release some bonus material that fills us in on how Blake, Penny, and Zoe are doing. It’ll also include a scene of  Michelle getting what she deserves. Please sign up to my mailing list to receive this bonus material when it’s ready.

      Mailing List: Sign up HERE to be notified of new releases and special pricing. Once you sign up, you’ll get Private Instruction for free.
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          BONUS NOVELLAS

        

      

    
    
      On the following screens are two free bonus novellas.

      Wicked Bet features a married couple going through a tough time. They make a bet to see who can do the best job of spicing up their marriage and bringing them closer together.

      Naughty Nights features a young woman who falls for the hot night manager at her hotel in her new town. When they accidentally fall asleep in her room, the forced proximity causes some problems… but also makes some of her dreams come true.

      Both these novellas are from my collection called Bad Boys By Nights. It contains three other novellas as well. I hope you’ll check them all out!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Novella: Wicked Bet

        

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Wicked Bet Blurb

        

      

    
    
      Ian is the perfect man for me. He’s incredibly handsome, smart, and ambitious. Every time I look at him, I’m amazed he’s mine. Or at least he’s supposed to be mine.

      Despite being newly married, we hardly ever see each other. Ian’s a rising star at his advertising firm, and he works over seventy hours a week. My career as a busy lawyer doesn’t help, either.

      When our close friends break up, it’s a wake-up call for me. I don’t want my marriage to end after just eighteen months. Luckily, I know the one thing that drives Ian more than anything else.

      Competition.

      When there’s a bet on the line, my husband turns into a relentless alpha male. Which is why I challenge him to see who can come up with the naughtiest way to turn up the heat.

      My plan works—Ian’s in it to win it. The hints he drops about the hot-as-hell adventure he’s plotting drive me wild. But does he realize it’s not just a game that’s at stake, it’s our marriage?

      I'm thrilled at the idea of reconnecting with him in such a wicked way, but I'm also just a little terrified. Ian can be intense. Demanding. And capable of pushing every one of my carefully constructed limits. Every. Single. One.

      What have I gotten myself into?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      I CROUCHED BEHIND a low wall, aiming a gun at the tall man facing away from me. Was I really going to shoot him in the back? Hell yeah I was. Squeezing an eye shut, I pulled the trigger—once, twice, three times. He spun in surprise, registering the hits while his eyes went in all directions.

      “You’re dead, Shane,” I cried, popping out from behind the crumbling brick wall. It was tempting to shoot again, but he was done and he knew it. A moment later a disembodied voice from an overhead speaker confirmed it, and he slunk away, defeated. Hmm ... this laser tag thing was growing on me.

      Moving on, I looked for my next target. It was employees versus spouses, and I’d already taken out two of Ian’s colleagues. Carefully, I moved along an alley, keeping an eye out for cover in case someone from Ian’s team showed up. I’d always pictured laser tag as people running around in the dark wearing glow-in-the-dark vests. But this was different. It was the ‘largest laser tag arena in eight states’ according to the boring speeches we’d heard earlier.

      A burst of gunfire came from my left. Scanning the area, I ducked behind the shell of a dumpster that looked as if it’d been bombed. The big selling point of this ‘state-of-the-art laser tag facility’ was the post-apocalyptic theme, and I had to admit they’d done a good job. I knew we were in a large building that used to be an old factory, but it truly looked like a city in ruins.

      Ian had been telling me about it for weeks, how his marketing firm—hired to create a buzz before the grand opening—had pushed the idea to people who liked laser tag, people who liked first person shooter games, and people who read futuristic sci-fi. This was just the soft opening for those who’d worked on the advertising campaign, but I could see this place being a hit. I was having fun, and twenty-seven-year-old female lawyers weren’t exactly the target demographic.

      And speaking of Ian, there he was, running down an alleyway, avoiding jets of neon light coming his way. With his strong, athletic body and his darkly handsome good looks, he seemed more action hero than advertising executive. Of course, he should be good at this, I thought, watching him dodge around a twisted pile of metal that looked as if it was supposed to be a barricade. He played those shoot ‘em up video games all the time. Or at least he used to, before he started spending such long hours at work. Not that I was the poster child for a healthy work-life balance.

      Ian passed me followed by two pursuers whom I recognized as the husbands of his coworkers. I crouched down lower, grateful that the dim light meant he hadn't seen me. He turned right at the end of the block and the other men followed, one of them panting a little at the exertion.

      There was a shout of surprise, and the sound of several shots being fired. Then the loudspeaker announced that Rodney and Davenport were out. Suckers. I guess I should’ve been upset that I’d lost two more teammates, but no way those bozos were a match for my man.

      Holding my gun with both hands, I crept cautiously in the direction Ian’d gone. Rounding a corner, I moved slowly through an archway, pointing my gun all around like actors do on police dramas. I didn’t see anyone, so I hurried round the next bend, which opened up to a deserted side street. There was a rusty, broken-down car blocking the way off to the left, but there was space for a person to squeeze by. I went that way, hoping to find better cover.

      Easing around the front bumper—apparently cars of the future still had those—I had my eyes set on a small alley off to the side when a hand snaked around my waist. I let out a shriek as I was pulled down into the dark space between the car and the wall of a building. Struggling, I tried to turn, but I was held tight against a large, hard body. A very familiar body.

      “You scared me,” I said, struggling to break free.

      “Shhh,” he said, his voice hard to hear over the pulsing music. “I saved you, Alyssa. Johnson is right around the corner.”

      I squirmed, unable to get loose as Ian pulled me back farther. He had a sweet hiding spot with his back to the wall, the car shielding him to the right. He made it even more secure by pulling open the car door as soon as we’d cleared it. I got my feet underneath me and leaned forward to place my gun over the windowless car door. Now if Johnson came around the corner, I could pick him off, too.

      Behind me, Ian chuckled softly. “Since when did you become G. I. Jane?” he said, pressing himself against my back. Even through the somewhat stiff fabric of the jumpsuits we wore—which were wired with sensors to register hits—his body pushing against mine felt good. It’d been a long while since we’d done something fun like this. Something playful.

      “I took out Shane,” I said.

      “Serves him right for trying to claim credit for my slogan last week. I got Davis’s wife, whats-her-name. In the tight dress.”

      “Heather,” I said, frowning. She’d worn a low cut, practically see-through little black dress with endless cleavage, and she’d been eyeing Ian all night. She’d probably run right up to him hoping to flirt and gotten taken out for her trouble.

      The thought made me smile though I had to admit that my blouse was fairly low cut, too. But there was a difference between classy and trampy. Heather apparently hadn’t gotten the message that this was just another meet and greet that spouses were obligated to go to, not a place to strut her stuff.

      I went to things like this for Ian, and he went to things like this for the law firm where I worked. Though as far as spousal obligations went, this was definitely one of the better ones. And I was still enjoying Ian’s hard muscles pressed against me from behind. He worked out at his company gym when he had time. I wished my company had a gym.

      Just for fun, I wiggled my rear back against Ian’s firm thighs. His arm was still wrapped around me, his face buried in my hair. “Be good,” he said, his voice a low growl in my ear.

      “I don’t want to be good. I want to take Johnson out. You said he’s just up there?” I shifted as if to stand but Ian held me back.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you in Alyssa-the-Avenger mode. Who knew you could kick butt in high heels?”

      “Hey, I dressed for cocktails, not combat. But now that we’re here, I’m in it to win it.”

      “Hope you can settle for coming in second.”

      “Not likely. I could shoot you right now.”

      He chuckled, but his strong hands held my upper arms, locking them in place. “I didn’t shoot you when I had the chance.” His breath was warm against my neck. “What’s to stop me from doing so now?”

      “Maybe the fact that only one of us is holding a gun. Where’s yours?”

      “In my holster,” he began, and I felt his grip loosen for a second. I took my chance and pushed with both feet, slamming back against him. I tried to twist around and get my gun pointed at him, but he grabbed my wrist, forcing my hand upward. I accidentally squeezed the trigger, the green stream of light briefly illuminating the ceiling painted to look like dark skies. Ian pushed my arm away until my gun was pointed uselessly at the wall behind us.

      Reaching out with my free hand, I groped for his holster, but he caught that hand too, pushing me back and pinning my hand—and my gun—to the ground above my head. He swung his leg over mine, straddling me.

      “That was easy,” he said. His arrogant smirk made me push against him even harder, but it was no use. He was too heavy. Too strong. It was a waste of effort to struggle. Besides, his toned thighs pressing on either side of my hips felt pretty dang good. For a moment, I forgot this was a competition and just enjoyed the feeling of his weight pressing me down. It reminded me of when we used to have a sex life.

      In the dim light, I could see Ian’s eyes were alive with excitement. Maybe he was turned on, too? I thought I could feel hardness occasionally brush against my abdomen. Or maybe his keyed up expression was just because he was winning. Or rather, because he thought he was winning. He loved any kind of competition. In college, he’d played tennis and baseball. I’d often wondered why he hadn’t become a lawyer like me. He loved to compete. He loved to win.

      My smug husband looked at me mockingly. “What now, sweetheart? We seem to be at an impasse.”

      “We could call a temporary truce and go our separate ways,” I suggested, already planning how I’d get the drop on him if he fell for that.

      But he just smiled. “Why would I do that? Not when I’ve got my sights set on a gorgeous woman with her hair all messed up and her shirt gaping open.” He grinned down at my chest, and I realized the zipper at the front of the jumpsuit had worked its way down during our struggle. That should’ve been fine, I was wearing normal clothes underneath, but the neckline of my thin blouse seemed to have gotten pushed askew.

      Ian’s gaze turned evil as I squirmed under him, trying to get free. Still pinning my wrists, he leaned down, nuzzling his nose between the tops of my breasts. His tongue darted out, slipping along my cleavage and making me squirm for an entirely different reason.

      “Stop it,” I said. “Don’t they have cameras in here?”

      “Tons,” he murmured against my chest, sounding unconcerned. Easy for him to say. He wasn’t flashing anyone. Mmm ... but he was doing something that felt amazing, blowing soft air across the top of one breast and then the other. I felt my nipples harden and I sincerely hoped that these high-tech jumpsuits only registered laser hits and not other things pressing against the fabric.

      “C’mon, let me up. It doesn’t matter who wins. It’s just a friendly game,” I said, fairly certain he knew I didn’t mean a word of it. I was pretty competitive, too.

      “Just a game,” he scoffed. “Remember that all-night game of Zombie Threat 3 our junior year of college? We played until the sun came up.”

      I remembered, and not just about playing the video game. We’d probably spent more time talking that night, when we were only dating, than we had the entire last month. And we were married now. Amazing how two high-powered careers can do that to a couple.

      But tonight, we were actually doing something fun together. It would be a shame to spoil it with negative thoughts, so I let my competitive side take over. “Hard to believe it took you seven hours to beat a girl who’d barely been playing the game for three weeks.”

      “Maybe I liked staying up all night with that girl,” Ian said. “Maybe I would’ve even let her win if we hadn’t made that bet.”

      “Let her win,” I said sarcastically, before my mind registered the latter part of what he’d said. “Wait, what bet?”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure you remember ... especially since you lost,” he said, moving his mouth up to my throat.

      And suddenly I did remember. Somewhere around five in the morning, we’d gotten to trash talking each other—fueled, no doubt, by a box of sugary donuts—and decided that the loser would service the winner. Orally. We’d had sex a few times before that point, but intimate sexual acts together were still kind of new to us.

      When I’d lost, I’d felt initially apprehensive about giving Ian a blow job, but he’d been really great about it, somehow managing to be teasing but also encouraging when it was time for me to pay up. It had ended up being a really fun experience for both of us—one that we had repeated many times since, at least before we’d both gotten so busy.

      “Those were simpler times,” I said, a trace of sarcasm in my voice. “Nowadays, we’d probably set the stakes for who gets first shower on Sunday when we sleep in until seven before heading to our offices.”

      “So let’s go back to simpler times. If by some miracle the spouse team wins, then tonight when we get home, I’m going to move my mouth eighteen inches lower and make you scream your brains out. But if—when—my team wins, you’ll be the one to blow my mind, so to speak.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him, trying to look cocky even though I was the one who was pinned. This man who routinely worked on his laptop until two a.m. was proposing oral sex tonight? Giving or receiving, it was a win-win in my book. “Seems like a better use for your tongue than empty taunts,” I said. “I’m in.”

      “Good,” he said, “May the best man win.”

      “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch,” I said as smugly as I could while pinned under him.

      “Who’s counting chickens?” The voice behind the car made us both flinch, but my husband relaxed once he saw his coworker, Johnson. Ian rolled off me, looking completely unperturbed at being caught groping his wife at a post-apocalyptic work event.

      As soon as he let go of my wrists, I sat up, bringing my weapon up and pointing it straight at Ian’s teammate.

      “Hey!” Johnson said, but he swiftly aimed his gun at me, too. Maybe he hadn’t thought I could go from making out to battle mode that quickly.

      “Seriously, I’m going to start calling you Rambette,” Ian muttered as Johnson and I stared each other down. “But it’s two against one unless anyone else from the spouse team is still standing.”

      “I think we’re the last three,” Johnson said, looking down at me on the ground.

      “Then let’s end this thing,” Ian said. “Johnson, how about you and I go back toward the town square, and Alyssa, you head down that way,” he said, indicating yet another alleyway with a nod of his head. “Then next time we meet, it’s the final showdown. Agreed?”

      I looked up at Johnson, keeping my gun steady. He nodded, letting the tip of his weapon droop downward. I shot him in the gut and then turned my gun on my husband.

      “Lyss!” Ian sounded shocked, but his gun was now pointed at me, too. The man had good reflexes. “We had a truce.”

      “If he hadn’t been staring at my breasts, he might’ve noticed that I didn’t agree to that truce.”

      “I wasn’t staring at your breasts,” Johnson said, speaking directly to my exposed cleavage. He finally pulled his eyes away as the announcer called his name and said he was out. “Good luck, man,” he told Ian and headed toward the war-ravaged town square, where the exit was.

      “Now it’s just us.” Ian reached out with his free hand, pulling me easily to my feet, his gun never wavering. Neither did mine.

      Once standing, I tugged at the zipper of my jumpsuit, my gaze steady on his.

      “Scared you’re going to lose the bet?” asked my husband of eighteen months.

      “No.”

      “You look scared,” he said, moving a step closer, making me take a small compensatory step back. “Your face is flushed. Your chest is heaving. If you’re not scared ... then why are you breathing so hard? Could there be some other reason?” His voice was suggestive.

      Because we haven’t had sex in weeks, I wanted to say, but I knew he was just trying to distract me. And it was working. Seeing his strong, muscular form right in front of me, his eyes blazing, his warm lips surrounded by sexy black stubble ... I wanted to forget about the guns, the game, and both our jobs. I wanted him to take me right here. Right now.

      Perhaps he was thinking the same thing, because his breathing seemed rapid, too. We moved in closer, the laser tag weapons the only thing between our bodies.

      “Ian ... ” I said, but I wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence. Ian I miss you? Ian, we never see each other anymore? Ian, bend me over the hood of this fake car and take me hard, cameras and coworkers be dammed?

      But before I could say any of those things, the lights above us flickered once, twice, and then plunged us into darkness. I spun around wildly, half expecting a zombie horde to descend on us. Dang, this game was going to make a ton of money. Everything felt so realistic that I’d actually felt a shiver of fear when the lights went out. But a moment later, they came back on, full strength this time, illuminating the props and sets around us, making them look far less authentic.

      The announcer’s voice came through the speaker. “Sorry, folks ... looks like we had a small glitch. We’ll make sure that’s working before Friday. So for tonight’s inaugural game, we have a tie: Ian Watson and his lovely wife Alyssa.”

      Ian looked pretty disgruntled for a guy who’d just tied for first place. “Incredible. So I guess neither of us won the bet,” he said.

      “Yeah.” I was disappointed too. I’d wanted to win. I’d wanted to beat him. But more than that, I’d wanted to be intimate with him, and win or lose, that would’ve happened.

      Maybe it still could. “On the other hand ... neither of us lost the bet, either.”

      A wicked gleam lit up his dark charcoal eyes. “Maybe we both deserve a reward, then.”

      “Exactly,” I said, laughing with anticipation as he grabbed my hand and set off at a brisk pace toward the exit.
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      WE WERE ALL over each other on the ride home. The taxi driver was probably getting quite an eyeful in his rearview mirror. He was certainly getting an earful as I moaned and whimpered from Ian’s talented lips nuzzling my neck.

      I was giving as good as I was receiving, too. Straddling his lap, my hands running up and down the rock-solid muscles in his upper arms and his hard, hot chest. It’d been so long since we’d gone at each other like this, all crazed and hot and bothered.

      The last time we’d had sex had been quick. Perfunctory, even. And squeezed in between work e-mails for me and a late night conference call for him. How did other married couples manage to keep their sex life strong? Possibly it was easier when you didn’t work one hundred thirty hours a week between the two of you.

      “Turn left on Twenty-Fifth Street,” Ian barked and sank his teeth into my earlobe, making me squeal. He continued in a sexy growl that—hopefully—only I could hear. “I’m going to make you come so hard tonight. Make you shriek and scream my name. I’m not going to stop until you wake up every neighbor on our floor.”

      Moaning, I wiggled in his lap, kissing the corner of his mouth, trying to catch his bottom lip. I wanted him so badly. I tugged at his lip, swirling my tongue around it, giving him a preview of what he could expect tonight.

      In response, he grabbed hold of my hips, pushing me down against the hard bulge beneath me. I groaned, deep in my throat. I’d missed this so much. “Ian,” I whispered, putting my hands on either side of his face and kissing him deeply. “I’m going to suck you dry tonight.”

      “Lyss ... Alyssa ... ” He wrapped his arms around me and held me tightly. “In less than ten minutes, you’re going to be on your back, thrashing your head back and forth and saying—”

      “That’ll be eighteen-fifty.” The driver pulled up to the curb, seeming eager to get rid of us. We groaned at the interruption, but at least that meant we were one step closer to a night of passion.

      I dismounted as Ian fumbled with his wallet and handed the driver a twenty and a few singles. Grabbing my hand, he pulled me from the car, hurrying to the entrance of our apartment building. A moment later, I was in the elevator attempting to climb him like a ladder, one of my legs wrapped around his waist, his hand on my rear, pulling me as close as possible.

      He plunged his free hand in my hair as I unbuttoned his shirt, hoping to save us time once we got to our place. When the elevator dinged at the fifth floor, I let go of him, but he wasn’t having any of that. He lifted me up, carrying me out of the elevator and down the hallway.

      Shrieking with excited laughter, I attempted to fit my key in the lock—not easy to do while someone is kissing you and smashing you against his erection.

      Finally, I got the key in the hole, noticing for the first time how suggestive that act was. Luckily, Ian was a lot bigger than a key. A lot bigger.

      Inside, he pushed me up against the wall, pinning my hands back the way he had in the laser tag arena. Our mouths crashed against each other, and I ground my hips against his hard bulge, knowing I was going to taste it tonight. Hoping I was going to feel it pounding inside me tonight.

      “Are you ready to scream my name?” Ian said, his voice rough with need. “Though maybe I should make you give me my reward first—after all, I would’ve won if the game hadn’t stopped.”

      Mmm ... I felt a sudden tremor of excitement at the thought of him making me go first. In the year or two before we got married, we’d experimented with some kinkier kinds of play, including him giving me sexy orders in the bedroom. But it’d been ages since we’d done anything like that, and right now, I’d be thrilled with any kind of sex. His lips on my throat felt so incredible—that always got me so hot. And when his hips pushed against me ... wait a minute, what’d he just say? “What makes you think you would’ve won?”

      “I could’ve taken you out at any point after I grabbed you.”

      “And you might have if you hadn’t been so busy feeling me up.”

      “What can I say, everyone needs a hobby,” he said, wedging his hand between our bodies, finding my nipple and demonstrating how good he was at his hobby. He tugged on one nipple then the other, making my eyes close in pleasure. It had been so long.

      Deftly, he undid the buttons on my blouse and slid his hand under the waistband of my skirt. My hips were making circles now, pressing against his fingers as I leaned against the wall, my legs wrapped around him.

      His touch moved lower, teasing me, tickling me, slipping under my panties ... kneading, rubbing, and pressing. Directly on my bladder.

      “Oof ... put me down a sec, hon,” I said, wincing.

      “Good idea,” he said, carrying me down the hall toward the bedroom. “I know the perfect place.”

      “No, stop ... I’ve got to use the bathroom.”

      He rolled his eyes as I slid my legs down his body. “All right, I’ll get us some wine.”

      “Meet you in the bedroom in two minutes,” I said, making a run for it. I used the bathroom as fast as humanly possible and did a quick makeup and hair check. Fortunately, my mascara was still on my lashes, not my cheeks. And my long light brown hair still had a hint of wave from the curling iron I’d employed nearly eighteen hours ago. Not bad for a woman who’d worked all day, rolled around in a fake alley, and made out in a real cab.

      Tossing my blouse and skirt in the general direction of the hamper, I debated about hunting up some lingerie, but my black lace bra and panties would have to do. I thought about keeping my heels on—Ian always liked that, and I enjoyed being a few inches closer to his six-foot height. But truthfully, after trotting around in that real-life video game earlier, my feet were a little sore.

      Hmm ... maybe I should’ve made the bet be that if I won, Ian would have to rub my feet. No, an orgasm was better. I could pay someone to rub my feet, whereas paying someone to give me an orgasm would probably not go over very well. With a grin, I headed out to pounce on my sexy hubby.

      Our king-size bed was empty. Maybe he was getting us a snack? But I wasn’t hungry, at least not for food. In fact, the only thing I wanted in my mouth right now was decidedly not an item from the refrigerator. “Hon?”

      Hearing his voice in the kitchen, I headed that way. He was at the counter, his back to me, two glasses and a corked bottle of wine on the counter. Goodness, his rear looked so good in those dress slacks. How often did I get to see him from this angle? Not very often considering how rarely I saw him when he wasn’t sleeping or sitting at his computer.

      I wrapped my hands around his waist, making him jump. I squeezed him tight, and then rubbed my hand down his pelvis, reaching for his ... his ... uh-oh. His no-longer-hard cock.

      “I told you, it has to be on website tonight.” There was a pause and I retracted my hand. He was on the phone. With work. My heart sank. “I know the official opening is Friday, but we’ve been running ads for months, and you said you’d have this done by today.”

      I tried to rationalize this. It might be a quick phone call. It might be just one phone call. It could happen. Ian turned and smiled apologetically at me. “One second,” he mouthed. With the phone pressed between his shoulder and his ear, he opened the bottle of wine and poured us some.

      Taking mine into the living room, I sat down at my laptop. If he was going to, I may as well check in with work, too. My colleagues knew I had a thing with Ian tonight, but that hadn’t stopped them from sending me a total of fourteen new messages.

      Quickly, I scanned through them one by one. Unimportant. Redundant. Unimportant. Important. Important. Very important. Dang, were they trying to take me off the Garcia case? I’d been working on that for months. I’d billed more hours on it than any other lawyer at our firm. No way they were yanking me from that case. I was the hardest working person they had.

      Furious, I kept reading. Oh. It was because they needed me to help out on Arnold’s new case. Like I should be punished because Arnold was absent the day they taught law in law school?

      Grimly, I settled in to sort this out. An hour and a half later, after putting out several fires, I climbed into an empty bed. Ian was still working in the den when I told him good-night and got an incomprehensible mumble in return.

      I fell asleep alone. As I had every other night this week.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      IN THE MORNING, it was a different story.

      “Shoot!” Ian cried out, knocking the backup alarm clock off his nightstand as a shrill beeping filled the room.

      “Shhh. It’s my alarm. Go back to sleep.”

      “What time is it?” he said blearily.

      “Four-thirty. What time did you come to bed?”

      “Two-thirty.”

      “Go back to sleep, hon.”

      He closed his eyes, and I got ready as quietly as I could. Usually, he didn’t wake up when my alarm went off. His internal clock must be all screwed up from the long nights he’d been putting in.

      A little after five, I was dressed and ready to go. At the last minute, I decided I’d better check to make sure his alarm was still set.

      Using my phone as a flashlight, I tip-toed over to his side of the bed. His phone was locked, so I couldn’t tell if that alarm was still enabled. And I couldn’t find the backup manual alarm, the one he’d taken a swipe at before.

      Waving my phone like a lantern, I panned it along the floor. Nothing. I moved the pale blue light across Ian’s body, sucking in my breath when I saw the way his bare chest looked ripped and toned and completely lickable even in the dim light. Goodness, if we didn't have sex soon, I was going to explode.

      Finally, I spotted the battery-powered clock. He must’ve scooped it up and tossed it in the middle of the huge bed, an area I referred to as no-man’s land. As I leaned over, the heat from his body was so tempting. I wished I could just climb back into bed. Snuggle next to him. And maybe think of a creative way to wake him up.

      But I shouldn’t. I couldn’t. I—“Hey!”

      Strong hands grabbed me and pulled me down. Shrieking, I landed hard on top of my handsome and nearly naked husband. How long had he been awake? Or maybe he was seducing me in his sleep. He certainly didn't have much time for it when he was awake.

      Laughing, I tried to get my arms under me. “You’ll mess up my clothes.”

      “So?” he grumbled, his voice sexy with sleep.

      “I have to go to work.”

      “You owe me a blow job.”

      “You owe me something, too. You were going to get a happy ending last night, but you didn’t have time.”

      “I have time now,” Ian said, grabbing my hand and pushing it toward his erection. “See? I got it all ready for you. To save you time.”

      I grinned. “Only you could make morning wood seem like a considerate act. You should be the lawyer.”

      “How about I just do the lawyer,” he said, pulling me in for a kiss.

      I couldn’t help it, I kissed him back. He was so hot and sexy, even with morning breath. I moaned as his stubble brushed across my cheek, probably smearing my makeup. Goodness, I wished I could stay in bed with him. But I couldn’t.

      Reluctantly, I pushed myself off him. “I’ve got to go ... I should’ve left ten minutes ago.”

      He made a half-hearted attempt to keep hold of me. “Why do you have to get up so early?”

      “Why do you have to stay up so late?” I countered. “You know I’ve got to keep my billing hours up. Early morning is my most productive time.” He knew how badly I wanted to make partner. “It’s my chance to stay on top of things.”

      “I’ve got something you can stay on top of,” he said, writhing underneath me.

      Dang, it was tempting, but instead I sat up, perching on the side of the bed. “I wish I could. I wish we could spend more time together.”

      He put his large palm over my own. “I know. Me too.”

      “Well, at least we’ll get to spend the day together next Saturday.” It was the only silver lining I could think of.

      “Yeah,” he said, squeezing my hand. “Wait, what?”

      “Ian! It’s Lori and Dan’s third anniversary. We promised to keep that date free months ago.”

      “Incredible,” he said, sitting up in bed. “That’s next Saturday?”

      “How could you forget that? They’re going to kill us if we can’t both make it.” I paused, irritation giving way to suspicion as I felt the bed shaking. Ian was laughing. That mongrel.

      “Very funny,” I said, pulling my hand out of his.

      “It was a little funny,” he said. “At least for this early in the morning. Anyway, I wouldn’t forget about Saturday. Lori would cut off my balls and Dan would feed them to rabid wolves.”

      “They’re our best friends,” I said, still not quite forgiving him. Lori had been planning this day forever. She and Dan hadn’t had a real wedding. They’d started dating a year before we had, and then they’d had a hasty ceremony at the courthouse when they’d found out Lori was pregnant. Later, she’d lost the baby. It’d been a horrible time, but they’d gotten through it. Together. They were one of the strongest couples I knew. I wished that Ian and my marriage worked half as well as theirs seemed to.

      “Do we really have to spend the day on a boat?”

      “It’s a brunch cruise around the city. It’ll be fun. And then there’s the renewal ceremony in the afternoon ... ”

      “I read the invitation,” Ian said.

      “I think it sounds beautiful. Do you think we’ll ever do anything like that? To celebrate our marriage?”

      “Sure, when we go on our honeymoon.” He said this like it was a fully-formed plan, and not something we’d been discussing in an abstract way for over a year and a half. “Just think ... a whole week basking in the Caribbean sun. Spreading lotion all over each other’s barely clad bodies,” he said, his hand running across my back.

      I stood up. If he started touching me again, I’d never get to work. “It’s going to be hard to spend the week on the beach when we’re touring the capital cities of Europe.”

      “Beaches. Margaritas. Warm sun and hot sweaty bodies,” he said, standing up, too.

      “Cathedrals. Museums. Cool gelato and hot Italian accents.”

      “Maybe we’ll have to go back to the laser tag arena and play for who gets their dream destination. And speaking of laser tag,” he said, giving me a quick kiss before heading to the bathroom, “we’ll settle our bet tonight, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said, grabbing my coat and hurrying toward the door.

      As I left the apartment, I wondered if either of us believed that.
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      “AND THAT WAS a week ago. A week! What kind of red-blooded American male can’t find time for a blowjob in a week?”

      Beer sloshed as I noisily set my glass down in front of me. “A week!” I said again for emphasis, and because there were possibly a few people at the back of the restaurant who hadn’t heard me the first few times.

      But what did I care? It wasn’t like I knew anyone here at ... at ... where was I again? The sign over the bar said ‘Parody.’ Stupid name for a restaurant slash bar. Maybe they’d been going for ‘Paradise’ and hadn’t used spellcheck?

      Somewhat to my amazement, I’d actually gotten out of work at a decent hour tonight, quarter after six. That was almost unheard of. Rather than head home to an empty apartment, I’d taken a walk, which was also pretty unheard of. I so rarely got out of work before dark that it usually made more sense to take a cab.

      When I’d passed this place, it’d seemed familiar. Once inside, the honey-blond wood of the bar and the old-fashioned movie posters jogged my memory. Ian and I had come here a few times when we first started dating. So I’d sat down at the bar for a drink.

      That was three drinks ago. Luckily, there weren’t many people drinking at this time of the evening, because I was monopolizing the bartender, a tall young woman with a sympathetic ear and a penchant for sarcasm and snarkiness. I liked that in a bartender.

      “Is this too much information?” I said, the thought occurring to me a bit belatedly.

      “No such thing,” she said, leaning her skinny elbows on the bar across from me. “This is why I bartend. So I can hear about people’s love lives. Or lack thereof.”

      I’d never spoken to a female bartender before. I wondered if all of them had a pierced nose or if it was just her. “How long have you worked here?”

      “A few weeks. This is a temp gig for me. I don’t really know what I’m doing,” she said.

      A waiter came up, holding a notebook. “Lady at table thirteen wants a Tokyo Tea,” he said, squinting at his pad. “I’ve never even heard of one.”

      “Soda, gin, melon liqueur, O.J., rum, sour mix, triple sec, and vodka,” she rattled off to the waiter’s amazement. “But I’m a quick study,” she said, winking at me as she started to fix the drink.

      Absentmindedly, I watched her mix, pour, and stir like a pro. Normally, I wouldn’t be sharing my problems with a stranger, but I couldn’t talk with Lori, she was knee deep in preparations for Saturday. And I couldn’t talk about this with Ian since he was the problem. Well ... maybe that wasn’t entirely fair. Work was the problem. His work and mine.

      “Have you ever seen a more perfect Tokyo Tea?” the bartender asked, showing a glass of neon green liquid to me. The only part of the cocktail that wasn’t the color of toxic waste was the cherry at the top.

      “Never,” I said, quite truthfully.

      “I’m gonna go see what the customer thinks,” she said, placing the drink on a tray and heading off. Blinking, I watched her go. My eyes weren’t the only ones following her. In addition to the neon green drink, she herself was wearing a red miniskirt and purple cowboy boots. Purple! She was an interesting character, but a good listener. And once she was back behind the bar, I couldn’t help spilling my troubles as easily as I spilled the glass of beer I kept gesturing with.

      “We’re like roommates. Roommates with completely different schedules. He comes to bed after I’m asleep, and I have to leave for work before he even wakes up. Most days, the total extent of our quality time is me waking up at three a.m. to tell him to stop snoring.”

      She chuckled. “That bad, huh?”

      “It’s pretty bad. We’ve only been married for a year and a half. Our friends, they’ve been married twice that long and they still behave like newlyweds. They’re always all over each other. If I didn’t love them so much, I’d hate them. They really have it figured out.”

      “Maybe.”

      “They do. They’re having this big thing on Saturday, we’re all going out on a boat and they’re renewing their vows ... they’ve worked so hard on this. They love each other so much.”

      “Sounds like it, but it’s not always easy to know what’s going on in people’s lives. Unless they come and sit at your bar and start drinking.” She gave me a wink and went to take an order from a customer at the other end of the bar.

      Morosely, I stared at my beer. What was I even doing here, drinking alone in the early evening? I was becoming a stereotype. Bored, sex-starved wife starts hitting the bottle. Or hitting the tap. Or tapping the bottle. Something like that.

      A movement in my peripheral vision caught my attention. A big shape sat down on the barstool next to me. I closed my eyes for a moment, wishing with all my might that it was Ian. I knew it wasn’t, he was at work. And he didn’t know where I was. But in my fantasy version, he’d found me using some obscure app on my phone that broadcast my location. And he’d lean over, and whisper in my ear “I need you. Right now. Right here.”

      I opened my eyes and looked to my left. Not Ian. Definitely not Ian. Dang.

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “You’re about three drinks too late, but thanks anyway.”

      “Ah, there’s always room for one more. You don’t have to drive anywhere, do you?” It was an educated guess on his part. Most people around this neighborhood walked or took public transportation.

      “This is my last drink.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said. He wasn’t bad looking. Black suit. Blond hair. Glasses that made him look both smart and cute. But he wasn’t my type. My type was men who never stopped working. Or men who never stopped working who were in love with women who rarely stopped working.

      “How about I buy you dinner instead?”

      “No thanks,” I said. “I’m married.”

      He looked me over. Then looked pointedly at the empty space on my other side. “You don’t look married,” he said, bluntly.

      “But I am,” I said, whispering ‘technically’ under my breath.

      “Suit yourself,” he said again, his small grin making me think I’d underestimated how quietly I’d said that last word. “If you change your mind ... or if you decide that you’re not quite happily married, I’m going to be over at a table. Feel free to join me.” With that, he clinked his glass to mine, got to his feet, and left.

      “Ouch,” the bartender said, coming back.

      “Yeah.” He’d seen my ring. He knew I was married. He just didn’t think I was happily married. And the worst part was, I wasn’t entirely sure about that myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      “HE SAID I didn’t look married, Ian.”

      “So? He was hitting on you. He probably wished you weren’t.”

      “But he said I didn’t even look married.”

      “Probably because ‘married’ is not a physical attribute like brown eyes, wavy hair, or—ugh—beer breath,” he said, as he came closer to me. “How much did you have to drink?”

      “A few beers. I hate to drink alone.”

      “Then don’t drink alone.”

      “I have to because you’re never around!”

      “Me? You’re the one who gets up in the middle of the night and bolts out of here before the sun even comes up.”

      “Okay, my bad. Tomorrow morning, I’ll sleep in with you ’til six and we can go get some suds then.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said, heading toward the kitchen.

      “Don’t walk away from me.”

      “I’m not. I’m getting something to eat. Not all of us drank our dinner.”

      I followed him, frustrated. I rarely drank except for a glass of wine a few evenings a week. He was just picking on that because it was easier than dealing with my actual complaint.

      In the kitchen, he was making a PBJ.

      “What are you, twelve?”

      He finished assembling his sandwich, took a big bite, and stuck out his tongue to show me the messy mixture of peanut butter and grape jelly on it. Apparently, he was twelve. “Ian, we’re living like roommates. Not a married couple. Roommates who are never home at the same time.”

      He went to the fridge and opened a bottle of beer. He took a long swig and looked over at me. “So what do you want us to do? Should I quit my job? Are you willing to quit yours? Because I don’t see either of our work schedules changing anytime soon.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. But he looked a little ridiculous—and adorable—with a smudge of grape jelly on his upper lip. Under ordinary circumstances, I’d want to lick it off. “We just have to try harder to make it work. Other couples do. Lori and Dan do, and they work long hours, too.” Lori was a nurse and Dan was an engineer.

      “Not as long as we do.”

      “But long enough to cause problems in a marriage. But they make spending time together a priority. Just look at what they’ve planned for Saturday. Do you know how long it’s been since we’ve spent a whole day together? And we wouldn’t be doing it now if they hadn’t asked us months ago. If they weren’t our best friends.”

      I turned to the sink and got myself a glass of water. “Maybe that’s the secret. Maybe we need them to plan more mandatory special occasions.”

      Ian moved up behind me and placed his sticky hands on my shoulders. “We’ll have time for that someday. Right now—we’re both making headway in our careers. You’re working your rear off to make partner; I’m working my way up the food chain at my office. Once we get into the upper ranks, things’ll let up a little. They have to.”

      “The partners work eighty-hour weeks, too. And think of how much your workload increased when you became a project manager. If you become one of the bosses, I’ll never see you. We’ll never see each other.”

      He moved to stand beside me, his arm around my shoulder, both of us staring at the twinkling city lights outside the window over the sink. “We’ll make it work.”

      “I don’t see how,” I said softly. “If we can’t manage to spend any time together now, how are we going to in the future? How could we ever even think about starting a family? Heck, we haven’t even taken our honeymoon yet.”

      “We will, Lyss. We will.” He leaned in to plant a kiss on my temple, but I pulled away from him.

      “Sometimes it feels like it’s never going to happen. We’ve been talking about going on a honeymoon for a year and a half. And in that entire time, I think we’ve had one full weekend together, when we went to that B & B upstate. One weekend trip—that’s all we’ve managed in eighteen months.”

      “So we’ll do better.”

      “How?” I said plaintively. “We know we need to do better. But we don’t have any freaking clue how.”

      He opened his mouth, but then closed it again. He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      In the silence that followed, I heard a buzz and looked over. His phone was on the counter, vibrating with an incoming message. Perfect. That would be the end of this discussion. Work always came first. But you know what? Not tonight. “Don’t get that,” I said.

      “Lyss,” he began, but I didn’t let him finish.

      “We’re married, Ian. We’re supposed to discuss these things. Once you answer your phone, you’ll be in work mode until two o’clock in the morning.”

      “Alyssa,” he said, more forcefully. “Your phone buzzed, too.”

      “So? I have an important job, just like you,” I said, looking over at my purse on the dining room table. The soft glow coming from the open bag showed that I had gotten a message, too. “But unlike you, I at least try for a little work-life balance ... ” Wait a minute. Ian was still looking at me, his expression concerned. We’d both gotten a text at the same time. It might be something important.

      We rushed for our phones. Fishing mine out of my purse, I thumbed the screen open. It was a text from Lori. Thank goodness. I’d been worried there for a moment.

      I opened the message. It read: Friends, we are writing to inform you of the cancellation of our anniversary event on Saturday. Dan and I have been experiencing some problems lately and have mutually agreed on a trial separation. We ask for your understanding and prayers during this difficult time.

      Mutely, I turned to Ian. He was still reading—or more likely re-reading—the text. His brow wrinkled as he frowned. When he finally looked up, his eyes met mine. He looked as stunned as I felt.

      We stared at each other in disbelief for a long time.
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      “AT LEAST WE went to bed together after that.”

      I was back at the same bar as yesterday. It was after eight, and the girl with the purple cowboy boots, the one who’d been such a good listener, was working again. “That’s the only time in recent memory we’ve actually gone to sleep at the same time.”

      “And did you—?”

      I sipped the elaborate cocktail she’d made me when I asked for a beer. It was delicious. “No ... neither of us were in the mood after that news. But he held me. I fell asleep in his arms.”

      She sighed, nodding her understanding. Today she was wearing a bright green tank top that was pretty much the color of that Tokyo Tea she’d made yesterday. Plus a denim skirt, the cowboy boots, the nose ring, and huge feathery earrings that looked like fishing lures. She was definitely an unusual temporary bartender.

      I took another sip of my drink. It had amaretto and citrus, but it was a far cry from a usual amaretto sour. Maybe it was an amaretto sour on steroids. Under other circumstances, I’d ask her for the ingredients. But tonight, all I felt was shock. Worry. And fear. “If this could happen to them—to the strongest couple I know—then it seems like it could happen to us.”

      I’d finally voiced my biggest fear. Even just saying it aloud seemed to give it power. Resisting the urge to knock on the honey-blond wood of the bar, I looked at the woman in front of me. Bartenders, even temporary ones, were supposed to be good at helping people with their problems, right? Like less stuffy psychiatrists?

      “Technically, it could happen to anyone,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s going to happen to everyone.”

      “But what’s to keep it from happening to us?”

      “You,” she said simply.

      I tapped the red stirrer from my drink against my napkin, spilling drops of amber liquid. “I can’t even manage to have sex with my super-hot husband ... how am I supposed to fix our marriage?”

      “I meant you, plural,” she said, smiling at the mention of ‘super-hot husband.’ “You guys already know that you’re having problems. So seems like the best thing you can do at this point is get to work on solving them.”

      Did she really think it was that simple? “What, should we both quit our jobs and move to the countryside and work twenty-five hours a week in retail? Then we’d have plenty of time to see each other ... no health insurance, no living wages, but plenty of time.”

      She shrugged. “If that’s what floats your boat. Or you could consider mixing drinks. It’s fun. You get to see people making messes of their lives and make them feel better with alcohol.”

      “I’m not making a mess of my life.”

      “You’re not making it less messy, either.”

      Who was this annoying, truth-speaking cocktail mistress? “I don’t know how.”

      “Look, you and your husband have how many years of higher education between you? And your jobs—you’re both problem-solvers there, right? So apply some of those same skills at home. You find solutions for your clients at work, people you barely know. If you can solve problems for virtual strangers, you should be able to find some answers for yourself and the person you know better than anyone else in the world. You’ve just got to take a step back and look at this more objectively. Don’t think about how you’re hurt. Don’t think about how you’re scared. Don’t think about how badly you need to get laid. Think about what motivates you and Ian.”

      Wow. That was quite a lecture. Fortunately, she got called away to make a drink, so I had a little time to digest what she’d said. And she was right. Not sure how she’d pegged me and Ian so quickly, but we were problem-solvers. As long as they were other people’s problems.

      When she came back around, I focused on the flaw in her plan. “It’s just never going to be enough, us wanting to spend more time together, wanting to do more things together. We both want it. But it’s not possible with our jobs.”

      “Okay, so, your jobs are a fixed variable. That’s not going to change. So you have to change other things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s like when trash happens. You can’t change that, and you can’t avoid it. So you have to change how you react to it.”

      “Like how? Am I supposed to embrace the trash?”

      She laughed. “Now there’s one heck of a mental picture. But no. When bad stuff does happen, try to re-write the way you react to it. The way you deal with it. You’re always going to be busy. A block of free time to fix your marriage is never going to fall into your lap. You have to make it happen.”

      She paused, stabbing a maraschino cherry with a tiny cocktail sword and popping it into her mouth. “Like I said, what motivates the two of you? What would motivate you to direct your brains and energy and ambition into doing something proactive for your marriage instead of your jobs?”

      I thought about it. We were both plenty motivated at work. At home, we were often too exhausted to feel passionate about anything. Except ... “Well, Ian’s super competitive. He can never resist a challenge if something’s at stake.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m pretty competitive, too.”

      “Such a rare quality in a lawyer.”

      I smiled in spite of myself, in spite of the situation. The world needed more snarky bartenders with nose rings. “So what do I do, say that the one who fixes our marriage wins a prize?”

      “If you can’t think of anything better,” she said, taking away my empty glass. “But somehow I think you can.”
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      WHEN I REACHED the entrance to our apartment building, I heard my name. Ian was coming up the sidewalk, looking as tired as I felt.

      It was nearly nine, which kind of felt like an early night for him, at least compared to the hours he’d been keeping lately. Of course, fifteen minutes from now, he’d be on his laptop doing work stuff. Most nights, I would as well. How could I keep that from happening tonight?

      In the elevator, we talked briefly about our days. The highlight—or lowlight—of Ian's had been a meeting with a new client, a heavy smoker. “I’m gonna take a quick shower,” he said.

      While he was doing that, I could make him a snack. I didn’t know if he’d had time to eat anything at work.

      Looking in the fridge was a depressing exercise in futility. Apparently, people who don’t have time to have sex or fix their marriage don’t have time to shop for groceries, either. So I made him another PBJ. I arranged it on the plate and opened a beer for him. There. That was some high-quality wifeliness on my part.

      “What’s this?”

      I jumped. I hadn’t heard him come up behind me and—holy garbage. He was only wearing black jeans. Bare feet, wet hair, and a glistening expanse of smooth, hard chest. Most of the blood in my system reversed course to a very neglected body part. Now how was I supposed to concentrate?

      “Thanks, hon,” Ian said, sitting down at the table. After a moment, I joined him. “This is nice. Never seen parsley on a plate with a peanut butter sandwich before. Very fancy.”

      “I wouldn’t eat it—I snipped it from that fern in the living room.”

      He chuckled, taking a huge bite of the sandwich. Really, who ate half a sandwich in one bite? My husband, apparently. But it was best not to get fixated on his mouth right now.

      “Have you heard from Dan?”

      The smile died on his face. “Just a text. He didn’t say much of anything, just that he didn’t want to talk about it. What about Lori?”

      “Pretty much the same thing. It sounds bad.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed, laying what was left of the sandwich on his plate.

      “I just can’t imagine what happened.”

      “Maybe one of them cheated.”

      “I hope so,” I said, without thinking.

      Ian looked at me like I was insane. “You what?”

      I flushed under his incredulous gaze. “I just mean ... I hope that one of them was an idiot. That one of them messed up big time. I’d hate to think neither of them screwed up but that this happened anyway.”

      “Why’s that?” he said, studying me closely.

      “Because I’m afraid it could happen to us.”

      He reached out and took my hand. “It’s not going to.”

      “You can’t know that,” I said, squeezing his hand harder than I meant to. We couldn’t let things continue on as they were, and I wished I knew how to make him see that. “Don’t you think that if someone had told Lori and Dan that they’d be separating soon, they wouldn’t have believed it, either? Yet they did.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s going to happen to us.”

      “Yeah. But it could.”

      “We won’t let it,” he said firmly. As a lawyer, I knew all about using a firm, strong voice. And I also knew that I often employed my firmest voice for my shakiest cases.

      “Things are already not so great, Ian. Do you know how long it’s been since we’ve spent any time together? Since we’ve really talked about anything except work? Since we’ve had sex? If we’re having problems now, how do we know we won’t end up like them?”

      “I just know. I love you. You love me.”

      “And Lori loved Dan, and Dan loved Lori. Love’s not a bullet-proof vest that can protect us from harm. I wish it could, but it can’t.”

      “There aren’t any guarantees in life, Lyss. You know that. But for what it’s worth, I think we’re going to make it. I want us to.”

      “Me too. But ... is ‘wanting’ enough? I can want to look like a supermodel, but if I don’t put in the time at the gym and eat healthily, it’s not going to happen.”

      “Not such a great analogy. You already look like a supermodel.”

      Rolling my eyes at him, I shook my head. “Be serious.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I’m being serious. So what do we do, seriously speaking? To put in the time, as you say? Seems like time is the one thing we can’t put in. Unless you know how to create more hours in the week.”

      Dang, I wished I did. Wouldn’t that be great? About ten more hours for sleep each week, five for downtime, and five for sex. Maybe ten for sex. What good was a ripped, shirtless husband if I never got to touch him? “We can’t free up much time, I agree. But that doesn't mean we can’t free up any time. We both managed to keep this Saturday free—for all the good it did us.”

      “Yeah, but that was for a special occasion.”

      “A honeymoon is a special occasion.”

      “So, what ... should we try to set the date for that?”

      “It would be a start,” I said, my fingers crossed. “I’m worried that five years from now, we’ll still be looking for the perfect time to go.”

      “Even if we can carve out a week, we still don’t even know where to go. You want Europe, I want the Caribbean.”

      “So? That doesn’t stop us from putting in for the vacation time.”

      “It does if we don’t know what part of the world we’re going to. These places have seasons. They have weather. I’m not lying on the beach during a monsoon.”

      “You’re not lying on the beach at all unless you can find one in Rome, Vienna, or Prague.”

      “See? Impasse.”

      “No, it’s not. We solve problems all the time at work. We can figure out where to take our honeymoon. And then we can get it on our calendars.”

      “Lyss, we’ve been arguing about this for over a year. Are we really going to make this decision when we’re exhausted after a long day at work?”

      “No,” I said, inspired. “We’re going to make it on Saturday.”

      “What?”

      “Saturday. We actually have the entire day off. Let’s spend it together and figure this out.”

      “Our first day off together in forever, and we’re going to spend it hashing this out? I bet that’ll be fun.”

      “You bet ... you bet ... you know, we could make it into a bet,” I said, remembering the bartender’s advice about figuring out what motivates us. I was rewarded by seeing Ian’s eyes darkening with excitement. He really was an adrenaline junkie for this kind of thing—thank goodness he didn’t have a gambling addiction.

      “What kind of bet?”

      “The winner gets to choose where we go on our honeymoon.”

      “But what’s the game? More laser tag?”

      I snorted. “Yeah, right. We go back to that place and you’ll instantly go into marketing mode. It needs to be something where we can spend some quality time together. Something where we could reconnect a bit.”

      “Something involving sex, you mean,” he said, a gleam in his eye.

      “I wouldn’t say no to that.” Actually, I’d say yes, yes, yes, yes, YES.

      “Me either. Okay so, Saturday evening, we idiot like bunnies. But during the day … maybe we could engage in some protracted foreplay. Each of us will try to get the other all worked up until we’re begging for it.”

      “You mean see who can get the other turned on the most? How would we decide who wins?”

      “Hmm ... ” he said, and I could see the wheels turning in his head. “We divide the day in half. One of us gets the morning, the other gets the afternoon. We each plan our half day, plan something we know will drive the other person wild. But no sex, and no orgasms until the evening.”

      “And whoever comes up with the best, sexiest, most fun half day gets to decide where we go on our honeymoon?”

      “Exactly.” His eyes were sweeping over my body now, and I wished I were wearing something sexy instead of the suit I’d worn to work. “Oh, and one rule. If either one of us gets the other too worked up—like if I get you so hot and bothered that you beg me to forget you right then and there, then you lose. If one of us breaks down and can’t wait until the evening, it’s an automatic loss. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” I said, my mind already swirling with erotic possibilities.

      Ian stood up and took his plate into the kitchen. He returned and got out his laptop.

      “Time to work?” I said, knowing I should go check my e-mail.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Time to work ... and time to start planning. Saturday’s in three days. That’s more than enough time to figure out how to bring you to your knees—literally.”

      “And after Saturday, I’ll buy you a nice travel guide, so you can research all the European cities we’ll visit.”

      “We’ll see,” he said, and I didn’t like his smug, arrogant smile. Well, my mind didn’t like it, but my body liked it just fine judging from my quickening pulse and the warmth spreading across my skin. But I needed to start figuring out how to get his blood boiling and rushing away from his brain. If I could get him to beg to take me on Saturday, then I’d get the honeymoon of my dreams and a sexy encounter with my husband. I had a lot of planning to do, but I couldn’t wait for Saturday.
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      ON THURSDAY, FOR the first time in a long time I had trouble concentrating at work. Usually, I was in lawyer-mode the second I walked through the door, but my attention was split between my cases and my husband.

      Specifically, how I could get my husband so turned on that he couldn’t keep his hands off me. I was really looking forward to that part. Ian sometimes did this thing where it felt like he had ten hands roaming wildly all over my body, touching me everywhere at once. It’d been way too long since I’d experienced that.

      Further hindering my concentration was the fact that every time I got truly focused on my case, I’d get a text from Ian. Normally, we were too busy to text much at work but we sure did that day. He kept up a steady torment of texts all day, some trash talk, some erotic. And I made sure to respond in kind. He wasn’t going to get me so hot and bothered that I couldn’t come up with a sexy agenda for Saturday—though he was sure trying.

      After lunch—or, rather, after tearing through a packet of cheese and crackers at my desk—Ian sent a text that was neither bragging or sexy: How are we going to decide which itinerary for Saturday is hottest?

      Hmm ... good point. Obviously we wouldn’t be impartial judges. Employing one of my favorite lawyer techniques, I stalled with a flippant answer: I know a few sitting judges. Maybe one of them would adjudicate.

      His response: Sure, but pick a male one. Any hetero male judge is going to be pitching a tent under his robe when he hears what I have in store for you.

      Okay, now I really wanted to know what he was planning. But I refused to beg for a hint or even hint for a hint. So I steered us back on track: Seriously, how are we going to decide who wins?

      His response: You’re the legal eagle. How do two parties decide something if they can’t go to court?

      I replied: They use some kind of alternate dispute resolution, usually in the form of a neutral third-party arbitrator. Dang, why did I have to be in lawyer-mode when all I wanted to do was to pin my husband down and torture Saturday’s details out of him?

      His response: Then that’s what we’ll do.

      I replied: But who could be an impartial arbitrator? I can’t think of anyone we know who could do it.

      His response: If what you’re planning is so tame that you’d tell someone you know about it, you might as well just forfeit now.

      I replied: Tame, my rear!

      His response: I intend to.

      Oops, I’d walked right into that one. Still, his message sent a delicious little shiver of anticipation through me. I replied: Funny. If we need to stay anonymous—maybe put something online? We could each summarize our Saturday exploits and somehow let people vote for the sexiest plan? Not sure where we could post it, though. If we had more time we could maybe make a simple website.

      He replied: If we had more time, we’d be having sex every day and we wouldn’t be doing this. Anyway, I might know a website that would work. I’ll tell you about it tonight.

      I got back to work after that, but I was curious about what website he might be talking about. And after all the trash talk, I was also weirdly charged up. Too bad we couldn’t text—or talk—more often during the day. It was distracting, but fun.
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* * *

      Ian was already there when I arrived home that evening a little before nine. I found in him den working on his laptop. Naturally.

      I kicked off my shoes and padded over to his side, giving him a kiss. “What time’d you get home?”

      “About thirty minutes ago. Wanna see the website I was talking about earlier? I think it might work.” He tapped on his keyboard and a moment later the login page of some kind of web forum appeared. The page was almost all black with an illustration in the corner, a close-up of a man’s vivid green eye, complete with a black craggy eyebrow above it. Somehow, the piercing eye seemed to be watching me. I peered closer. The fine print under the eye read ‘Green-Eyed Master.’ Clever.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a forum for people interested in dominance and submission, BDSM, stuff like that.”

      “And you’re a member?”

      “Yeah,” he said, typing in his login and password.

      “Wait ... how come you never told me about this site?” I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised. Before we were married, Ian and I occasionally experimented with him tying me up, spanking me, and things of that nature. It had been fun and had always kicked the excitement level of our sexual encounters up a notch or two. Or three. But we hadn’t played that way in a long time. It bothered me to think that he was still exploring that side of his sexuality without me.

      “I don’t know. Technically, anyone can apply, but it seems like most of the members are dominant, usually men. I joined about a year ago. I guess I just never thought to tell you.”

      “What do you do there?”

      “There’re discussion boards, and threads on different aspects of BDSM. The guy who runs it says that he founded it to help people figure out how to incorporate aspects of dominance and submission into their relationships. It’s not for people who are into really strict stuff.”

      “I wish you would’ve told me about it.”

      “Lyss, it’s not a big deal. It’s a discussion board, not an online playroom.”

      “Yeah, but ... if you’re still interested in that kind of thing, why haven’t we tried it in so long?”

      “Because that would require being home at the same time. Being awake at the same time. And actually having sex, which you may have noticed, hasn’t happened much lately.”

      “And whose fault is that?” It came out harsher than I meant it to. I was still a bit weirded out by his revelation about this forum he belonged to.

      “It’s not anyone’s fault. Sometimes you seem to think that our lack of a sex life only affects you. I miss the way things used to be, too. I’d give anything to get back to that, but I don’t see how that’s possible, short of winning the lottery and quitting our jobs.”

      Okay, now I felt like garbage. “You’re right, I’m sorry. Sometimes I do forget that this is really hard on you, too. It just threw me for a loop, that’s all. I thought this stuff, this BDSM stuff, was an interest we once shared but then we both stopped thinking about. I guess I felt a little left out to know that you were exploring it again—but without me.”

      He leaned forward and kissed my temple. “I’d like to be able to explore it with you, Lyss. You should know that. Anyway, do you still want to see how this might work?”

      I nodded, and he clicked through a couple of screens. “This part of the forum is for less experienced dominants to write up a BDSM scene they’d like to try with their sub. Then the other members chime in with whether they think it’s a good idea, if there are any safety concerns, and things like that. I’m going to ask the forum owner if we could create a new thread with a polling feature.”

      “Do you think he’d do that?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      “But wait, if they members of the site are mostly dominant, wouldn’t that mean they’d automatically side with you?”

      “I don’t think so. We could write up a little opening statement asking them to be as unbiased as possible. But if you truly think that the results of the voting are skewed—that I didn’t win just because my plan was so hot that it had you on your knees and begging me to take you within the first five minutes—then we’ll think of a new method of arbitration.”

      “Dang, you advertising guys are good at pulling stuff out of your rear and making it sound like it could possibly be true.”

      “Guess we’ll see if it’ll come true on Saturday.”

      “Guess we will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    
    
      “ARE YOU SURE you’re ready for this?” Ian’s voice was smug. Authoritative. Teasing yet seductive. It was a little before ten a.m., and we were about to embark on Ian’s half of the day. He’d even set a timer on his phone so that we’d know when his time was up and it was my turn.

      We’d both been up for hours, but we’d figured the crack of dawn was not the world’s most appropriate time for sexy games. Instead, I’d used the time to pamper myself, deep-conditioning my hair, shaving my legs, taking extra time with my hair and makeup.

      Now I was wearing a cherry red sweater. I’d chosen it because it was soft and touchable, but also because it scooped at the neckline to showcase my cleavage. I wanted to do everything in my power to discourage Ian from checking in with his office today. I’d paired it with a soft black pencil skirt that ended above my knee. My favorite calf-length high-heeled boots completed the look.

      My handsome husband had taken some time getting ready, too. He’d gotten a haircut on Friday, and the shorter style looked good on him. He was wearing a chocolate-colored button-down shirt over a black t-shirt. His dark jeans cradled his rear in a distracting way. I couldn’t wait to start—and now that it was ten o’clock, I didn’t have to anymore.

      “I still think you should’ve planned the first half. You’re the early riser,” he said. He’d lost the coin toss.

      “Since when is ten considered early for either of us?”

      “Touché. Close your eyes.”

      “What?”

      “If you find that simple order difficult to follow, this is going to be a long morning.”

      Shutting my eyes, I said, “Am I going to be following other orders?”

      “Yes, baby, you are.” I could hear him circling me. Knowing he was watching me made me feel naked even though I was fully clothed. “You’re going to follow my orders and do exactly what I say ... and you’re going to love every minute of it.”

      A large hand swept my hair away from my neck, and he moved in, tickling my sensitive skin with his stubble. “Aren’t you, babe?”

      “Probably,” I said. But I was pretty sure I would. Very sure. He was already getting me turned on.

      “Always argumentative.”

      “Occupational hazard,” I breathed, but I was distracted by his lips brushing past my ear, nibbling gently, teasing me.

      “I know a way to stop you from arguing,” he said, trailing a long finger up my arm, slowly. Teasingly. Once it was past my elbow, it jumped to the front of my sweater, homing in on one erect nipple. I moaned as he swirled his finger around my pointed tip, as if to accentuate how hard it was. Then he pushed his finger up to my throat, finally settling it on my lips. “Open up.”

      I parted my lips and he eased the tip of his finger inside, laying it lightly on my tongue. “No talking,” he whispered against my ear. “Just listen and show me what else that talented tongue of yours can do.”

      Mmm ... he was right, this was much more fun than talking. I swirled my tongue in lazy circles around his fingertip. Drawing him in deeper, I applied gentle suction, alternating between flicking my tongue around the tip of his finger and circling the whole thing, sucking him in more each time. It made me really wish we’d been able to fulfill the terms of our bet after the laser tag game.

      “Look at you,” Ian murmured, as I serviced his finger. “A lawyer. A respected professional. What would your colleagues say if they knew how much you wanted to be on your knees sucking my cock right now?”

      I moaned in response, knowing he could feel the vibrations.

      “And you’ve agreed to do what I say this morning, and you don’t even know what I’ll demand. And that turns you on.” His free hand slid around to my stomach and up inside my sweater. Underneath, I was wearing a cream-colored lace bra. Ian pulled one cup down. At the same moment he pinched my nipple and pressed his body against me from behind, making me gasp in surprise.

      Suddenly, there were too many delicious sensations ... his muscled torso firm against my back, his skillful fingers tweaking and tugging on my nipple. But through it all, I kept my tongue moving, sucking, licking, teasing.

      “That’s my girl,” Ian said. His fingers roamed over to my other nipple, giving it the same treatment. It felt amazing. I sucked harder, wanting to show him that I could make him feel good, too.

      Slowly, he withdrew his finger from my mouth and slid his hand out of my shirt. He grasped my waist tightly, and made sure I felt every inch of his hard erection pressing against my rear.

      “Now that I’m sure I’ve got your attention, it’s time for your first assignment.”

      “My what?”

      “Your assignment.” With one final squeeze, he let me go and strode to the dining room table. He returned with an envelope for me.

      My hands trembled as I opened it—he really had gotten me worked up. Inside was a dark red lipstick and three hundred-dollar bills. What was this for? “If you want us to role-play a hooker and her client, I gotta say, I’m worth way more than this.”

      Ian chuckled. “Not going to argue that. But it’s for your shopping trip.”

      “Shopping? I’m spending my first free Saturday in forever shopping? As long as I’m doing errands, maybe I should get an oil change and pick up a gallon of milk.”

      “Such a smart aleck. Trust me, this is not a normal errand. And I guarantee you’re going to like it.”

      “Just me? You’re not going? Ian, the whole point of this is to reconnect.”

      “The point of this is to reconnect and to tease and torment each other until we’re so turned on we can’t stand it anymore. You’ll have your chance this afternoon. This is mine, unless you want to forfeit. Okay by me—I’ve been dreaming about a Caribbean honeymoon all week.”

      “I’m not forfeiting. Where am I supposed to go?”

      “Arabella’s.”

      Oh. That was an upscale lingerie store over on the west side of town. It was surrounded by small boutiques and salons. All in all, a pretty ritzy area.

      “When you get there, pick out three different kinds of lingerie that you think I’d like to see on you. Go to the dressing room, try each one on, and send me a picture. From the neck down,” he said, when I started to protest. “Then I’ll tell you which one to buy. Think you can do that?”

      “Yes,” I said, a little turned on in spite of myself. It sounded sexy, but I was still disappointed that we wouldn't be together for the beginning of our day.

      “Good. Two more things: put that lipstick on and keep your phone handy.”

      With that, he gave me a smart little smack on the rear and walked me to my car. His half of the day was off to an erotic start, and I was eager to see what he’d planned next.
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* * *

      Damn, this place was fancy. Who knew tiny scraps of material could be so expensive? It seemed like the less they covered, the more they cost.

      I picked out three ensembles, shooing away the saleswoman who kept hovering. I wanted to think about Ian and his reaction, not her and her commission.

      I tried the first one on, a pale maroon number. It consisted of a corset which only took me eight minutes to get on correctly. It pushed my breasts up practically to my chin, and they wobbled whenever I took a breath. I grinned, giving my chest an experimental little shake. Oh yeah, Ian would like that.

      The corset ended mid hip, revealing an inch-wide strip of skin above the extremely low-riding panties. All in all, I thought it looked pretty dang good.

      Getting the picture was not the easiest thing in the world. I’d never been too into selfies, and it was hard to angle it so it didn’t show my face. I thought, only half jokingly, about asking the saleswoman to take it. That would’ve probably shocked the perpetual smile right off her face. Actually, that would’ve been pretty funny.

      When I finally got a picture that looked decent—or perhaps indecent was a better word—I sent if off to Ian. Just a few moments later, he replied: Very hot! Can’t wait to see the other two.

      Getting the corset off was almost as hard as getting it on, but it was nice to breath freely again. The next lingerie I’d picked out was a sexy black bra and panty set. I’d seen plenty of bras and panties that had opaque material covering important parts and see-through mesh for the straps that went around the woman’s sides and hips. This set was the exact opposite. The sides of the panties and the bra were made of a stretchy black material, but the triangle in front of the panties and the bra cups were made of see-through black mesh.

      Once it was on, I turned and twisted, looking in the mirror. The panties were very high cut, showing a good amount of rear cheek. In the front, the bra plunged to a small hook holding it closed in the front. My nipples and my pelvic area were extremely visible.

      Determined to do my best to turn Ian on from afar, I tugged on my already hard nipples, making sure they’d look their best for the photo. At the last minute, inspiration struck. I fished out the dark red lipstick he’d put in the envelope. I ran the tips of my fingers across the lipstick, then tweaked my nipples again, this time rubbing a little of the red from the lipstick on them. There, that ought to make them really visible under the mesh. I took the picture and waited.

      Twenty seconds later, he replied: Buy that one.

      It sounded like he really liked it. That made me smile as I replied: I still have another one to try on.

      His reply was instantaneous: THAT ONE.

      Okay then. Good to know he liked it.
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* * *

      Exiting the store with the pale pink bag, I wasn’t sure what to do. Before I could head for my car, my phone buzzed with a new text from Ian: Go to the restroom and put it on.

      I located the women’s room quickly, but I came to a halt once I’d stepped inside. It certainly didn’t look like any public restroom I’d ever seen. There was a lounge with couches that led to the main area with sparkling white tile, stalls made out of something that looked like marble, and even a chandelier of sorts in the middle of the room. This place was a far cry from the local mall.

      The toilet stalls were big enough that I could undress with ease. I was grateful I’d worn a skirt—it would’ve been difficult to remove pants without taking off my boots.

      My phone buzzed when I was clad only in my original bra and panties. It was Ian. Are you in the restroom? Are you alone in there?

      I listened for a minute. I didn’t think anyone had come in since I’d stepped into the stall. Pressing my sweater against my chest, I peeked out. Still empty. I texted Ian back: It’s just me.

      A moment later my phone rang. “Excellent choice of lingerie. I can’t wait to see it in person.”

      For some reason I blushed. I supposed it was because I was a novice at sending revealing pictures of myself. But on the whole I was pleased he’d liked it.

      “Tell me what you’re doing now,” he said, so I narrated as I changed into the new sexy bra and panty set. Ian was impatient. “Is it fastened yet? How does it feel?”

      “It makes me feel pretty dang hot,” I said, feeling my face flush at the admission. But it really did. I felt like a sex goddess, and I couldn’t wait to have Ian see me in it ... and peel it off of me. “Hold on, I have to put the phone down to get my sweater over my head.”

      “No, don’t put your clothes on yet.”

      “Okay,” I said, half nervous and half excited.

      “Take out the lipstick I gave you.”

      Mmm ... this was getting interesting. I dug it out of my small black purse. “Got it.”

      “Use it to write on your stomach above your panties.”

      Seriously? “What am I writing?”

      “Write Ian’s on your belly. And then draw an arrow pointing downward.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Do I sound like I’m not?”

      “But ... but ... what if I get in an accident and get rushed to the hospital? Everyone will see.” It was all I could think of, and even I knew it wasn’t the strongest of arguments.

      “If you end up in a hospital, then the people there—and you—have bigger problems than a little writing. Besides,” he said with a chuckle, “that underwear you’re wearing should tell them everything they need to know about what kind of woman you are. A fun, sexy, kinky woman. So go ahead and write it. Now.”

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath and uncapped the lipstick.

      “Write it so I can read it later, not so that you can read it in the mirror.”

      “I know,” I said, eager to get this over with. But it was turning me on, too. I could feel the moisture build between my legs as I traced careful letters over my stomach. When I was done, I looked in the mirror. Ian’s name read backwards to me, but there was no mistaking where the arrow was pointing. I wished he were here right now to see it.

      Without waiting to be asked, I snapped a picture and sent it to him.

      “Incredible that’s hot. You look so hot, babe.” His voice was quiet but intense.

      “Thanks,” I said, still feeling a range of emotions, arousal definitely in the mix. “You won’t ever show it to anyone, will you?”

      “Of course not. You know I’d never do that, Lyss.”

      “You're right. I do know that,” I said.

      “Are you still alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Look out of the stall and see if there’s a trashcan nearby.”

      I did as he said. There was one about ten feet away by the sinks.

      “Without putting the rest of your clothes back on, I want you to walk over to the trashcan and throw away your old bra and panties.”

      “What? I can’t walk around like this in a public restroom.”

      “Yes, you can. It’ll probably take you less than ten seconds. What are the odds someone will come in during that time?”

      My mind was still protesting, but to my surprise, my body was responding to the risk and naughtiness of Ian’s idea. I could feel moisture between my legs grow and my pulse quickening. Still, there was no way I could do that. Plus, I didn’t want to pitch a perfectly good bra and pair of panties, as I explained to Ian. “Do you know how hard it is to find underwear that’s both sexy and supportive?”

      He laughed. “Okay, if you really don’t want to throw it out—and I still think it’s because you’re too chicken to leave the stall—here’s an alternative. Put you phone between your shoulder and your ear so that your hands are free.”

      “Done,” I said. “Can you hear me okay?”

      “Yes. Now reach into your bra cups and pinch your nipples. Both at the same time. Get a good grasp on them with your fingertips and don’t let go. Are you doing that?”

      My moan must have convinced him that I was. I felt ridiculous, standing there in my underwear playing with my nipples. And in the restroom of an upscale shopping district! I felt foolish, but again, my body seemed to have a mind of its own. It was like a string was attached between my nipples and my clit, and it pulled tighter the more I tugged on my stiff peaks.

      “Goodness, your little moans sound so sexy, babe. In fact ... ” There was a pause. “You still alone?”

      “Yes,” I managed to say.

      “Good. Keep pulling on your nipples. Pinch them tight for me. And while you’re doing that ... fake an orgasm.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I want to hear you pretend to come. Heavy breathing, moaning, losing control ... prove to me how good an actress you are. Prove to me how badly you want the real thing tonight.”

      “But what if someone comes in —”

      “Then you can stop right away. But you can do this. Right now. Or walk to the trashcan. One or the other. Choose.”

      Dang ... his being all commanding was really getting to me. As were my own fingers on my nipples. Experimentally, I took a couple of deep breaths. Faking rapid breathing wasn’t very hard. Once I started, it kind of felt natural. I was already excited, and somehow knowing he was listening turned me on even more.

      Next I added some moans, deep in my throat, whimpering as I panted even more. I kind of forgot myself and gave an extra sharp pinch to my nipples. That made my moans more genuine.

      “That sounds really hot, babe,” Ian said in my ear.

      “Mmm,” was my only response. I was really getting into it now. I closed my eyes and rolled my head back, breathing harder, moaning louder, as if I were really getting close to coming. And it almost felt like I was. Who knew that pretending to be close to an orgasm could feel this good?

      But the audio show must go on. I sped up my breathing, taking short little panting breaths the way I did when Ian was going down on me or riding me hard. As I got closer and closer—I meant, as I pretended to get closer and closer—it really did feel incredible. When I cried out with a pretend release, I felt like all it would take was a few quick strokes of my clit to turn my act into reality.

      Feeling a little weak, I slumped against the wall, releasing my nipples. I was still breathing hard.

      “Incredible, that sounded sexy. And it sounded real. Did you actually come?”

      “No. But it felt pretty dang good.”

      “I never knew you could fake that well.”

      Panting, I marshaled my thoughts, trying to think how to explain it to him. “It didn’t really feel like faking. You got me all hot and bothered by telling me what to do. And when I was tugging on my nipples, I could feel it between my legs somehow. So it didn’t feel like faking to me ... it felt like exemplifying what I was feeling inside. Though now I really want to come with you later on.”

      “And we will, tonight. Go ahead and get dressed. You did well,” he said, and then he hung up.

      Still a little weak at the knees, I put my clothes on. Shakily, I made my way to the gorgeous marble sink and peered into the mirror. Dang, I even looked like I’d had an orgasm. My face was flushed and my hair was a little messy, perhaps from pulling the sweater over my head.

      My phone chimed with an incoming text. Ian had sent an address, one I didn’t recognize. He’d surprised me—very pleasantly surprised me—this morning with the first part of his plan, so I wondered what he might have in store for Part Two. Making my way to my car, I didn’t come up with much. Ian had always been able to think outside the box. That’s one of the things that made him so good at his job. And it was one of the things that made him so exciting in the bedroom—at least when we used to have time for that sort of thing.

      After entering the address in GPS, I made my way to Ian’s next destination. The address turned out to be in a commercial district I’d passed before, but never spent much time at. There were fast food restaurants and some stores mixed in with older buildings.

      I made a right past a small hardware store, and then another right into a parking lot behind the building. According the GPS, this was the address. I looked around. Was I supposed to go in the hardware store?

      And then I saw it. At the other end of the parking lot. With a wooden fence around it, shielding people inside from curious eyes.

      It was an adult toy store.
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      “SERIOUSLY?” I SAID to myself. Seriously? I texted Ian. While waiting for his response, I looked around the parking lot. There were only a few cars. The store itself didn’t look seedy. If actually looked as if it could be a pleasant retail space, perhaps a small clothing store or resale shop. That was if you could miss the two-foot-high letters that spelled out the word ADULT on the roof.

      A moment later, Ian replied: I take it you’ve reached your destination. Surprised?

      I replied: Yes! Do you really expect me to go in there?

      He replied: No, I actually think you won’t be brave enough. But you never know. You went that one time senior year of college.

      I blushed, but a warm flush filled my body at the memory of the various ways our purchases had spiced things up. I replied: That was different. You were with me then. And that was a dare.

      His response was quick: And this isn’t? I’ll make it official. I dare you to go in there.

      I snorted with derision, a rather useless effort when communicating by text. Like that’s going to make me do it. I’m not going to be goaded into doing something just because you dared me. I’m not a teenager.

      He replied: You weren’t last time, either. But it’s your call. If you're not at all interested in buying something that’ll make your back arch, your hips buckle, and your eyes roll back in your head, that’s fine.

      I glared at the screen, determined not to take the bait. I wasn’t going in there, so there was no sense asking him what he wanted me to buy. No sense at all. In fact, I wasn’t even curious.

      Yeah, right.

      He texted: Maybe I should send you off to a craft fair. You could get yourself a nice quilt or an afghan. Do you think you could buy one of those without getting too embarrassed?

      Curse him! I waged—and lost—a quick internal war. I just had to know. What did you want me to buy?

      He replied: Tell me you’ll go in, and I’ll tell you.

      I hate you, I replied untruthfully.

      No, you don’t, he answered.

      Okay, maybe I didn’t hate him, but at the moment I wanted to smack him upside the head. How could he be so arrogant in such short bursts of text? All right, I’ll go in.

      He replied: That’s my girl. Still got money left over from before?

      Do you think I bought a diamond-encrusted bra? I replied.

      I’ll take that as a yes, he replied. Go in there and buy a toy that has a remote.

      A remote? As in ... a toy that vibrated that he could control? The thought turned me on even as a shiver of delicious apprehension stole through me. Ian used to be quite adept at making me feel opposing sensations like that. I guess it was good to know he still could.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few minutes later, I approached the store entrance wearing dark sunglasses and a baseball cap I’d found in the trunk. I’d gathered my hair in a ponytail and threaded it through the back of the hat. It brought back memories of going to Ian’s baseball games in college.

      I’d also thrown on a jacket. Not that I was ashamed to go in there. I was an adult, and I had every right to have a sex life. To enjoy being kinky. But yeah, I was a little ashamed to go in there. And also a little excited.

      The store wasn’t as intimidating as I’d thought it would be. Sure, there was a huge DVD section, and the walls were lined with brightly colored toys, some made to look like realistic body parts, some designed by people who appeared to know nothing about the size of normal human orifices. But overall, the retail area didn’t look too sleazy or dirty.

      There was a surprisingly clean-cut thirty-something guy behind the counter, an older couple in the back looking at leather paddles, and a man in a trench coat in the corner flipping through a magazine. He wore a baseball cap pulled low over his face, too. Glad I wasn’t the only one who’d employed that not-so-subtle technique.

      “Help you find something?” the guy at the register asked.

      “Just looking,” I said as confidently as I could manage—which was pretty dang confident, given my career. Speaking in front of a courtroom was good practice for acting self-assured even when you weren’t.

      I wasn’t about to ask where the toys with remotes were, so I wandered through some aisles that looked promising. Passing shelves of dildos from every size between barely-there to get-that-monster-the-demon-away-from-me was rather eye opening. I figured this place must sell a lot of lube.

      At the end of an aisle, I spotted a small cardboard display of batteries, so I figured I must be getting close. Sure enough, there was a section of the back wall that had vibrating eggs. Most were inexplicably bright neon colors and were attached to remotes by thin cords.

      The remote was attached? What was the fun in that? I let out a small chuckle, and the man in the corner turned toward the sound. I ignored him. He was probably a flasher with that trench coat. Did he even have anything on underneath it? I resisted the urge to sneak a peek at his legs.

      Browsing, I found a few toys that had separate remotes. There was a vibrating butterfly that supposedly could nestle up against a woman’s clit. Who on earth decided that an insect, even a pretty insect, was a good shape for a sex toy? Briefly, I wondered how Ian would play up the selling points of something like that. Another butterfly was supposed to tickle the woman’s clit and extend a few inches inside of her. I never thought I’d see a purple butterfly with a three-inch cock.

      Amusing as they were, they didn’t look very practical or enjoyable with the tangle of elastic straps attached to them. I kept looking, moving farther down the wall. A few of the toys were just simple vibrating eggs that the woman could insert. Those had potential.

      Moving farther, I found some vibrating butt plugs. Yeah, like that was going to happen. Still, I felt a morbid curiosity while gaping at one of the larger ones. I’m not sure I could fit that sucker in the cupholder of my car, let alone in my—

      “Wow, you’re more adventurous than I thought.”

      I about jumped out of my skin to find the trench-coated figure at my side. I was already three feet away from him when I paused long enough to take a good look. “You scared me,” I said, moving back into range and punching him in the arm.

      “Sorry,” Ian said, not sounding sorry at all.

      “I thought you were a flasher in that coat,” I said, trying to calm my rapid breathing so that his smug smile wouldn’t get any wider. Maybe I should hit him again.

      “I can flash you later if you want. But right now I want to see what size vibrating butt plug you’re planning to get.”

      “Very funny,” I said, still trying to recover from the shock of seeing him here. “I was trying to see if there were any more choices of toys with detached remotes.”

      “All right, we’ll save the more extreme stuff for later,” he said, and this time, I did try to smack him again, but he caught my wrist and held my hand down, slipping his other arm around me. Together, we wandered back over to the slightly tamer vibrating toy section.

      “Where’d you park?”

      “Around the side of the hardware store. How about this one?” he said, holding up a large peach-colored egg that boasted of ‘authentic feeling of skin’. Why was an egg supposed to have a realistic skin feeling?

      “Too weird.”

      “This one?”

      “Too pink.” No way was I putting anything neon inside of me. “I’m still surprised to see you here. I thought I had to do this all on my own.”

      “I wouldn’t leave you alone in an adult toy store,” he said. “You might get flashed by a strange man in a trench coat.”

      “Oh, like it was much safer making me play in my underwear in a public restroom?”

      Ian grinned. “You weren’t alone there, either.”

      “What? You were there? Where were you?”

      “Right outside the door of the women’s room.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “To make sure no one else went in.”

      I couldn’t believe it. He’d really been outside that whole time? But it’d been such a big restroom, I probably wouldn’t have heard a marching band on the other side of the door. “Did anyone try to come in?”

      “One woman with two little kids.”

      “And you stopped her? What’d you tell her?”

      “That it was closed for repairs and there was a family restroom a few stores down.”

      “How’d you know where one was?”

      “I didn’t,” he said, a crooked grin on his face. I didn’t know whether to scold him for sending that woman on a wild goose chase or whether to enjoy this playful, teasing, sexy side of my husband. I hadn’t seen it in a long time.

      Still ... I should probably go with female solidarity here. “That poor woman.”

      “Hey, she didn’t come back, so maybe there really was a family restroom over there.”

      “Or maybe she thought you were a pervert hanging out in front of the women’s room.”

      “Yeah, and the big tent in my pants from hearing you moan probably didn’t help me seem any more legitimate.”

      “As I said—a big ol’ pervert.” I was teasing but also a little pleased to know that my audio efforts had turned him on that much.

      “Yeah, but at least I’m your pervert. And you’re mine. So let’s pick you out a remote-controlled toy.”
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      WE ENDED UP getting a medium-sized vibrating egg with a separate remote. And now I was in yet another women’s room, this time at a casual restaurant on the far side of town. I fervently hoped that no one we knew was venturing out in this area today.

      As quickly as possible, I washed the egg in the sink, ready to cover it in paper towels if anyone walked in. This time Ian was not guarding the door, unfortunately. Drying it off, I refused to look at myself in the mirror. The thought of playing with my sexy hubby in public was exciting, but it also made me feel a little foolish. I couldn’t quite look my embarrassed reflection in the eye.

      In the privacy of the stall, the egg slid inside me with relative ease. Once it reached a certain point, it was fairly comfortable, and I could barely feel it. At least while it was off.

      Walking back to the table, I felt embarrassed, yes, but also sexy. The slight pressure deep inside me was a reminder of what would happen once we got home. Plus, I got a little thrill out of knowing I was following my husband’s wicked orders, right here in the middle of the restaurant. I liked that we had this naughty secret together.

      Ian stared at me as I got closer to him. He looked so hot, with his chocolate button-down shirt outlining his strong physique.

      In my car on the way over, we’d wondered about the range of the remote. We got our answer now as I moved toward Ian. One moment, I was walking normally and the next moment, the egg inside me began pulsing on a low setting.

      I paused, mid-stride, and Ian’s grin widened. He must've had it on since before I returned from the restroom, waiting for me to walk into range. Cautiously, I started moving again, worrying that everyone in the restaurant was staring at me, which of course, they weren’t.

      Ian got up when I reached the table, ostentatiously to pull my chair out for me. But then he leaned in, his lips against my ear, his hand on my hip, and whispered, “How do you feel?”

      “Turned on,” I admitted.

      He looked amused. “And here I thought I’d only turned on the toy. But somehow I turned you on as well. Two for one,” he said with a grin.

      “I’m not remote-controlled.” I said.

      “We’ll just see about that,” he whispered, and then pushed my chair in as I sat down.

      It turned out to be an interesting meal. Not the food—I’m not entirely sure what I ate. I knew what I wanted to eat, though. And that was my husband. Every lickable inch of him.

      The vibrating toy inside me kept me hot and bothered throughout the whole meal. Ian had his thumb on the dial inside his pocket, and he wielded his power with wicked timing. Sometimes he’d turn it off completely. Other times he’d leave it on at a low intensity. And sometimes he’d push it up to a higher setting when I least expected it—like when I’d just opened my mouth to order my meal from the waiter.

      From the male waiter, of course. Ian seemed to get a kick out of increasing the vibrations whenever another man was nearby. What’d he think, that this would be less embarrassing for me to be enjoying good vibrations in front of a woman?

      Overall, I didn’t think the pressure was enough to push me over the edge into an orgasm. For that, I’d need something stroking my clit or Ian inside me. But it was definitely enough to keep me turned on. It made me want to jump my husband right then and there. I couldn’t wait for this evening.

      And he knew it, too. The smug look on his face intensified whenever my breathing grew rapid and my voice became less than steady. This pleased him greatly, and he’d ask me questions and chide me when I lost track of our conversation.

      After we finished our meal, Ian looked at me with an innocent smile. “You didn’t eat very much. You seemed distracted.”

      “It’s nothing I can’t handle,” I said, determined to show him I could take whatever he threw at me.

      Ian looked pointedly at my plate, at the chicken I’d barely eaten. “If you’re not in the mood for lunch, we could ask if they have a breakfast menu. Maybe you’d like a couple of eggs?” The vibrator inside me pulsed with more power as he said the last word.

      Sputtering over the water I’d just sipped, I glared at him.

      “Whatsamatter, you don’t think you could handle several of them?”

      “I’m fine, thanks,” I said through gritted teeth. But then I couldn’t help smiling. He was so bad.

      “Then how about some dessert? I think you deserve a treat.” And with that, the vibrations inside me intensified yet again.

      Oh my goodness. It was the strongest they’d been so far. I gasped, clutching the edge of the table with both hands. Dang, that was intense. Like a low-grade erotic electrocution. I felt like my whole body would start trembling in a moment.

      “Something wrong?” Ian asked. Yeah, right. Like I was buying his innocent act. But dang, he was turning me on. He knew what he was doing to me. He knew how he was making me feel. He probably knew how badly I needed to come and how much I wanted it to be from his cock pounding the heck out of me.

      “I’m fine,” I said, breathlessly.

      Ian grinned and leaned in. “Any minute now, women from nearby tables are going to tell their waiters, ‘I’ll have what she’s having.’”

      Releasing a deep breath, I resisted the urge to throw my head back, close my eyes, and enjoy the sensation. The vibrations were nearly overwhelming.

      Ian reached out and pried one of my hands from the table, placing it in his own. Immediately, I latched onto his fingers, squeezing them as hard as I’d been gripping the table.

      “Incredible, that’s hot,” he whispered, the teasing look gone from his face. In its place was hunger as he watched me. “Your cheeks are flushed, your chest is heaving ... you’ve got this wild look in your eyes. I want to see that look while you’re riding my cock tonight.”

      I moaned, still bracing my body against the onslaught of sensation. Did we really have to wait for tonight?

      Ian seemed to have read my mind. “Or we could go right now. I could take you in the restroom. Behind the building. In your car. Just bother your brains out and make you explode with pleasure.”

      Dang, this was getting to me. And to him, too. I knew he was trying to tempt me, to tease me, but he seemed to be getting himself as worked up as I was.

      “Or we could go straight home,” he said, leaning up against my ear. “I’ll push you over the back of the couch, shove your skirt up to your waist, rip those sexy panties off you, and plunge my cock inside you. I’ll take you so hard you’ll be walking funny for a week.”

      It was tempting. He was tempting. I knew he was beyond wanting to win the contest. He wanted to mess me, and I wanted that, too. One thing was certain, we had to do something or I was going to spontaneously combust right here at the table.

      I turned to him, trying to think, trying to concentrate, trying not to give into the delicious sensations. “Ian ... Ian, I—”

      And then the timer on his phone went off signaling that his turn was over.

      Somehow the tiny beeping sound brought me back to myself. Glancing around, I saw that a few people were looking in our direction. One man, a guy who was sitting with a woman, was openly leering at us. Ewww.

      “Turn it off,” I whispered.

      “Screw whose turn it is. Let’s just go—”

      “Turn it off,” I repeated, my voice quiet but firm. And he did.

      Shuddering, I sank down in my chair, feeling oddly tired. Ian signaled for the check while I tried to recover. Before we left, I went to the restroom and removed the egg. Carefully, I cleaned it, wrapped it in plastic, and put it in my purse. We were definitely going to have to play with it again in the future. Probably not in the middle of a crowded restaurant, though.

      Once outside, we headed to my car—we’d left his parked at the hardware store. He drove, and I slumped in the passenger seat.

      “You look like you’re about to fall asleep.”

      I half felt like it. Getting that close to coming, twice, had triggered a lot of physical reactions. I felt tired and a little sleepy like I often did after a good orgasm.

      “Lyss, are you mad at me?”

      With effort, I opened my eyes. “No, of course not.”

      “That just ... that got a little more intense than I was expecting at the restaurant.”

      “Yeah, it did,” I said. “But it was hot.”

      “It was insanely hot. But now you look like you need to sleep for a week.”

      “No, I’m good,” I said, sitting up straighter. And I was—or at least I would be after cleaning up a bit and getting some caffeine. “I’m ready for my turn. I just need a little time to get ready.”

      “How long do you need?”

      “Probably about an hour. I’ve got to take care of a couple things and change. And so do you, by the way.”

      “Me?” He sounded so surprised I had to laugh. Here he’d sent me out to buy lingerie, told me when to put it on, and told me when to take my other clothes off, yet he was shocked that he’d actually have to change his clothes once. Men!

      “If I can walk into an adult toy store by myself, then you can manage to change into a suit.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, but I saw his slight frown at the mention of a suit. As if he didn’t wear one most days of the week.

      “Wear that black one that I like, okay?”

      “‘Kay,” he said. “Do I have to shave?” he said, turning into the lot where his car was parked.

      I looked over at the dark sexy stubble that grazed his strong jaw line. It made me want to kiss him, and once he’d parked, I did just that.

      “No,” I said, smiling at him. “You don’t have to shave.”
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      “HOW DO I look?” I asked nervously, checking the clock over the bar again.

      “Like a million bucks. You’re going to have him eating out of the palm of your hand. Or any other body part you’d like,” my favorite bartender said with a grin.

      I smiled, but inside I was nervous. Ian’s plan had been so erotic, so much fun. I didn’t want to disappoint him. Okay, yeah, I didn’t want to lose the bet, either. But mostly I didn’t want to let him down.

      “You okay? You really do look amazing.”

      I looked down at my low-cut cocktail dress. It was a little fancy for the early afternoon, but I’d figured what the heck. The surest way to seduce my husband was to look and feel my best. And hopefully drive him out of his mind with lust.

      My dress was sleeveless, with thin straps draping over my shoulders that just barely concealed the bra straps of my new lingerie. The dress flared out at the waist but was quite short. I was also wearing brand new thigh-high stockings, held up by a sexy garter belt. I’d bought it at the lingerie store this morning and had ‘forgotten’ to tell Ian about it so that I could surprise him with it later.

      I’d spent some time on my makeup and hair, too, making my eyes smoky and adding soft waves to my bronze tresses. Before parting outside the hardware store, we’d agreed that I’d go back to the apartment first, get ready, and then text him when I was done. It almost felt like we were a bride and groom again, not allowed to see each other before the wedding.

      The final part of my fill-him-with-lust plan was my four inch black heels. Not very practical for walking, but the added height would be good for increasing my confidence. If I could look my sexy husband in the eye, or nearly so, it would help me keep the upper hand. It was my turn, and I was going to be the one in charge for the afternoon.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I guess I just feel a little foolish dressed like this in the middle of the day.”

      “You’ll feel better when Ian gets here and looks all hot in his suit.”

      “Yeah, I guess. I just wish that we could do this at night ... seems like the sort of thing to do in a dark corner of a bar.”

      “Maybe I can do something about that,” she said, and she strode toward a lighting panel near the entrance to the kitchen. She fiddled with the light switches, plunging one area of the restaurant into darkness, lighting another one up. She appeared oblivious of the startled looks of the few customers that lingered over their lunches.

      Finally, she seemed satisfied with the lighting. The bar area was much darker now, almost as if it were night outside. The main part of the restaurant was also dimmer, though not as much. As she came back to me, a few diners were still staring in our direction.

      She shrugged dismissively. “Screw them,” she said. Then she glanced toward the door and her eyes widened. “No,” she said, her voice faint. “Screw him.”

      I turned to look. It was Ian. God he looked incredible in his dark suit. He’d slicked his short hair back, and put on a dark maroon tie. I wanted to grab him by the hand, shove him into the coatroom, and ride him until we both passed out from exhaustion. And judging by the bartender’s stare, I wasn’t the only one who wanted to do that.

      “Holy garbage. You’re a very lucky woman.” With visible effort, she pulled her eyes off my husband and turned to me. She whispered as he drew nearer. “Remember when I said you didn’t have to quit your job to spend more time together? Harass that. Quit your job. Spend more time together. And good luck,” she added, moving away from me.

      It was showtime. I kept my eyes on the bar as Ian came up next to me. I waited a long moment before turning to him.

      “You look amazing,” he said, genuine appreciation in his voice.

      “Thank you,” I said politely. “I’m Alyssa.”

      To his credit, it only took him a second to figure out the game. “I’m Ian,” he said, shaking the hand I offered. I’d been counting on him being a quick study.

      “Mind if I sit down?” he asked.

      I shook my head, turning back to my drink. The bartender had been down at the end of the bar, but now she approached us, shooting me a subtle wink and asking Ian what he wanted.

      “I’ll have whatever the lady is having,” he said.

      When his glass of red wine arrived, he clinked it against mine. I smiled, looking into his eyes, trying to see what a stranger would see in them. Such dark irises, almost charcoal. I wondered if other people ever noticed how his eyes could sparkle with mischief, narrow in concern, and intensify when he was excited?

      It was weird, thinking of him as a stranger and not my soulmate, but if we were going to truly reconnect, then we couldn’t keep behaving in the same way as always. We needed do something different. And it wasn’t going to be easy. I was going to make him work for it. We’d both have to do that.

      He sipped the wine slowly, his eyes never leaving mine. “So what do you do, Alyssa?”

      I was prepared for this question. I’d even sketched out a basic answer in my head. I’d say I was in education, that I loved working with kids. I’d even memorized a cute anecdote I’d found on a kindergarten teacher’s blog. But I didn’t end up saying any of that.

      “I’m in advertising,” I said instead.

      Ian raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. Do you like it?”

      “Yes, I really do. And I know I’m good at it. Good at helping people see that the product I’m promoting is just what they need to make their lives better. So yeah, I like that part.”

      Ian’s gaze was steady on mine. “But there’s a part you don’t like?”

      “The long hours. And I always take work home with me. Sometimes ... it feels like I’m so busy planning how to make other people feel something, how to make other people find what they need that I don’t make time for the things I need. For the things I want. Or for the things the people in my life want.”

      “Like who? Do you have a boyfriend or a husband?”

      “No ... I live with my, umm, my cat. I have this cat. And sometimes he feels lonely.”

      “You live with a cat?” Ian frowned. He was definitely a dog person.

      “Yes. Sometimes, he curls up on my bed, late at night. And he sleeps while I’m in the den on my laptop, working on my advertising campaigns. And, well, I know he’s just a cat, but I can tell it hurts him. That I’m not in there with him. That it feels like I’m putting my job before him.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t mean to make you feel that way,” Ian said, and this time I was the one who frowned. Ian paused for a moment, seeming to mentally review what he’d just said. “I mean, I’m sure you don’t mean to make him feel that way.”

      This wasn’t at all the way I’d planned this to go. But now that I’d started, I should see it through. “What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a lawyer.”

      “I had a feeling you might say that,” I said, and he smiled. “Do you like your job?”

      “I love it. I love helping people get justice. Using all my knowledge, skills, and creativity to find a solution to their problems. I’m good at what I do. I think I’m going to be made a partner in the firm in the next few years—maybe sooner.”

      “Hopefully,” I said, clinking my glass against his again. “Are there any parts of it you don’t like?”

      “Yeah,” he said, for the first time looking at his drink instead of me. “I work long hours, too. But also ... sometimes, when I’m with someone, family or friends, I’ll be thinking about one of my cases. About how I can help my client. And the person I’m with can sometimes tell that my mind is on something else.”

      Okay, I was not expecting that. Did he really feel that way? That I was distracted when I was with him? I stared at him until he met my eyes, and then I could see that he did. I wonder why he’d never said anything like that before.

      The tension grew, and then he broke it with a crooked half smile. “Or at least that’s how my cat sometimes feels.”

      I held his gaze for a moment longer and then I smiled, too. “You have a cat, too? You somehow strike me as the type to claim to be allergic.”

      “What can I say, I’ve always been a fan of pussy ... cats,” he said, his voice teasingly suggestive.

      But instead of responding in kind, I wanted to finish our coded but serious discussion the right way. “I’m going to try to be better. To be a better pet-owner. To make sure I give Fluffy all of my attention when I’m with him.”

      He nodded. “And I’m going to try to spend more time with little Boopsie.”

      “Boopsie? I’m afraid your cat might jump out the window when she finds out that’s her name.”

      “Perhaps,” he said, and then we talked about inconsequential things. The city. The traffic. The weather. Except it didn’t feel inconsequential. It felt like we were making time for each other. Really listening to each other. We weren’t rushing. We weren’t thinking about other things.

      My wine was almost gone, but I sipped the last of it and looked up to find Ian staring at me. Hungrily. Needfully. “Has anyone told you recently how beautiful you are?”

      “Not recently.”

      “Then they should have. So I will. You're gorgeous. I’m glad you’re single. You don’t look married,” he said, purposely echoing what that man had said when I’d come here a few weeks ago. “You’re much to sexy to be a staid and respectable wife.”

      Smiling at the sparkle in his eyes, I knew it was time to continue with the erotic agenda I’d planned for my handsome husband. “Respectable is overrated, in my opinion.”

      “Mine too. After all, you’re the most desirable woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, and you’re drinking alone at a bar, dressed like every guy’s fantasy, and talking to a strange man. Nope, not even close to respectable behavior. I think you’re a bad girl deep down inside.”

      “Maybe,” I said, trying to look nonchalant, trying not to flush with pleasure at his wicked words.

      “If so, I’d really like to meet that side of you. How about we go somewhere and get to know each other better?”

      “I’m fine right here, thanks.”

      “Okay, we’ll stay here,” he said, his eyes scanning the room. “Let’s get a table and I’ll order some appetizers.”

      “No, thank you.” At least this part of my plan was back on track. He was working for it. For me. For us.

      “Come on, Lyss. I mean, Alyssa. You’re a beautiful, charming woman. I’d really like to get to know you better. And I think you’ll find I’m not a bad guy even if I do work too much.”

      I was wavering. Maybe this wasn’t part of my plan, but it might work out.

      Ian could see I was torn. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll play you for it. I win, we’ll go get a table. You win, we’ll stay here.”

      Now we had a bet inside a bet. But what ... apparently that worked for us. “All right,” I said. “If we can agree on the game.”

      Ian looked around. “Miss,” he said to the bartender. She’d stayed away while we were talking, dusting liquor bottles along the back wall. She turned now with a carefully polite smile on her face. “Do you have a deck of cards?” Ian asked.

      She didn’t even blink at this somewhat strange request, making me fairly certain she’d been listening in. I ducked my head to hide my grin—I probably would have done the same in her situation. “No, sorry. But there’s a dartboard in the back room if that helps any.”

      Ian looked at me, and I nodded. “That’ll do,” he said.
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* * *

      “First round goes to me. Getting nervous?” Ian asked. We were playing two out of three, and he’d just won the first set. The dartboard was in a small room off the main hallway. There was also a pool table, but it was covered and looked as if it hadn’t been used in quite some time.

      Ian had taken off his suit coat, freeing up his arms. His crisp white shirt and tie showed off his thick biceps well, and contrasted nicely with his dark eyes. For a moment I wondered what it would be like if this really were my first date with him. He was being charming and flirty and humorous, but he also kept looking at me with hunger in his eyes. I was fairly certain that were I just getting to know him, I’d be well on my way to falling head-over-heels by now.

      He plucked all six darts off the board and handed me mine. I took careful aim and let my first one fly. It landed near to the outer ring, nowhere near the bull’s eye I’d been aiming for.

      Ian moved closer. “Somehow I get the feeling you normally have better aim. Maybe it’s those sexy high heels that are making you unstable.” He trailed a finger down my side and rested one hand and then the other on my hips. “Maybe this will make you steadier.”

      I barely managed not to laugh. Not likely. His hands felt like electric current. He wasn’t pressed against me, but I could feel the heat from his body behind me all the same. Having him so close to me made it harder to draw my arm back and aim, but I didn’t want him to move.

      My second shot was closer to the center this time. But then Ian started rubbing his thumbs across my back, his strong hands still gripping my waist. It felt so good. I threw my last dart and it didn’t even stick—it just hit the board and fell to the floor.

      “Nice job,” Ian said, his mouth close to my ear. I don’t think he’d even seen my last throw. “Your hair smells so good.” He swept it aside and leaned over my shoulder to nibble on my ear. “Are you still wearing the lingerie from this morning?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “And it’s your turn.”

      Reluctantly, he let me go. He stepped up to the line, but then looked at the board. “Where’s your last one?”

      “It fell.”

      “Try it again.” He started to move towards it, but I put my hand against his hard abs and stopped him.

      “Let me.” Turning, I walked to the board, feeling Ian’s eyes on my black stockings and the swoosh of the hem of my dress. With a glance back at him, I bent at the waist, keeping my legs straight. Slowly, I folded my body down, feeling the skirt rise to my upper thighs. Cool air across my bare skin told me that he could see the tops of my stockings and the strings holding them up. Ian’s gasp was extra confirmation.

      Still moving slowly and fluidly, I picked up the dart, straightened back up, and turned. I looked him in the eye as I ran my hand through my hair, flipping it back into place. Then I walked to my husband, who wore a dazed look of desire. He was practically drooling. Turning on my heel, I threw my last dart. It landed about an inch from the bull’s eye.

      “Not bad,” Ian managed, finally finding his voice. Them he blinked, shook out his arms as if to loosen up, and took aim. All three of his darts landed between mine and the bull’s eye. “Let’s go get a table,” Ian said, grabbing my hand and hurrying me out of there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We sat side by side, in the corner booth. I was inside, and Ian’s large body was between me and the rest of the restaurant ... which was a good thing since he had his hand under my dress, running his fingers along the top of my thigh-high stockings. I was profoundly grateful this restaurant used tablecloths on the booths as well as the tables. Two plates of uneaten appetizers sat on the table in front of us.

      “Tell me more about yourself. What’s something you’ve always wanted to do?” Ian said in a relatively normal voice, as if he didn’t have his hand between my legs.

      “Well, I’ve always dreamed of honeymooning in Europe,” I began, but Ian frowned and slid a finger under my stocking, stretching it out and letting it snap back in place. Ouch. That stung.

      “Be good,” he warned, and I wondered why he thought that he suddenly got to be the one in charge. But then he tickled the soft skin of my upper thighs with his fingertips and I forgot to be mad. “Tell me something sexy you’ve always wanted to try but never have. In the bedroom ... or out of it,” he added with a cheeky wink. We certainly weren’t limiting our play to the bedroom today.

      Hmm ... how should I answer that? I thought for a minute, but then his hand on my thigh gave me an idea. “I guess lately I’ve been having some fantasies about being submissive. Might be fun to experiment with that a little. With the right man, I mean.”

      His eyes twinkled. “I was hoping you’d say that. You look like you’d be good at following orders.”

      “Hey,” I said, getting irritated in spite of the fact that I’d just admitted to fantasizing about it. “I’m a lawyer—um, I mean, I’m in advertising. At work I’m the one in charge.”

      “Clearly. But I think that at home, you might like being at someone else’s mercy.”

      “You mean like at my cat’s mercy?” I said, glaring at him, but the humor of the situation was getting to both of us, and I couldn’t hold my stern expression for long. We were weaving so many fictional elements into our backstories it was hard to keep it all straight. And to keep a straight face.

      “I just mean that you look like the kind of woman who might do something risky if she was ordered to do so. Or challenged to do so, if you prefer.” He grinned. “Like perhaps, if someone dared you to go into an adult toy store by yourself, you just might do it.”

      I had to smile at that. “Yeah, but that kind of thing is always more fun with a partner.”

      “Especially if that partner orders you to wear a vibrating toy in a restaurant.”

      “Maybe,” I said, trying to maintain some decorum—not easy to do with my legs spread wide and his talented fingers stroking me.

      “I think you’d do that. In fact, I think you’d do that right now, if I told you to.”

      “Too bad I don’t have any toys with me, then,” I said smugly.

      “Alyssa,” Ian growled.

      “What, Mr. Perfect Stranger? Do I really look like the kind of woman who walks around with an arsenal of sex toys?”

      “You look like the type who might have one,” he said. “Let me see your purse.”

      “No,” I said, and he made a grab for it. I was quicker, holding it out to my side so he couldn’t reach it. “I’m not about to let a man I hardly know look in my purse. Besides, there’s nothing in there,” I insisted, just as my purse began to quake, a low buzzing noise issuing from it.

      Looking over, I saw a smirk on his face and his hand in his pocket. He must’ve kept the remote on him when he’d changed.

      “Okay, okay, so I still have it,” I said, breaking character.

      “Good,” Ian said. “Because you’re going to put it in again.”

      I protested, mostly out of form. “This is still my turn. I’m in charge here.”

      “And we’re doing what you wanted. Talking. Flirting. Connecting. But you can do all that with the egg inside you.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I was getting pretty turned on. The moisture between my legs told me that once I reached the restroom, the toy would slip in easily. “Okay, let me out.”

      “No,” he said, his grin widening.

      “No?” I echoed, confused. He was planted across the seat, blocking my way. And then I understood. “No!” I gasped.

      “Yes,” he said, leaning down to whisper to me. “Your legs are spread, you’re already wet and slippery,” he said, wiggling his fingers nearer my center. “So just slide it in.”

      “I can’t,” I whispered back, tempted by his wicked grin, but not enough to do that in public. I folded my arms over my chest, accidentally bringing my purse back into his reach.

      He plucked the purse from my grasp. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      “Ian!” I said as loudly as I dared, but it was too late. His hand was already under the table and my purse was lying on top of it, no longer vibrating. He transferred the egg from one hand to the other, and suddenly, I felt it, running up the inside of my thigh, heading toward my core.

      Giving in, I slipped my leg up and over his thigh, opening myself up to him more. He grinned and pulled aside my panties, pushing the vibrating oval over my moist folds. I closed my eyes at the sensation, but then opened them again when he pressed it against my clit.

      I gave him my sternest wife look, willing him to behave. Yeah, not much chance of that. He held my gaze as he kept the vibrations steady on my most sensitive spot for several long, tantalizing seconds. Finally, he moved the egg lower, slipping it inside me. The vibrations radiated out through my core, making my heart rate increase. How many times could I get worked up today without actually exploding in orgasmic bliss?

      He smoothed my panties back into place, withdrawing his hand. I sat there, squirming, panting, watching his face. With a wicked grin, he brought his fingers up to his mouth, licking the moisture off of them. “These appetizers sure are good,” he said for the benefit of anyone around us.

      Fortunately, there was no one nearby, but even as turned on as I was, I wasn’t willing to risk getting too carried away in public as we did before.

      “Ian, do you want to—” I broke off, shaking my head. We’d said before that wanting to skip ahead would mean forfeiting the contest. No way was I doing that.

      But he seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “Do you have more things planned for your half of the day, Lyss?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Do you want to skip them?”

      “No,” I said. “I mean ... do you? Are you willing to forfeit the contest?”

      He smiled and took my hand. “I think you’ll find, Counselor, that according to the legal code, it’s not forfeiting if both parties agree.”

      I thought about that for a minute. “Works for me,” I said, and there was barely time for him to throw some twenties on the table and for me to wave at the bartender before we were rushing for the car, heading for home.
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      “TAKE YOUR CLOTHES off. Right now,” Ian said as we tumbled into the apartment after reaching new levels of inappropriate behavior in the elevator. Who knew two horny people could grope so many different body parts in fifteen seconds?

      I undid the straps of my dress and let it fall to my waist, where Ian was more than happy to pull it off me. He paused when he saw the writing on my stomach. I’d almost forgotten about it. Slowly, he reached a long finger out, tracing over the letters. Over his name. Over the arrow pointing to the part of my body he claimed for himself. And I sure couldn’t wait for him to stake his claim.

      Ian slid his hand down, slipping it under my panties, pushing aside the black mesh. His fingers pressed between my legs, feeling the moist heat there. “For me. Only me,” he said.

      “For you,” I agreed, and he lifted me up, one hand between my legs and the other under my rear. I wrapped my arms around the man I loved as he carried me to our bedroom.

      He tossed me onto the bed and climbed on top of me, attacking my neck with his tongue. I pushed and pulled at his shirt, trying to tear it off, but in my position, I couldn’t do much. Fortunately, he helped out, somehow shedding his clothes in about seven-tenths of a second. I moaned with appreciation when I saw his naked form. I needed release so badly. I needed him so badly.

      Ian kissed his way up my neck and across my cheek, getting closer and closer to my mouth. His fingertips skillfully roamed over my sides, my arms, my shoulders. “Hands above your head,” he commanded. With a moan, I complied. He was so hot when he took charge.

      But wait a second. “I still don’t get why you get to give the orders,” my inner lawyer protested while the rest of me wanted her to shut up. “You had your turn this morning.”

      Ian didn’t cease his exploration of my body. Instead, he reached up with one large hand and trapped both of mine above my head, pinning them to the bed. His other hand pushed between our bodies, flicking open my bra and capturing one erect nipple.

      At the same time, his mouth finally met mine, and this was no pleasant little peck on the lips. This was the complete domination of my mouth by his. He crushed his lips to mine, his tongue pushing inside me, filling me the way I hoped his cock would soon. His oral campaign to wipe all protests from my mind was succeeding. I could barely remember my name when he kissed me like this.

      “Do you really want me to stop?” he growled when he finally came up for air. The sensations were still overwhelming, him holding my wrists down, his body pressing against me, his talented hand tweaking and teasing my nipple. Not to mention the egg still vibrating inside me.

      “No,” I said, a moan escaping my lips along with the word. “I don’t.”

      “Then stop arguing,” he said, and this time he attacked my nipple with his lips and tongue, swirling it around in his mouth, making my eyes roll back.

      “I rest my case,” I said, barely able to get out the phrase.

      “Good,” he murmured against my breast. Taking my nipple into his mouth again, he sucked hard and kneaded it with his lips, tugging at it until it popped out as he pulled away. He let go of my wrists and sat up, straddling me. “Now, fake an orgasm.”

      “What? But ... aren’t we finally going to have the real thing?”

      “Yes. Several times over. But you’re still going to do this. Right now. You sounded so hot today—I want the visual that goes along with it.”

      I groaned, then tried half-heartedly to pretend it had been moan. Why did men with dominant tendencies make things so difficult? I wanted to go into Ian’s web forum and give every one of the guys a piece of my mind.

      Ian looked down at me, his expression hungry. He flicked my bra cups off my breasts, baring my chest. “Play with your nipples like you did today.”

      Dang. Men with dominant tendencies did make life difficult, but they also made it erotic. Ian’s hungry anticipation made me feel even sexier.

      My eyes never left his as I grasped my nipples in my fingers, squeezing, tugging. My breathing started speeding up naturally, but I added little sighs and moans that made his erect cock twitch.

      “That’s it, baby. Show me how you touched yourself earlier.”

      I arched my back, pushing my breasts up, my fingers still on my stiff peaks. My breathing was getting louder now, and as had happened earlier, it felt like there was a direct line between my nipples and my clit.

      “Close your eyes,” Ian said. “Pretend it’s just you, touching yourself, teasing yourself as you did today.” As I shut my eyes, he swung his leg off me and sat next to me on the bed, completing the illusion that I was by myself.

      However, I could still feel the heat from his body next to me, and whenever I did something he approved of, like when I added high-pitched whimpers as if I was getting close to coming, he increased the intensity of the vibration inside me. When I took my breasts in both hands, smashing them against my chest, letting my soft flesh spill out from between my fingers, he turned it up even more.

      And when I pinched my nipples and moaned for him again, he moved over me, grasping the edge of my panties and pulling them down my legs. Peeling the black scrap of fabric completely off, he clasped my ankle and swung it over his shoulder so that he was between my thighs. I was panting harder, my nipples rock hard as I put on a show for him. It was so hot, knowing he could see me and I couldn’t see him. Knowing he was looking at me—all of me—right now.

      And then I felt his warm breath near my mound. His soft words tickled my skin. “We’ve had so many new bets going on, we never got to settle the old one.”

      Then his mouth descended on me, his lips nuzzling up and down my slit, his warm, wet, tongue darting out. Now I moaned in earnest, not having to act at all.

      It felt so good with his hands spreading my thighs apart, holding me open for him. He licked his way up and down my folds, making me squeal when he pushed his tongue inside me once, pressing against the egg. His muted chuckle told me he’d gotten a kick out of the vibration on his tongue. I know I’d certainly enjoyed it.

      And then his mouth was at the top of my slit, and the vibration increased to the highest setting. I cried out, a big shuddering gasp, and my hands flew to my sides, grasping the sheets tightly, preparing for a wild ride.

      Ian didn’t disappoint. His talented tongue swirled and sucked and flicked at my swollen clit, and my back arched off the bed, my panting and moaning now one hundred percent genuine.

      My thighs tightened around his head and my body started to tremble. He licked harder, working my clit back and forth. When I was seconds from coming, his hand left my thigh and pushed inside of me, tugging on the little string at the end of the egg. He pulled it out just enough to grasp it, and then drove it in and out as his tongue pushed me over the edge.

      I cried out as my entire body dissolved into spasms. My hips bucked, my back arched, my cries melted into silent screams. It had been so long, but it felt so good it was almost worth the wait. Ian held my hips down, keeping me from wiggling my way off the bed. His tongue still pressed against my clit, but he wasn’t moving it anymore, and he’d turned off the vibrator. After a long moment, he lifted his head and gently tugged the egg out of me.

      He shifted around until his head rested on my thigh, using it as a pillow. It was only then that I realized I still had the stockings on.

      Still breathing hard, I waved my index finger at him, motioning him toward me. Willingly, he crawled forward, kissing his way up my body until he reached my mouth. I kissed him back, tasting myself on his lips. He lay half on his side, but with one arm and leg on top of me. I held him close, and he stroked my hair away from my face, smoothing it down. His hand trailed down my arm, past my breast, and back to the lipstick letters. He traced them again with his fingers.

      “You really like that, don’t you?” I said, my voice still a little breathless.

      “Oh yes. Next time, I’ll think of something new to write.”

      For some reason that amused me. “Gonna make me into an advertising campaign?”

      “No,” he said, smiling too. “No way am I going to let other people know how kinky and sexy you are. I’m the only one who gets to know that. Says so right here.” He rubbed my belly.

      Wrapping my arms around him, I kissed him again, smiling when we came up for air. Gently, I pushed against him, nudging him onto his side, then his back, rolling over on top of him. This time, I was the one draped on top of his hot, hard body.

      Ian’s large, strong fingers roamed over my back, rubbing, scratching gently, and kneading in little circles. It felt so good—and even better when he worked his way lower and lower, until he was tracing light circles over my rear. Shivers and thrills ran through my body, radiating out from his touch. I wiggled on top of him, feeling his hard cock brush against my leg.

      His hands slid lower, one finger brushing lightly across the crease where my rear met the back of my thigh. I let out a squeal and shimmied away from his touch. “That tickles,” I complained.

      “It does?” he asked, doing it again.

      “Yes,” I said, a small, un-lawyer-like giggle escaping my lips.

      “Maybe it’s because I touched you so softly. Maybe I need to touch you with something harder,” he said, shifting against me, leaving no doubt what he meant. But when he wrapped his arms around my waist, repositioning me so that his hard tip was between my thighs, I shook my head.

      “I still have to settle my part of the bet. The first one, I mean.” I started kissing my way down his body, stopping to blow cool air over one of his cute brown nipples. “I always settle my bets, too.”

      I worked my way downward, following his happy trail to a body part that was very happy to see me. His cock was rock hard and pointing toward me as I reached it. I kissed the head, tasting a drop of moisture as I slid one hand between his legs to cup his balls.

      This time it was Ian’s turn to moan. “Idiot, that feels good.” His voice was thick with desire. I loved it when he sounded like that, when I got him so turned on he lost his usual cool and calm demeanor. I swirled my lips around the head of his cock, tasting, teasing, nuzzling.

      Ian plunged his hands in my hair, holding it away from my face so he could look me in the eye. Pulling back, I winked at him and licked my lips before pushing down on his cock, encircling the head. I ran my tongue around it once, twice, before taking more of him in. He tasted so good. It had been so long since I’d done this.

      Fingers tightened in my hair as I began bobbing my head up and down. My newly resurfaced submissive side reveled in the way he was fisting my hair, urging me on with his hands. I think he must’ve known that, because as I continued to work my mouth up and down his cock, he was a little more forceful than usual.

      My hips started to move in little circles as I continued to caress his hard length with my lips and tongue. It felt so good to know how much I was turning him on, to feel his hips straining under me, to feel his hands tighten in my hair. I flattened my tongue as I took him in deeper, eliciting a primal groan from him.

      Faster and faster I moved, keeping up the suction, dragging my lips against his hard length, feeling him swell even more. I worked his balls too, gently tugging and cupping them the way he liked.

      “Incredible, I’m getting close,” Ian groaned, and I redoubled my efforts, getting pretty dang turned on myself. My breasts shook back and forth as I moved my mouth on him, adding to what I hoped was an erotic vision for him. And the sounds he was making, the purely masculine grunts and groans, shot straight to the center of me, making me wet again. Making me want him again. But first, I wanted to finish what I’d started.

      I moaned deep in my throat, knowing he could feel the vibration.

      “Incredible,” he said again, trying to hold out, but I didn’t want him to. I moved faster, taking him in deeper, bobbing my head up and down, but then he fisted his hands in my hair, tugging me away from him.

      “No,” I moaned, as his cock slipped out of my mouth.

      “Can’t last much longer, not after all the kinky stuff earlier,” he panted, sitting up. “I’m gonna come deep inside you.”

      “But I wanted you to come in my mouth,” I said. That’d been the terms of the original laser tag bet.

      “Overruled,” he growled, standing up and grabbing my waist, dragging me to the edge of the bed. This was the moment I loved, the moment when my strong, sexy-as-hell husband stopped asking, stopped ordering, and just took what he wanted, using my body as he saw fit. Somehow, he always managed to use it as I saw fit, too.

      Getting my hands and knees under me, I let my lower legs dangle over the edge of the bed as Ian grasped me by the hips and held me in place. I braced myself, waiting, wanting, needing him to enter me. Needing to be filled. Needing him to take me—hard.

      His first thrust was not gentle, but it made me cry out with pleasure. I’m pretty sure I hit the high note from the national anthem when he pushed deep inside me. It had been so long. Too long.

      He held himself in me, as deep as he could get, and I squeezed myself around him until I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Please,” I said. “Please idiot me hard. Please, Ian, I need you so badly.”

      And he did, pulling out and then pounding back into me, making me cry out with each deep thrust. Goodness, it felt so good. Whimpers and panting escaped my mouth with abandon, leaving no doubt that they were the real thing.

      Ian grunted as he thrusted into me, hard and fast, pounding me, making my body shake, my breasts shake, the bed shake, and probably the neighbors’ glassware shake, too.

      I didn’t care. The only thing I cared about was that he not stop until we both exploded with pleasure. And we were getting close. Ian sped up, sliding easily into my slick channel, moving faster and faster. He was so strong, he was in such good shape—it was a crime, an actual, literal crime that we didn’t do this more often.

      Gasping, I cried out. “Don’t stop ... please ... I’m so close.”

      “No way I’d stop now,” he said, panting with each thrust. If anything, he managed to go harder, pounding deeper, filling me, stretching me, making me feel whole.

      And when he drove all the way in, his cock spasming deep inside me, I came too, crying out, my arms giving way, my head and shoulders crashing to the mattress.

      Ian held me there, emptying himself as I tightened around him, milking his cock. Finally, with a deep grunt of release, he let go of my hips.

      I rolled over on my side and Ian slid onto the bed next to me, both of us completely spent. Breathing heavily and looking exhausted, he still managed to wrap his arm around me, and I nuzzled my head against his chest. We rested that way for a long time, holding each other. Touching each other softly. Breathing in unison. Looking into each other’s eyes on our big bed together. Finally.
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      SUNDAY MORNING, I woke up a little sore. My body felt deliciously used. It was a sexy feeling. It’d been a long time since it had felt that way. I also felt well-rested. The clock showed it was a little after eight. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d slept so late.

      I took a shower and Ian joined me, to ‘save water,’ he claimed. We got dirty while getting clean, and as I toweled off, panting from another memorable orgasm, I realized that this meant that I’d had sex two days in a row. Possibly this was some kind of warning sign for an impending apocalypse. Oh well ... at least Ian and I had practiced for it in the laser tag arena.

      After we dressed, Ian showed me the e-mail he’d sent to the forum owner, the so-called Green-Eyed Master. Ian’d explained our situation and asked if it was okay to put up a poll on the website. He’d even signed his e-mail ‘Too Busy to Get Busy,’ just like he was writing to an advice column.

      The forum owner agreed and had even set up the poll for us. All we needed to do was to write up a summary of our halves of the day. Using all my legal skills, I got Ian to agree that I should include all of what I’d planned, since we’d quit midway through my time. We limited ourselves to two hundred fifty words each, and I made Ian promise not to employ his persuasive marketing skills on his.

      After much arguing, tickling, and tussling, we finally had it all set. Ian posted it, and then we stared at it for a few minutes, but evidently the members of the forum were not very active on Sunday mornings.

      Still, by the time Ian started working on his new advertising campaign in the den, and I had set up my laptop in the living room, the poll started getting a few votes and comments.

      “Did you see the most recent response, hon?” Ian called out from the other room, his voice smug. “The guy said I was a very considerate dominant to allow you to plan part of our day.”

      “Best not to ever repeat that if you want me to allow you to remain a guy who’s never been kneed in the balls by his wife.”

      Twenty minutes later, I spotted a comment I couldn’t help sharing. “This guy says he’d kill for a wife who’s as interested in sex as me. Said I sounded like a sex goddess. Good to know I have options.”

      By late afternoon, the poll was roughly even. Twenty-three forum members had voted for Ian with twenty-one for me. I wasn’t too worried, we’d each been in the lead several times throughout the day.

      Sometime after seven, we ordered Chinese food and agreed to stop working when it came. The plan was to eat dinner and then check the poll one last time. Whoever was ahead at that point would be the winner.

      We raced through dinner, not so we could get back to work for once, but so we could check the results.

      Moments later, we were in the den, me perched on Ian’s lap. “Ready to read ‘em and weep?” he asked, bouncing me gently on his knee.

      “I’m not going to cry, because I’m not going to lose, but it’s okay if you do. I won’t think you’re any less masculine.” Not after last night and this morning, I added in my head. Dang that’d been hot.

      Wrapping an arm around my waist, Ian clicked open the forum poll and refreshed the page. The screen went blank momentarily and we both held our breaths. Finally, the page reappeared and ... and ... the poll was gone.

      “What the—” Ian said, squinting at the screen. I did too.

      Where the voting and comments had been half an hour ago, there was now just a single sentence: Content removed by forum owner.

      “Heck, he’s the one who set it up for us.” Ian was pissed, and I didn’t blame him. All this build up and we’d never find out who won?

      Then I spotted something. “You have a new message,” I said, pointing at the mailbox icon in the corner of the screen.

      Ian opened his inbox. It was a message from the forum owner.

      
        
        Dear Too Busy to Get Busy,

        Sorry about the poll. I know I said it was okay, but as the comments kept coming in, it started sounding more and more like grown-rear men catcalling women at a strip joint. This forum is about couples becoming closer, making their sex lives better. It’s not a place to see who can best tempt our members into typing one-handed. Not that you and Mrs. TBTGB didn’t paint a pretty erotic picture.

        The other reason I closed the poll is because no offense, but I decided you folks need to get your heads out of your rears. I don’t know you, but I know people like you. Smart, driven twenty-somethings who dedicate their lives to moving up the career ladder. Then they hit their late thirties and early forties and realize they don’t have anyone to share their lives with.

        You two are lucky. You’ve found the person you want to be with. But that doesn’t mean anything if you’re living like strangers. I’m not going to reiterate that garbage about how no one regrets not working more on their deathbed. And I’m not telling you to quit your jobs. But maybe think about cutting back a fraction. Instead of being on the super fast track, maybe just be on the regular fast track. You’ll still get there, but hopefully not at the expense of your marriage. The way I see it is, you’ve had your day of kink and hopefully some headboard-knocking make-up sex afterward. Now it’s time to make some changes. One day is a start, but it’s not enough. You need a lifetime of connecting and reconnecting.

        So here’s my unsolicited advice to you two. Competition is great for the workplace, but it’s not a good basis for a marriage. Sometime it pays to compromise. Like for your honeymoon. Pick a place you’ll both enjoy. The Italian Riviera has some gorgeous beaches, and you can catch a train to Florence or Milan. If you’re looking for a quiet spot that’s off the beaten path, there’s a little inn run by the Antonetti family outside of Portofino. If you go, tell them Ace sent you.

        You two sound like you have a lot going for you. Don’t waste it.

        —Green-Eyed Master

        

      

      Wow. That was quite a letter. I stared at it for a moment longer, wondering how this stranger had figured out things about our marriage that had taken me a year and a half to learn. I turned my head and met Ian’s eyes. He was done reading. I wonder how long he’d been staring at me. “Are you still pissed?”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “I think he was just trying to help.” Had Ian even read the same letter? It had nearly brought tears to my eyes.

      “I’m not mad at him, I’m mad at us. He’s right, you know. We’ve said all along that we have no choice but to live like this, but maybe we do. Would it really kill us to only work a hundred and fifteen percent rather than a hundred and fifty? Would it really bring either of our careers to a halt if we sometimes scheduled each other in like we do work obligations?”

      “Oh Ian.” Okay, now I was crying. I shifted around until I was straddling him, my arms and legs wrapped around him in a tight bear hug. “I’m so glad to hear you say that. I want to try, too.”

      Ian stroked my back, his face buried in my hair. “Don’t cry, hon.”

      “Kind of have to. I’m just—I’m so glad we’re on the same page. That something has to change.”

      “Yeah ... so what should we do, put some coffee dates on our calendars or something?”

      I let out a shaky laugh and tried to pull myself together. “How about a real date? Maybe every other Friday night or something.”

      “Could it be the kind of date we had yesterday?”

      “Definitely,” I said. Then I smiled. “That guy really has us pegged. Smart, driven, and with our heads up our butts.”

      “That’s us, all right.” Ian held me even tighter. It felt so right to be in his arms, my head on his shoulder, our bodies entwined. “And what do you think about July?”

      “What?”

      “For that Portofino place. Beaches, train access ... sounds good to me. Maybe the week after Independence Day? For our long-overdue honeymoon.”

      The happy tears were starting again. Hugging my handsome husband closer, some of the stress that had settled on me when I first heard of Lori and Dan’s separation abated. This wasn’t a cure-all, but it was a start. A pretty good start, in my opinion.

      “Sounds perfect,” I said, my lips finding his.

      Finally, we were in agreement.

      It was about dang time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Novella: Naughty Nights

        

        A Bad Boy Romance

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Naughty Nights Blurb

        

      

    
    
      Luke Larson is friendly, funny, flirty, and off-the-charts hot. No surprise he's my favorite person in my new city. The problem? Luke is the only friend I’ve made since moving to town. I've tried the whole friends-to-lovers thing before. It ended badly.

      Luke's the night manager at the hotel where I'm staying until I find an apartment. He's been kind, helpful, even protective of me since I checked in. Walking me to my room, claiming a cute single girl like me needs a hotel bodyguard. Ordering takeout from his favorite places for us to share. Talking with me late into the night. I don’t want to lose that, so my rule is - Friends Only. But the way he sometimes looks at me with those smoldering blue eyes makes me question my rule.

      Like last night after his shift ended. It was supposed to be just pizza and a movie. Nothing wrong with that, right? Except we fell asleep, and if his boss catches him in my room, she’ll fire him.

      It's hard enough to resist him when we're on opposite sides of the front desk. Now that we're trapped in a room with a king-sized bed, the temptation is overwhelming. And I can’t help but wonder if Luke is interested in exploring something real… or if he’s only looking for a few naughty nights.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      “IT’S A SPARE! I won!”

      “No, you didn’t. You stepped over the line!”

      “Did not! I won, fair and square.”

      “Darcy!”

      Anyone listening would probably think I was chaperoning a group of children, but no, it was the Wednesday night bowling league from the Hampton Acres Retirement Center.

      “She cheated! She stepped over the line. She has to do it over,” Mrs. Rogan said, shooting an evil eye at the retreating form of Mrs. Blackwell. Who knew a seventy-nine-year old could walk with such a swagger?

      I looked at the electronic scoreboard above the lanes. The game had already been cleared out of the system. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Rogan. That was the last game of the evening. You’ll win next week.”

      The gray-haired great-grandmother was still sullen. “It’s not fair. I would’ve won if her spare hadn’t counted.” She sat down and began slowly unlacing her bowling shoes. When she glanced up, she had a resigned look on her face. “I know it must seem dumb to a young woman like you, but I look forward to bowling all week.”

      I smiled at her as kindly as I could. When I was her age, I hoped I’d be as passionate about my interests. “I’ll make it up to you. How about you sit up front on the ride home?”

      “Up front?” she said, puzzled. Then the faintest of blushes crossed her face. “Oh. You mean … next to John.” I could see the beginning of a smile. “Okay, it’s a deal.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I watched the last of the bowlers head inside the retirement center. I’d only been on the job for five weeks, but already I knew that nearly all of the residents would be on their best behavior when John was around. Perhaps that was because John was a good-looking, single man in his early seventies, and nine out of ten residents were female.

      I walked around to other side of the large blue shuttle. John leaned out the window as the engine idled.

      “Hot date tonight, Darcy?” John seemed to think a twenty-five-year old like myself should have an exciting love life.

      “Not tonight.”

      “Then you should get out there, go find someone. You’re the Assistant Director. You don’t have to come to the evening activities. You’re supposed to leave at eight.”

      “I know. But I like getting to know the residents. And I want to attend all of the social activities at least once.”

      “Okay, but then you have to find yourself a hot date.”

      “No, then I have to find an apartment. Then a hot date.”

      We said goodnight, but as I made my way to my car, I wondered if that was truly the order in which I wanted those two things to happen.
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* * *

      On the short drive to the Resident Inn, my temporary home of five weeks, I vowed to go straight to my room, fire up my laptop, and search apartment listings. The situation was getting a little desperate. My new employer was only going to be footing the bill for my stay for another week. Since I worked from noon to eight, that meant that in theory, I should’ve had plenty of time to apartment hunt in the morning. In actuality, I usually ended up staying up late and getting up later than I meant to.

      So, straight to my room without passing go. But, of course, passing go wasn’t the problem. Passing the front desk, and not stopping to chat or to flirt, was the real problem.

      To avoid temptation, I parked in the back lot. That way, I could use the side door and avoid the front desk altogether. But his ancient silver Honda was a few rows over. My pulse quickened, knowing I’d see him soon. Even if my willpower held, it was inevitable. The door to my room was within sight of the reception area.

      A few feet from my room, I paused. He was checking in some guests, which meant I could admire his tall form and lazily tousled brown hair without being distracted by his blue eyes on mine. Even from this distance, he looked dang good in his white button-down shirt. It was clear that the business woman he was handing a keycard to thought he was pretty fine looking, too.

      I took out my own keycard and stepped to my door, but I wasn’t fast enough. He looked up and gave a quick wave. And that sexy smile—the smile that made my pulse speed up and heat spread through my body. Dang it, I probably wasn’t going to be looking at any apartment listings tonight. Good thing I had one viewing already lined up for tomorrow morning.

      It was a relief to free my long chestnut hair from the updo I’d worn to work. I toed off my heels and changed into jeans. Tight jeans, truth be told. And a sleeveless blouse that had a fairly deep v-neck. We’re just friends, but he always looked good, so why shouldn’t I? Besides, though I liked being Ms. Squires, the friendly but efficient new Assistant Director, I also liked this more fun, flirty version of myself.

      I poked my head out into the hallway. The front desk was empty except for Luke Larson, the smart, fun, and friendly guy I’d met the very first day I’d arrived in town over a month ago. I tucked my keycard in my back pocket and headed over.

      “Hi, honey, I’m home.”

      “Thank goodness,” he said. “I saw some senior citizens congregating around the pool, and I wanted a professional here in case they got out of hand.” That was pretty funny, especially since I only knew of one older person staying here, kindly Mrs. Townsend. “How was your day?” he asked.

      “We almost had a bowling-related riot.”

      “Never a dull moment at Happy Acorns.”

      “Hampton Acres,” I corrected, for quite possibly the twentieth time. “How’s your shift going? Any barracuda sightings?”

      “She stayed until six.” Luke shook his head and leaned his hands on the tall counter that served as a front desk. He started at four, so that meant he’d had to endure the hotel manager, a.k.a. Barbara the Barracuda, for two hours.

      Having met the woman, I sympathized, but still, I had to tease him about it. What were friends for? “Did she give you a hard time?” I made my voice as suggestive as possible.

      “Very funny. She certainly tried to. Kept brushing against my rear every chance she got.”

      “Really classy boss you’ve got there,” I said, but I was sorry I’d brought the subject up. I didn’t like thinking of that horrible woman throwing herself at Luke. He was twenty-seven, two years older than me. She was at least ten years older than him and married.

      “How was school?” I asked. He took classes at a nearby community college during the day. He was majoring in Hotel and Restaurant Management. Working here gave him real world experience—both good and bad.

      “Okay. I’m already getting nervous about a big test in Sanitation and Safety.” He paused a minute as the phone behind the counter lit up. He handled the call from a guest efficiently and effectively. He really was a great guy, but I’d been burned by this sort of thing in the past. My last serious boyfriend had been in graduate school back in Ohio. Alan and I had been best friends during our first year of studies. Then we started dating, and it went great for about eight months. When he abruptly fell out of love with me, I’d lost a best friend and a boyfriend. Since that time, I’d been really careful not to risk losing a friend by trying for something more. Luke was the first one in a long time to make me question that policy.

      He finished his call and looked up to catch me watching him. Dang it. I felt my cheeks flush. “Have you eaten yet?” he asked.

      “No. Got any ideas?”

      “Oh, I’ve definitely got ideas.”

      I took a quick breath at the change in his tone. In the last week or so, he’d been saying more things like that. Right now, he was looking at me so intently with those denim-blue eyes. But then he blinked and flashed a half-smile. When he spoke, he sounded normal again. “I think it’s your turn to choose.”

      Luke knew all the best places to eat around here. In the past month, we’d had Mexican, Indian, Italian, Persian, Chinese, Japanese, and more. I often teased him that he knew a takeout place for everything except—“Lithuanian,” I said.

      He rolled his eyes and gave a long-suffering sigh. “I told you, there isn’t any around here. Just for that, you lose your turn. So I pick Indian.”

      “But we had that a few days ago.”

      “Yeah, but you ordered wrong.”

      “My chicken tikka masala was great.”

      “But you’ve got to try the lamb. Let me order the lamb kabobs and some naan. I promise, you’ll love it.” When he looked at me like that, I couldn’t resist.

      “Okay, okay, bring on the lamb.”

      “An excellent choice,” he said with a smug smile, apparently pleased at convincing me. He picked up the phone and ordered quickly. “It should take about forty-five minutes—you jerk.”

      “What?”

      But Luke was looking out the front entryway. His expression darkened. After a long moment, he looked back at me. His face softened as he took in my shocked expression. “Not you. That jerk out there. Sorry, I’ve got to go take care of something.”

      He hurried around the counter and out the glass doors that led to the front drive. An ugly olive-colored taxi idled there.

      I took a few uncertain steps toward him, but then I heard my name.

      “Darcy Squires, as I live and breathe.” I hadn’t noticed Mrs. Townsend. She was sitting in the small lounge where breakfast was served in the morning, shuffling a deck of cards. Mrs. T. was the hotel’s only long-term resident who was as old as the seniors at my retirement home. She smiled up at me without pausing her Vegas-worthy shuffling. I’d tried to get her interested in playing games on the computer in the corner, but she insisted that real games involved real cards.

      “How’s your young man this evening?”

      “He’s not my young man, Mrs. Townsend.”

      “Young lady, I see the way he looks at you. He’s yours if you want him.”

      I didn’t know whether to blush or to sigh. I suspected I did both. I looked back toward the front of the building. Luke appeared to be arguing with the driver of the cab.

      “That guy’s trouble,” Mrs. T. said. “He picks up people here, business people from out of town, and overcharges them. Luke’s already run him off a few times.” I guessed Mrs. T. would know. She’d been living here for nearly six months, ever since she’d moved out of the home she’d shared with her late husband.

      The glass doors at the end of the lobby opened. I looked up, but it was a forty-something man I’d seen around a few times. He glanced over at Mrs. T. and me and winked. “Our boy Luke is kicking some serious rear out there.”

      Mrs. T. chuckled.

      Encouraged, the man sauntered over to us. “You ladies need some company?” he said, his gaze zeroing in on my v-neck top.

      “Shoo. We’re gonna play cards,” Mrs. T. said.

      The man was unfazed. He tipped an imaginary hat at us and walked to the elevators.

      “That horny idiot has been here nearly as long as I have,” she said. I gave her a weak smile, but I was still concerned about Luke and the altercation out front. Mrs. T. followed my worried gaze. “He’ll be fine. Want to play gin?”

      “Sure.”

      We began playing, and it took all my concentration to keep up with the card shark across the table from me. After a few minutes, the taxi left and Luke came in, still looking angry. But he smiled at me before heading back to the front desk.

      After we’d each won a hand, Mrs. T. asked me, as she always did, if I wanted to learn how to play bridge.

      “No, thank you.” The residents at Hampton Acres loved that game, but I’d never felt the desire to learn. It seemed that a place like that would be such a better fit for someone like Mrs. T., a fact I tried to bring up casually as we played. Maybe this time she’d listen.

      Or not. “That’s where people go to die,” she said.

      “No it’s not. We’ve got great residents. People your age. Women who could whip your rear at bridge.”

      “Not likely. And anyway, as soon as you move into one of those homes, your brain cells fly straight out your ears. I volunteered at a place like that when I was young. Went once a week to read to them. I read the same chapter every week and no one ever noticed.”

      “Mrs. T!” The woman was incorrigible. And winning. She beat me quite decisively before the food arrived. When it did, Luke invited her to join us, but Mrs. Townsend grinned and said she’d leave us to it. I wondered if Luke noticed the emphasis she put on the word it.

      Luke was right, the lamb was delicious. We ate in the back office. Technically, Luke had fifteen minutes left of his shift, but he kept an eye on the front desk from his seat by the door. It wasn’t exactly fine dining, eating off paper plates with plastic silverware. But the food was excellent, and my dining companion was looking pretty hot in his white button-down shirt and black jeans. So what if I’d get to bed late, wake up late, and blow off the eight-thirty apartment viewing I’d been waiting a week for? This was worth it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      ON SATURDAY, I saw a few apartments that had some potential. The one I liked best was quite close to work—and to Luke’s hotel, I couldn’t help noticing. But unfortunately, the rent was too high. Another had a manageable rent but it wasn’t in an area of town I liked quite as much.

      In the late afternoon, I went to the front desk to tell Luke about the apartments. He worked from five to eleven on Saturdays, so his shift should have just started. But there was a sign on the counter saying he was helping a guest. It had a number to call if anyone needed assistance, but I waited a few minutes, hoping he’d show up.

      Finally growing tired of pacing around the lobby, I pulled out my phone and called the number on the sign, though I felt a bit stalkerish doing so. But it was okay, because we were friends. It’s not like I was dying to see the way his blue eyes sparkled when he smiled at me.

      He answered on the second ring. “Hey, come on down to Room 172. I’m helping a buddy of yours.” I smiled. I was pretty sure that was Mrs. T’s room.

      It was. She ushered me in. Her room was the mirror image of mine. The only difference was that she had bookcases and huge storage tubs stashed everywhere. Oh, and one other difference was that there was a hot night manager fiddling with the back of the TV. He was facing away from us, bent over, and … oh garbage. Mrs. T. caught me checking out Luke’s cute backside.

      Fortunately, Luke spoke up then—not that I thought that Mrs. T. would rat me out. “Mrs. Townsend, this game console is really old. It’s not going to look very good on this TV. It’s not even in HD.”

      “I don’t care. I need my tennis and my bowling games,” she said.

      Luke crawled out a few minutes later. “You’re all set,” he said.

      “We have a bowling league at Hampton Acres. You can come some night. You don’t have to be a resident.”

      “Not until I’m ninety-nine, young lady.”

      Luke laughed, and then the phone at his waist rang. He looked at it. “Dang, it’s Barbara.” He pushed a button and spoke into it for a few seconds. “Yes. Room 172.”

      He ended the call and shook his head. “She just happened to drop by and wanted to know where I was.” Half the time the Barracuda acted more like a jealous girlfriend than Luke’s boss. She got irritated when he talked with women his own age during work hours. She lectured him on appropriate workplace behavior, but she didn’t seem to mind if he chatted or joked with male guests.

      “I bet she did,” Mrs. T. said. “Never saw a married woman make such a fool of herself.”

      Luke laughed and winked at me. “I think maybe she thought I was with you.”

      I exchanged a glance with Mrs. T. and then spoke to Luke. “But you are with me.”

      “Yeah,” Luke said, “But I’m not, like, in your room. I’m helping Mrs. T.” He paused and then swore. “She said she was coming down here.”

      Luke and I stared at each other with something bordering on panic, but then Mrs. T. snapped us both out of it. She turned to me and said, “What are you waiting for, girl? Go hide in the shower!”
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* * *

      That next Friday, I stayed at work later than I’d meant to. It’d been a really long day, and just as I was finally gathering my things to go home, Mr. Grant had shown up with a long list of complaints about the dining hall. That was surprising. I ate with the residents a few times a week, and the food was pretty good. As I listened patiently to his complaints, it became clearer what the real issue was.

      “And then yesterday,” he continued, “my roast beef was so rare that it could have walked off the plate. And the ladies at the table next to mine, their chicken looked bone dry. They didn’t really notice, they were too busy talking and laughing. But I noticed. And this morning, my toast was burnt. Every time I picked it up, black crumbs fell all over my newspaper. And the guys at the next table, the ones who play poker after dinner, had very runny eggs.”

      I gently stopped him. “I’m really sorry this happened, Mr. Grant. Maybe on Monday, I could eat lunch with you and you could show me the food?”

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess I could do that.”

      “And maybe Mrs. Stinson and Miss O’Leary could join us. Have you met them? Mrs. Stinson’s a great cook, and Miss O’Leary used to work in the restaurant industry, so you can ask their views of the food. You’ll have a lot to talk about.”

      He left much happier than when he arrived. I certainly understood his unspoken desire to share mealtimes with others. I hated eating in my room by myself on nights that Luke wasn’t at the hotel. Meals were much more fun with friends, and I was pretty sure Mr. Grant would like the women I was going to introduce him to on Monday. Plus, they’d probably defend the food around this place, which would be a bonus.

      I wished that all of the residents’ problems could be resolved that easily. Also, I hoped that next time he was upset, he’d come find me a little earlier in the day. I was anxious to start my weekend. And, okay, I could admit it—anxious to see Luke. I’d already planned what I’d change into, and how I’d fix my hair. Not that it was a date. I knew that, and I dutifully answered “Not tonight,” when John asked me if I had a hot date on my way out the door.
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* * *

      A half dozen guests crowded around the front desk when I got to the hotel, so I decided to take my time. I took a shower, brushed my hair, and put on a rose-colored, scoop neck sweater and my favorite jeans. And just for the heck of it, I slipped into some sexy sandals with a three-inch heel. Luke was tall enough for that. Not that it mattered since we spent so much time separated by a counter.

      It was after nine by the time I caught him alone. He looked tired when I approached, but his eyes lit up. At least I thought they did. At least I hoped they did.

      “Chicago-style deep dish pizza?” he said, which was not his usual greeting. “Please say ‘yes.’ I’ve been craving it all day.”

      “Yessss,” I said, dragging the syllable out. “But I hate to break it to you that we’re not in Chicago.”

      “Never fear—I know a place. What do you want on it?”

      I knew the proper answer when sharing a pizza with a guy. “Pepperoni.”

      “You’re perfect,” he said, and fortunately he was too busy dialing to notice my involuntary smile. By the time he’d finished ordering, I’d managed to wipe it off my face. Mostly. “It’s going to be over an hour.”

      I looked at the large clock on the wall behind him. That would make it well after his shift ended. “Can you stay that late?”

      “Of course, dummy. I don’t turn into a pumpkin after ten.” He grinned when he said it, but then his face fell. “Incredible, I forgot.”

      “Forgot what?”

      “I was thinking earlier that maybe we should cool it on eating in the office in the evenings. For a little while. Barbara said she’s been getting some complaints.”

      “From who?” I couldn’t imagine anyone complaining about our sharing a meal together.

      “It’s total BS, I know. But she’s been on the warpath lately. Telling me I have to maintain a professional distance with the guests, especially young women. Professional! Half the time she’s around me, her boobs are practically falling out of her dress.”

      It took a little effort, but I managed to put that disturbing image out of my mind. “Do you think she knows how much we hang out?” A new thought occurred to me. “Are there cameras in the lobby?”

      I looked around, but he shook his head. “She’s like this in the daytime, too. Always finding an excuse to interrupt when I’m dealing with female guests she thinks are more attractive than her. Which is pretty much all of them, given her personality,” he said, making me feel better.

      “Have you thought about looking for another job?”

      “Yeah, I’ve looked a little, but I haven’t found much. At least this job has evening hours so that I can go to class during the day. A lot of the jobs out there won’t guarantee regular hours. And it does pay my tuition. I think the owner probably gives me a little extra combat pay for putting up with her.”

      He looked so bummed out that I made a snap decision. “How about we eat in my room?”

      “Your room?” Luke echoed, his eyebrows raised.

      “Yeah,” I said. But then I felt a little embarrassed. The absolute last thing I wanted to do was to remind him of someone like Barbara. But there was no going back on it now. “We could watch pizza and eat a movie.”

      I replayed that sentence in my head and felt my face flush. Luke laughed, and after a few moments of pure mortification, I did too.

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said.
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* * *

      I straightened up the clothes I’d left out and neatened the toiletries in the bathroom. This would be his first visit to my room, and I wanted it to look nice. But that was a stupid thought. All of the rooms were the same, so he’d seen rooms like mine plenty of times. Still, I couldn’t help fussing with everything, including my hair and makeup. By the time he knocked on the door, I was a nervous wreck.

      My senses went into overload as a hot man with a hot pizza entered the room. Both looked delicious to me, but the pizza had a slight edge because its yummy scent reached me first.

      Luke set it on the small two-person table by the tiny kitchenette. As I got plates, he asked, “Did you find a movie?”

      “Yeah.” I picked up the remote and turned on a premium channel. A popular action flick from last year had just started.

      “Excellent,” Luke said, “except …”

      I followed his gaze and his train of thought. If we sat at the table, we’d never be able to see the TV.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, heading fort he door.

      After he left, I did my best to scoop out two slices of thick, deep dish pizza with a regular fork and table knife. How could so much cheese fit onto the crust? And why was the crust yellow? Chicago was a strange place.

      There was a quick knock and then Luke came in, holding at least four pillows. He piled them on top of the others on the queen-size bed, and it was only then that I saw he had two bottles of beer. “We have a secret stash in the main office,” Luke explained. “For emergencies.”

      We awkwardly settled on the bed, setting our plates on big, fluffy pillows. I used a fork to cut through what seemed like an inch of molten cheese. It was going to be messy—too bad the little kitchenette didn’t have better utensils. My kitchen stuff was all in storage.

      I took a bite and … wow. It was sinfully delicious. “Remind me to go to Chicago ASAP.”

      “Will do,” Luke said after swallowing a large bite and sighing in satisfaction. “I told you this place was good. Only one in town that has an authentic cornmeal crust.”

      “All the places you order from are good—except I’m still holding out for Lithuanian takeout.”

      “If there was a Lithuanian place within a fifty-mile radius, I’d know about it. Finding good takeout is my superpower. Well, it’s one of them anyway.”

      I glanced at him sideways. “What are the other ones?”

      “I’m hoping you’ll find out sometime.”

      I was kind of hoping I would, too.
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      I ONLY MANAGED to eat a slice and a half. Honestly, I wasn’t trying to fake a ladylike appetite in front of Luke. He’d seen me chow down on many kinds of food. But the pizza was just so filling.

      Luke finished three slices as well as his beer. I went to the kitchenette and looked around. It definitely wasn’t stocked for hosting, but I was able to offer him soda or red wine. He chose the wine, and he cleared away the plates as I removed the cork.

      I poured two glasses, embarrassed that all I could find in the cabinet were two standard-issue juice glasses. I brought them over to the bed, which seemed more intimate now that it was a bed again, not a makeshift table.

      “Thanks,” Luke said, and clinked his glass to mine. “To your new job.” He took a sip and then set his glass on the nightstand next to the bed. Casually, he began unbuttoning his shirt.

      I froze, unsure what to say, as his hands moved down his chest, undoing one button after another. While I certainly couldn’t complain at seeing more of his smooth, muscled chest, it all seemed so sudden. We hadn’t even been on a date yet. We hadn’t even kissed.

      Luke glanced over and did a double-take at the shocked expression I must’ve been wearing. “Sorry! I wasn’t thinking.”

      I forced my jaw closed and tried to act casual. “It’s fine, make yourself comfortable.” I moved to the other side of the bed and sat down, leaving a foot of neutral space between us.

      Luke looked a little sheepish. “I know it’s stupid, but I always take off my shirt when I have something like red wine. They make us wear these button-downs, and they’re a jerk to clean when they get stained. And I hate ironing them, so I try to keep them wearable as long as possible.”

      I laughed—it seemed like such a male attitude toward clothing. “Then why didn’t you take it off when you had the pizza?”

      “Unlike this time, I stopped myself when I realized how it might look.”

      My gaze was drawn to the expanse of smooth, tan skin stretched over hard muscles. I sighed wishfully. “Actually, it looks pretty dang good.” This time, I was the one examining his face, unsure of how he would react. My brain and body were registering that this was the first time I’d truly been alone with this really sexy guy—one I liked a lot. I wanted to kiss him, but I didn’t want to give him the wrong idea. His friendship was far more important to me than anything physical. I’d never been the type to jump into bed with guys right away. Except that we were already in bed. Garbage. Maybe I’d made a mistake.

      But Luke smiled, and when he didn’t immediately jump my bones, I was relieved … mostly. Instead, he reached out and turned off the overhead light above the headboard. The glow from the TV seemed brighter as the rest of the room was cast in shadows. He was still watching me. When he held his arm out, I scooted next to him. His arm around my shoulder felt so good—warm, firm, and strong.

      We watched the movie for a while, but I couldn’t keep my mind on the plot, not with Luke’s hard body pressed against my side. When I glanced toward him, I could still see his bare chest from when he’d started unbuttoning his shirt. I wished he’d undone it all the way. He was in really good shape, better than I would have expected. He must work out in the mornings before his classes.

      Finally, Luke leaned over and kissed me lightly on the forehead. I turned my face up to his. Soft lips brushed against mine, a gentle tickle at first, and then a slightly more insistent pressure. I angled my body toward him and closed my eyes. He gave a soft sigh that I could both hear and feel as a whisper of warm air on my tingling lips.

      Then his mouth was on mine more fully, more firmly, and it felt like I’d been waiting for this for months instead of mere weeks. I loved the way I fit in the circle of his strong arms with his bare chest pressing against the soft material of my sweater. Yeah, I admit it, I’d picked something soft and touchable on purpose.

      He ran his hands across my back, sending shivers in new directions. His kiss grew more intense, and my pulse quickened as I parted my lips in response to his teasing tongue. Dang. It felt so good. I ran my hands through his wavy hair, then down around his neck, trying to pull him closer.

      I let one hand trail down his throat, and then I placed my palm flat against the warm, hard muscles of his chest. I rubbed in a circle, and let out a little moan. I pushed his open shirt to the side. Okay, so he could probably totally see that I was drooling over his chest, but I couldn’t help it. He looked—and felt—so good. I couldn’t help myself.

      Luke chuckled lightly against my lips and pulled his head back an inch. “Do you want me to take my shirt off?”

      My eyes flew open and warmth flooded my face. I tried to pull back a little more, but his arms were still wrapped around me, and he didn’t loosen his grasp.

      He looked directly into my eyes. “It’s okay if you do.”

      “But we’re friends,” I said, my protest sounding feeble even to my own ears.

      “Yes, we are. Good friends. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’ve been dying to touch you since the day you checked in. But I’m not going to rush you or expect you to do anything you’re not comfortable with.” He continued to look steadily at me, his vivid blue eyes penetrating my defenses. Then he grinned and broke the spell. “I wasn’t kidding before about hating ironing. It’s probably not a good idea to get it all wrinkled.”

      I laughed lightly. “You do have a point.”

      “So, do you want me to take it off?”

      I nodded, my gaze drawn to his chest again.

      “Then maybe you should ask nicely.”

      Ooooo. That was unexpected. I gaped up at Luke in surprise, and he winked at me, a gleam of excitement in his eyes. I wondered if he could tell his words had excited me, too. I rubbed my hand up and down his smooth skin and said in a low but clear voice, “Please take off your shirt, Luke.”

      His eyes widened slightly at my husky tone. Good to know I had maybe made his pulse quicken, too. But his features quickly settled into a wicked grin. “I will … if you’ll put it on.”

      I was surprised. “That’s a change. You’re in a girl’s bed and you want her to put more clothes on?”

      Luke laughed and released me. He sat up straight and undid the last few buttons of his shirt. I could see the top of his snug, black jeans. “I was hoping that girl might take a few things off before putting the shirt on.”

      “How many is a few?”

      “I’ll leave that up to her. To you. Are you game?”

      I thought about it for a minute. I really did trust Luke not to do anything I didn’t want to. The bigger problem was how much I might want him to do. But right now, the desire to be playful with him, and the thought of kissing him again was just too strong. I held my hand out. “I really don’t see how this counts as keeping the shirt from being wrinkled,” I said, but I smiled as I watched him peel it off his firm biceps.

      Dang, he looked good. I tried not to stare, but … dang. His arms, which I fervently hoped would be wrapped around me soon, were really well-muscled. And his chest … let’s just say that the little peak through his unbuttoned shirt before hadn’t done it justice. Wow. He handed his shirt to me, and I reluctantly tore my eyes from his torso and forced my feet to move in the direction of the bathroom.

      After a quick internal debate, I emerged a few minutes later wearing his white dress shirt partially buttoned over my black lace bra and panties. Sure, I felt a little shy, but at least I was reasonably confident in my appearance. Thankfully, I’d shaved the day before and painted my toenails a hot pink. Wishful thinking, perhaps?

      Luke had his back to me; he was pouring more wine. When he turned, he stilled. His eyes raked over my body once, then twice. “Good choice,” he managed, after a long moment.

      I moved to him and took my glass. Took a long sip. Set it down. Moved into his arms. He kissed me again, and his hands rubbed my back through the shirt. His fingers traced the outline of my bra, and then he moved them lower, no doubt feeling the high cut panties covering my rear. “Really good choice,” he murmured against my lips.

      My hands were busy, too. His bare torso felt unbelievably strong and smooth. I still couldn’t believe he was in such good shape. How had I not known that?

      Our kiss deepened as he backed me up against the bed. He lowered me down and then gracefully lifted himself up and over, settling on my other side. He pulled me close again, and I couldn’t help wrapping my bare leg around his.

      I rested my head on his bicep, and he plunged his free hand into my chestnut tresses, squeezing them and gathering a handful. He tugged, gently, and it made completely unrelated body parts course with pleasure. He moved his hand down my arm, to my waist, and then slid his fingers under the edge of my shirt. He cupped my rear in his strong hand, and I buried my face in his arm and tried to stifle a moan.

      Why did that feel so good? Okay, it was true that no one had touched me there in quite some time. I’d definitely been having a dry spell as of late, but my career had come first. I loved my job, but it wasn’t a good place to meet eligible men—at least not ones who were born after World War II.

      I leaned into Luke, kissing the corner of his mouth and then trailing my lips down his neck, making him moan. When I got to his hard brown nipple, I licked around it, teasing and nuzzling it.

      He groaned deep in his throat. “That feels so good, Darcy. You feel so good.” His wandering hand moved back up my thigh and pulled my leg up higher, until my knee was resting on his hip. Since I was half on top of him, I could feel the hard, hot bulge straining under his jeans. I rubbed against it and was rewarded by another moan.

      I attacked his other nipple with my mouth. He was busy, too. His free hand caressed my thigh again, rubbing up and down, each time getting closer to the thin strip of lace that covered my slit. His touch was light, teasing.

      He grazed his fingers softly over the crease at the top of my leg, and I gasped. I squirmed on top of him, trying to escape his torturous touch. “No tickling,” I pleaded, even though the delicious shivers radiating through my body thrilled me.

      His fingers paused, and he looked up at me. “Oh, does that tickle?” he asked as innocently as possible, which wasn’t all that innocent since he looked hot as sin underneath me.

      “Don’t be a jerk,” I said, but I couldn’t help smiling as I said it.

      He grinned. “Seems like if my touch tickles, the only way to fix that is for me to stop touching you … or to touch you harder.”

      I rested my chin on his chest and looked up at him. He cocked his eyebrow, clearly wanting me to choose. I mentally debated for only a few seconds. It would be nice to knock that smug smile off his face and pick the former, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that. “Harder,” I whispered.

      His fingers remained maddeningly still. “Sorry, can you speak up?”

      I rolled my eyes and squirmed against his erection. “You know you want to touch me.”

      He removed his hand from my thigh entirely. “Yes, I do. But the question is, do you want me to touch you?”

      I never would have guessed that he could be so infuriating, but I had to admit, it was turning me on. I couldn’t very well deny it since he could probably feel my racing heartbeat pounding against his bare chest. “Yes. Please touch me harder, Luke.”

      That was all it took. A second later, his strong fingers were pushing the lace fabric into me, moving up and down my slit, occasionally flicking against my clit, making me simultaneously shiver and moan.

      Determined to make him feel as good as he was making me feel, I grabbed him by the back of the head and kissed him hard. His lips parted, and he plunged his tongue into my mouth at the same time one of his strong, thick fingers snaked underneath my panties and entered me. I shrieked, but my cries were muffled by his warm lips and skillful tongue.

      I brought my other leg up so that I was straddling his torso. From that position, I could feel the prominent bulge under his jeans press against the front of my panties. Without breaking the kiss, I put my hands in his hair, tugging, teasing, playing.

      He put a second finger inside me, and I just about died of pleasure. I must have been quite wet because his long fingers glided in easily. I ground myself against his hand, but then I went still, wondering if I was hurting his cock underneath me. I was uncertain for a moment. Should I unzip his fly? But I wasn’t ready for that yet, was I? Then Luke’s thumb found my clit and all rational thought left my mind.

      It was almost too much sensation … his warm, insistent lips, his tongue in my mouth, his hard chest underneath my breasts, his fingers moving in and out of me. I writhed on top of him like I was being electrocuted. His thumb sped up, flicking across my clit, going faster, almost as if it were his tongue. And dang, wasn’t that a delicious thought.

      My pulsed raced as the orgasm built inside me. Gasping for air, I pulled my head up, moaning, making short little gasping sounds.

      “Come on, babe … come for me,” Luke crooned. His free hand moved up my side and pushed between our bodies. It slipped inside my lace bra, cupping me, tracing around my hard nipple.

      He gave it a light pinch at the same time his fingers pushed into me as far as they could go. I cried out, my breath leaving me in short, uneven gasps. Then I froze as the orgasm exploded through me, and I shrieked again. I clenched around his fingers as I rode the orgasm out. Unable to even hold my head up anymore, I collapsed against his chest.

      He eased his fingers out of me, but still kept his thumb pressed lightly against my clit. My body jolted with aftershocks, and Luke chuckled as another one shot through me, making me flinch.

      Slowly, I slid off of him until I was leaning against his side. It was a while before I got my breathing under control. Okay, mostly under control.

      He was looking at me with a smile that was part tender and part smug. That was fine with me. He’d given me an amazing orgasm, and he had a right to feel smug about his skills. I smiled up at him through my post-orgasmic bliss and ran my hand down his tight abs. I slid a finger under his waistband and undid the button. It was definitely his turn.

      I pressed my breasts against his side and kissed his neck while my hand delved lower, teasing his zipper open. His cock was a hot, hard bundle under the soft cotton of his boxer briefs. It jerked when I cupped it in my palm. His skin was burning to the touch, straining against my hand.

      I caught his eye and gave him a wink, and then placed a series of kisses past his throat, down his chest, leaving him in no doubt where I would end up. But then his free hand came up, caught my chin. He raised my head up to his and kissed me firmly. I kept rubbing his hard cock, but I was surprised.

      “Not that. Not yet. Not tonight,” he said in response to my questioning look.

      What? The first blow job I’ve been tempted to give in a heck of a long time, and he wasn’t interested? My hand paused on his stiff cock, but then he arched his back, lifting his hips off the bed, pressing against me. “That, you can keep doing,” he whispered. “But not your mouth. You’re not ready.”

      That was a little insulting. Who was he to tell me that? Miffed, I rubbed harder, and he groaned again. I liked turning him on, but still … “Who says you get to determine when I’m ready?

      “I do,” he said simply.

      He was being maddening again. But something about his tone when he took charge like that really got to me. I stroked his rigid length harder, and I wrapped one leg around his, subtly rubbing myself against his firm thigh.

      I was getting excited again, and I reached down and cupped his balls, squeezing gently, before resuming stroking his cock. I was breathing harder myself when it occurred to me to ask, “So, according to you, when will I be ready?”

      His eyes were closed, and he seemed to have totally given himself over to the sensation. I felt his muscles tense under me, and I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but after a long moment, he said, “When you beg for it.”

      Warmth pulsed through my body at his words. His cock swelled under my hand, and I knew he was close. I was too. He must have known this, because he pulled me halfway on top of him. As I moved my hand more frantically over his cock, he brought his arm down and found my clit, still wet from before.

      In only a matter of seconds, I was on the brink. He came first, erupting in a thick stream. I milked his cock while enjoying my own full-body tremors. I shuddered to a climax just as he was finishing his, and collapsed, half on top of him, completely spent.

      I wiped my hand on his jeans, but I was too tired to do much else. I lay with my cheek on his chest, feeling it rise and fall from his still-heavy breathing. By the time I’d caught my breath, it was all I could do to keep my eyes open.

      Luke's arms came around me, holding me close. I felt like I could stay in his embrace forever.
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      A LOUD NOISE rocketed me from a deep sleep into an upright position. Blinking, I looked around. Sunlight peeked around the edges of the blinds. The sound came again. Garbage, what was that?

      “Garbage, what was that?” The masculine voice startled me even more than the banging noise.

      Struggling to get my bearings, I squinted at the shirtless man next to me. Dang, he looked good in the morning. Stubble agreed with him. But what was he doing here? We hadn’t slept together—we’d stopped, right? After one heck of an amazing orgasm, I remembered. Or two, actually, but who was counting.

      “Housekeeping!” The knocking at the door echoed through the room again.

      Luke looked as sleepy as I felt, but awareness was creeping into his expression. “You don’t usually get housekeeping on Saturdays, do you?”

      “No. They come on Mondays and Thursdays.”

      “Shoot! Barbara must know I’m in here.”

      “How could she know that?” I pulled the sheet closer to my chest even though his shirt was still mostly covering me.

      “My car’s out in the lot, so she knows I’m somewhere around. If she catches me in your room, she’ll fire me.”

      I had to pull myself together—my friend was in trouble. “I’ll send them away. It’ll be okay.”

      I hopped off the bed, tugging the wrinkled white shirt down to cover my rear. I supposed it was a little late for that after he’d had his hands all over my backside, but still. It felt different now. It was daytime.

      I padded barefoot over to the door and looked out the peephole. A young woman with a large cart was standing there, getting ready to knock again. About ten feet away, her image distorted from the glass, lurked the Barracuda. She looked pissed. Luke must be right, she did know he was here. Or at least she suspected.

      I took a deep breath and spoke loudly. “My room is fine, thanks. They cleaned it a few days ago.”

      The housekeeper looked at Barbara, saw her nod, and knocked louder. “Housekeeping!”

      The hand on my shoulder made me jump. “You’re going to have to open up or Barbara won’t quit,” Luke whispered. “But leave the chain on.”

      I nodded, steeled my courage, and turned to face the door. Luke caught my arm and turned me toward him. “Might not be a great idea to answer the door in my shirt,” he said quietly, a hint of a smile on his face.

      Oh. Right. I dashed into the bathroom, unbuttoning as I went, and emerged a moment later tying my silky maroon robe around my waist. In spite of the situation, it was gratifying to see Luke’s attention drawn to the rather short and slinky robe.

      “Go hide,” I whispered, meaning the bathroom, but he stepped to my other side so he’d be shielded by the door.

      Another loud knock left me no time to argue. I disengaged the deadbolt and opened the door a few inches. “I said, my room is fine. I don’t need housekeeping today.” I was careful to put a touch of annoyance in my voice and found that it wasn’t hard to do. I’d been sound asleep before the knocking started.

      The housekeeper, a woman in her early twenties, looked apologetic. “I’m sorry, Miss, but I’m supposed to clean this room today.”

      “You woke me up,” I said, feeling guilty even as the words left my lips. It wasn’t her fault. Barbara was making her do this.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to clean in there.”

      Now I was getting genuinely angry. “No, you really don’t. I’ve told you my room is fine, and I don’t like being disturbed on a Saturday morning.”

      It would have been nice if that had settled it, but then Barbara walked into view. As per usual, she was wearing a tight dress that showcased ample cleavage.

      “Good morning, Ms. Squires. I forgot to tell you there’s a new cleaning schedule. Yvonne will only be a few minutes.” The woman’s voice was cool and professional, but her beady eyes seemed to be trying to look through me to the interior of the room.

      “As I’ve said, I don’t need housekeeping today. I was trying to sleep.”

      A sudden touch on my back made me start and bang my shoulder against the door. A firm finger was tracing a curvy line, pushing the smooth fabric against my skin. Really? He thought that this was an appropriate time for a back rub? A second later, his finger traced down my spine from neck to waistline. Suddenly, I remembered a game I’d played as a child. Someone would trace letters on another person’s back and ask them to guess the word. That could have been an I. Or a lower case L.

      I pressed my body more firmly into the gap between the door and the wall, doing my best to stare down the hotel manager. In the meantime, Luke traced what seemed to be a C. And then a K. ‘Ick?’ He’d picked now to remind me that he didn’t like his cougaresque manager? Oh wait … maybe it was ….

      “Sick!” I practically shouted. “I’m not feeling well today. That’s why I was still in bed. So if you’ll excuse me … ” I coughed twice, aware that Luke’s hand was still firm and warm on my back.

      The housekeeper and Barbara looked at each other. Finally, the Barracuda backed off. “Well, in that case, I’m sorry we disturbed you.” I wasn’t sure if there was a sarcastic tone in her words or not. “I hope you feel better.”

      I nodded and shut the door, hurriedly locking the deadbolt. I turned to Luke, but he put his fingers over his lips and tilted his head toward the door. I looked out the peephole again, and sure enough, Barbara was still right there.

      I turned back to Luke, worried. He looked upset too. He went over to the TV, flicked at the remote, and found a news channel. He increased the volume. That would help a little if anyone was listening at the door. I took a few steps toward him, but then changed my mind and took one more glance into the hall. And saw Barbara, pulling out her phone.

      Alarmed, I pivoted toward Luke. Where was his phone? He’d just woken up, so it probably wasn’t in his pocket. I looked back out the door—Barbara was dialing now.

      In a complete panic, I raced past the kitchenette. Luke whispered, “What?” but I was too busy looking around. Finally, I spotted it. It was on the far side of the bed on the nightstand.

      There was no time. If it rang, she’d hear it and know he was here. I dove across the bed, landing on my belly, my hand outstretched. My finger tips touched it just as it lit up. Snagging it, I shoved it under the pillow and slammed my body down on top of it just as it started to vibrate.

      Wait, it was on vibrate? Cautiously, I pulled the phone out from under the pillow and stared at the screen that simply read “Work.”

      Luke’s shadow moved across me. “I had the ringer off. But thank you,” he said, his eyes taking in my sprawled legs, my black panties no doubt fully on display since my robe had ridden up nearly to my waist. “I really appreciate the effort.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What are we going to do?” I whispered. I’d taken a quick shower, and was now dressed in shorts and a scooped-neck top. Luke had used the bathroom too, but he’d declined the t-shirt I’d offered him—thankfully. He still looked smoking hot with his black jeans, bare chest, and bare feet even though he was currently pacing around the room.

      “I don’t know, but I’ve got to get out of here without her seeing.” He’d already told me that the windows didn’t open—something I’d never realized myself, being a huge fan of air conditioning.

      He ran his fingers through his hair, making it look sexily tousled. “Can you poke your head out the door, see if they’re still around?”

      I nodded and headed to the door, but Luke caught my arm as I passed. “Dang. You look good,” he said.

      “Thank you.” I’m pretty sure I blushed as I said it.

      He grinned and let out a reluctant chuckle. “You always look good, but what I meant was, you don’t look sick.”

      Oh. Oops. I’d better at least put the robe on again. I grabbed it and took a few steps toward the bathroom.

      Luke sighed. “Seriously? After last night you can’t even change in front of me?”

      I blushed again. It did seem kind of prudish of me. After all, he’d had his hands all over the skin I was now reluctant to expose. But everything seemed so different in the light of day.

      Luke moved closer. “Come on, Darcy. I’m probably gonna be fired today, and I need this crappy job. I need the money to pay my tuition. Please, give me something to make this day suck a little less.”

      Well, when he put it like that … and when he was looking at me like that. I slowly undid the button of my shorts. Maybe some women would have started with their shirt in this situation, but I knew the shirt would keep me covered for a few seconds longer. I was embarrassed, of course, but I was also getting very turned on. Was he?

      A quick look at his face showed that I had his attention, but maybe I could do a little more to keep it. After all, if I was going to do this, I might as well do it right. I deliberately only unzipped my shorts halfway. That made them tighter when I peeled them off my hips, down to my thighs. Okay, maybe I was wiggling a lot more than necessary, but Luke didn’t seem to mind. I definitely had his full attention now.

      Finally, my shorts hit the floor, and I kicked them away. Now the shirt. I crossed my wrists and grasped the bottom hem. Slowly, I lifted my arms, revealing a triangle of purple panties, held together with thin strings across my hips. Yes, I’d put on my best bra and panty set. Perhaps I hadn’t known I’d be doing this, but I wasn’t a moron. You don’t put on mismatched granny undies with a hot guy in your room.

      Slowly I moved my arms upwards, revealing my breasts that I hoped were displayed nicely by the low-cut purple bra. I stretched my arms above my head, knowing that this action lifted my breasts. But hey, that’s how you get a shirt off, right?

      I freed one arm and then the other and tossed the shirt on the bed. I loved the feeling of soft tendrils of hair resettling on my shoulders, tickling my neck and the tops of my breasts.

      Luke’s gaze had gone all hazy. He seemed mesmerized. At long last, he said, “Dang, you look good,” but in a completely different tone than before. I deliberated for a minute and then decided that he deserved the back view, too. After all, he really was having a bad day.

      I turned slowly and walked over to the full-length mirror across from the kitchenette. I could feel his gaze over my skin and knew it was resting on the triangle of soft fabric covering—barely covering—my rear.

      I looked in the mirror, and tried to see myself as Luke might. Like most women, I was usually pretty critical of my body, but there’s something about wearing your sexiest underwear—plus having the admiring eyes of a hot man on you—to make you think twice. I actually thought I looked pretty good—and even better when Luke moved behind me, studying our reflection in the mirror.

      He draped his arm over my shoulder, his warm skin heating up my side. With me in my bra and panties and him bare-chested, we looked like the cover of a steamy romance novel. I giggled at the thought, but then he pressed closer, and the hard bulge pushing against my hip made the laughter die in my throat.

      Facing me, he murmured, “You look gorgeous … but too neat. Too healthy. Maybe I need to mess you up a bit.” His head lowered and his lips nuzzled against mine.

      I breathed out gently against his lips. “Maybe it would help if my face were all flushed,” I suggested.

      “On it,” Luke whispered, and then his lips were pressing against mine, teasing them open, revisiting all the delicious sensations from last night. I closed my eyes and reached up, wrapping my arms around his neck, feeling my breasts lift and push against him. His arms encircled my waist, pulling me in, and I could feel his erection pressing hard against my stomach, so close to where I wanted it to be.

      Dang, he knew how to kiss. All those nights after work, we’d spent our time talking and eating, when we could have been doing this with our mouths instead. His tongue was gentle but probing, teasing its way around my mouth. His hand sank into my hair, pressing against the back of my neck, keeping me close. Our bodies fit so good together, like adjoining puzzle pieces snapping into place.

      At last, I pulled away a few inches. This was fun—this was wonderful—but we did have a big problem. His getting fired would probably not be the best way to end our first intimate encounter.

      Luke released a handful of my hair and trailed his hand along my neck and lightly down my chest. He stared at his fingers as they brushed my warm skin above the plunging bra. “I may have overdone it. I made your whole body flush,” he observed.

      His shivery touch was intoxicating. “Hmm,” I said, my skin sizzling under his fingertips. “Maybe if we look online, we’ll find that there’s some kind of illness that causes reddened skin and hardened nipples.”

      Luke laughed and before I knew it, both of his hands were resting on my breasts, his palms so warm that I could’ve sworn there was no fabric between us. I pressed against his hands, and then his thumbs found my nipples, as if to confirm that yes, they were both hard. And believe me, they were.

      “Nice,” he whispered, and then leaned down for one more quick kiss. Then he tweaked my nipples, causing me to yelp. He stepped back and handed me my robe, smacking me lightly on the rear. “Come on, get moving. Time for some reconnaissance.”
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      I POKED MY head out the door. No one was in the hallway. Taking a half step out, I saw Barbara at the front desk. As long as she stayed there, there was no way that Luke could sneak out.

      Oops—she spotted me. I retreated as she exited the reception area and walked rapidly toward me. I wished I could engage the chain, but that would look suspicious, so I wedged my body in the opening of the door. There was warmth on my right, and then Luke’s hand was firm and reassuring on my back.

      “Ms. Squires. Are you feeling any better?” She was trying to look past me into the room again, but she was also trying to keep up the pretense that she was only being a concerned manager.

      “Unfortunately, I’m not.” I thought quickly. “Umm, could I get another box of tissues?” I did my best to sound sniffly.

      “Of course,” she said, and Luke patted my back in approval. If she went to get the tissues, maybe he could make it to the side exit.

      But that hope was dashed when she pulled out her phone and spoke into it. “Yvonne! More tissues for 119.” Then she smiled politely at me, clearly in no hurry to leave.

      I nearly groaned in frustration. Luke was patting my back again, in empathy, I supposed. But then one pat hit a little lower, landing at the edge of the belt just above the swell of my rear. Without meaning to, I took a quick intake of breath and arched my back, pushing myself against his hand, like a cat raising its backside in response to petting.

      Luke must have taken this as encouragement because he kept rubbing, his hand moving lower. Obviously he was well-versed in feline body language. Uh-oh. This was heading in a dangerous direction.

      I smiled politely and tried to look as if I wasn’t being stroked by a really hot guy. Belatedly, I remembered that I was also supposed to be looking sick, so I gave a small cough—one that turned into a sputter when Luke grabbed a handful of rear cheek and squeezed.

      I squirmed, trying to dislodge his hand. Barbara was watching me sharply, so I coughed again, and said, “Sorry, I have a tickle in my throat.”

      Luke’s hand froze, and so did I, thinking about what I’d just said. Had I really used the word ‘tickle’ while a guy was groping my rear? Was I insane? Or, actually, was he insane? It was his job on the line, after all. But he didn’t seem to be thinking with his head. At least not the big one.

      His hand disappeared, and I breathed a small sigh of relief. Maybe he was going to be good now. But that hope died when his teasing fingers skimmed my bare thigh below the edge of the robe.

      I willed the muscles in my face to remain rigid and not betray any emotion. To make matters worse, Barbara chose that minute to start talking again. “Have you been to Willow Park? It’s only a few blocks away. The fresh air might do you some good. Wouldn’t you feel better if you got out of this place for a few hours?”

      “That’s so kind,” I said, trying to ignore the stroking moving higher and higher under the robe. I could feel cool air on my previously covered skin. “Thanks, but I’d rather get some rest.”

      Of course, rest was the last thing on my mind. My pulse skyrocketed as Luke’s hand cupped my rear. Involuntarily, I raised up onto my toes, but his hand moved with me. His thumb and forefinger pressed into one side, and his pinky and ring finger rested on the other. But where was the other—oh goodness. His middle finger landed right between my cheeks, pressing the flimsy fabric of my panties against me.

      I wanted to slam the door in the Barracuda’s face and pounce on Luke, but I could only stand there, feeling like an idiot and trying to keep from moaning. And as for Luke, admittedly, he had magic hands, but he was betting his entire job on my ability to keep it together.

      “Ah, here comes Yvonne.”

      I shook my head, trying to clear my brain, and looked to see the young housekeeper returning. I took the tissue box from her carefully, trying not to let the door open any wider. Luke was now kneading, squeezing, probing. His fingers flicked between my cheeks, then moved lower and pressed my panties against my center, rubbing and stroking me.

      But the Barracuda hadn’t given up. “If you’ll just give Yvonne a few minutes to tidy up your room, I’m sure you’ll feel better—”

      “That’s enough!” I nearly shouted the words, hoping that they'd sink into Barbara’s brain as well as Luke’s. Luke’s hand froze on my rear, but his manager looked unfazed. I cleared my throat and spoke a little softer. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine. I just need rest. Thank you.”

      I closed the door and shakily engaged the dead bolt and the chain. I whirled on Luke, and he took a breath to speak, but then I lifted my finger to my lips. Quickly, I looked out the peephole, but both Yvonne and the Barracuda were retreating. So I let him have it.

      “Are you out of your mind?” I said in a fierce but low voice. I smacked his arm, hard. “Are you trying to get fired?”

      Maddeningly, he was grinning. “I couldn’t help it. And besides, you handled it like a pro.”

      “Like a pro? What kind of pro is good at being felt up?”

      He laughed, his eyes gleaming. “I’m not going to answer that—I don’t want to get hit again.”

      “You deserve to. Why are you making this harder than it has to be?”

      “I told you, I can’t help it. You’re so much fun to play with. Besides, you seem to like it when things are hard.”

      This, of course, made me involuntarily look down at the bulge in his jeans. He smirked as he followed my gaze, so I hit him again. He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, I’m sorry.”

      Yeah, right. His eyes were dancing. “No, you’re not.”

      “No, I’m not,” he echoed, and this time he caught my wrist as I tried to smack him one more time. I grabbed at him with my free hand, but he easily caught it, too. Dang men and their quick reflexes.

      He spun me around. When I felt the cool wall behind me, he lifted my hands above my head, stretching me out. I could tell my robe was barely covering the tops of my thighs now, but all I could focus on was his face a few inches above mine.

      “I’m not sorry,” he said, looking down into my eyes. “But I am right. You do like it hard. Rough. Maybe even a little dangerous.” He switched his grip, trapping my wrists together in one hand. His free hand skimmed down my hair, across my breast, and deftly undid the belt of my robe. I moaned in excitement laced with a little apprehension. I knew the sensations he could invoke even with only one hand.

      He lowered his head, his eyes intent on my lips. I closed my eyes and he neared, but I felt his warm breath skate past my lips, down my chin, and straight to the side of my neck. Oh goodness … there was no way I was going to resist this.

      If he was being bad, I could, too. I twisted my head and caught his earlobe between my lips. His stubble scratched against my throat.

      He ran his free hand down my back, and cupped my rear again. This time, his fingers didn’t hesitate to slip underneath the elastic of my panties. His lips on my neck, his fingers skimming my warm slit—it all felt so good that I forgot to be mad at him anymore.

      Luke let go of my wrists, and I draped my arms around his neck. He placed both hands under me and lifted me up. I wrapped my legs around him, marveling at the ease with which he held me. Apparently those muscles in his chest and arms weren’t just for show.

      He managed to keep kissing me while carrying me over to the bed. He lowered me onto my back on the tangled sheets, without breaking the kiss.

      “I want you so bad, Darcy. So bad.” He leaned over me, one knee pushing up between my spread legs. “I’ve thought about this every day since you checked in.”

      He kissed the side of my neck, but stopped when he felt me go still. I replayed his words in my head. Was this all he’d been after? Were all the meals and late night conversations just his way to get us to this point?

      It wasn’t an arousing thought. Garbage. What a time for my brain to kick in. I felt guilty for even thinking it, but I’d been hurt before. I’d been betrayed by someone I thought was my friend.

      Luke leaned back, looking at me questioningly. I wiggled out from underneath him, managing to get into a sitting position.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Was it all about this? About ending up in bed?”

      For a moment, he looked genuinely shocked. “No. Of course not.”

      I look down at his legs twisted under him. “It’s just … you’re the only real friend I’ve made since I moved here.”

      Luke took my hands and waited until I looked up at him. “You have to know that we are friends. Real friends.” He continued to stare at me, still worried. “I admit it, you’re gorgeous. I’d have to be blind not to notice. But I also like you for you. You’re smart. You’re funny. You’re lousy at ordering Indian food, but you’re a kind person. And you’re good with old people.”

      That last one finally made me smile. He was definitely the first guy to list that among my attributes. Okay, so maybe I’d jumped the gun. After all, I’d thought he was hot from the first moment I saw him, too.

      Luke looked more relaxed now that I’d smiled. “I really like you, Darcy. Yeah, I wanted to ask you out, but I thought you needed a friend. It’s good to become friends first. I didn’t want to be the creep who hit on you your first night in a new city. I’m not Barry.”

      “Who?”

      “You know, the guy in the skinny jeans who flirts on every woman in the building. Surely he’s hit on you.”

      “Oh, him. I call him the horny guy from the second floor.”

      “That’s the one. He’s actually not a jerk if no women are around. But when they are … heck, I bet he’s even hit on Mrs. Townsend.”

      I laughed. “Hey, she’s still got game. She’s a sharp old lady.” Luke had made me feel better, and I was grateful. But now he dropped my hands and looked lost in thought.

      “What?”

      “Maybe Barry could help us,” he said.

      “I’ve got one horny man here already, I don’t need another one. Especially him. Ugh.”

      But Luke’s mind was no longer in the gutter—unfortunately. “I told you, he’s not a bad guy most of the time. He could call the front desk, say that there was some kind of problem in his room, and when she goes up to check, I could slip out.”

      “Would he do that?”

      “Sure. He’s always telling me I need to get more puss—er—female friends.” He fixed me with an innocent look as if I didn’t know what kind of bad boy he really was. “Anyway, he’ll be on board—solidarity among bros or something like that.”

      I scooted back and leaned against the headboard, my arms clasped around my knees as Luke made the call. As he’d anticipated, Barry was happy to help. They spent a few minutes working out what kind of problem Barry would pretend to have.

      “Yeah, that might work,” Luke said. “Thanks, man.”

      He hung up and turned to me. “He’s gonna call in about two minutes. Watch out the peephole—you should be able to see her when she crosses to the elevator.”

      Nodding, I watched him gather his wallet and phone, and his long discarded shirt. I was surprised by the stab of disappointment that went through me. Obviously, the most important thing was getting him out of here safely, but still, it had been an interesting morning. Preceded by an interesting evening the night before. After all this closeness, I wasn’t looking forward to being separated by the front desk again.

      I crossed the room and looked out into the hall. The front desk wasn’t visible, but I could see the area by the elevator, though the view was a bit distorted. I watched and waited, but nothing happened.

      Luke paced up and down the room, far less patient than me. Finally, his phone buzzed.

      He listened for a moment. “Incredible. Hold on.” He looked at me. “She said she’d ask maintenance to come by on Monday. Nothing’s going to budge her. I sure wish your room was in a different part of the building.”

      I nodded in agreement, but I didn’t really mean it. Getting to see him every evening was one of the highlights of my day. But, of course, it was really causing problems now. “She’ll have to go to the bathroom at some point.”

      “Yeah, but how will we know when? We can’t see the front desk unless you poke your head out the door, and she’ll get suspicious if you keep doing that every two seconds. Besides, I wouldn’t put it past her to hold it out of spite. She might not leave until my shift starts at five.”

      He looked glum. I felt sorry for him in spite of his earlier antics. He worked so hard, taking classes, studying for tests, and manning the front desk long into the evening.

      Luke raised his head, and said, “Well, maybe I can deflect a little suspicion.” He put the phone back to his ear. “Thanks for trying. Can you do one more thing? Call her back and keep her talking for at least sixty seconds, okay? Yeah, right now, thanks.”

      He hung up, waited a moment, and then hit a button on his phone. He listened, and then grinned. “Got the voicemail.” In a moment, he spoke in his professional voice. “Hi Barbara, it’s Luke. I wanted to let you know that I had some car trouble last night—couldn’t get it started. I’ve got a seminar this morning, but I’ll be in before my shift to try to get it going. If that doesn’t work, I’ll call a tow truck. Just wanted to give you a heads up. See you later.”

      “That was smart,” I said. “After all, she can’t be a hundred percent sure you’re in here. I’m a pretty good actress, or at least I am when someone isn’t distracting me with his hand on my rear.”

      Luke chuckled, but his mind was still on less naughty topics. “This means you have to stay in today,” he said. “If you go out, she’ll be in here before you reach the parking lot.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I’m sorry. Weren’t you supposed to look at some more apartments this morning?”

      “Yes. But they can wait.” I watched his face carefully. He currently looked a lot more like the solicitous young man behind the front desk rather than the passionate bad boy who’d had his hands all over my body. Maybe I could do something about that. I was already regretting freezing up before. Luke was a good guy, and he clearly liked me. Sure, I didn’t want to do anything to mess up our friendship, but why couldn’t we aim for something more?
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      “SHIT. I KNOW you only have a week left to find a place,” Luke said, still looking concerned. “Seriously, I’m sorry.”

      “How sorry?” I said, my eyebrows raised.

      He glanced up in surprise, shifting his weight back to lean against the kitchen counter. “Well, now, that’s an interesting question. Let’s just say I owe you.”

      I took a few steps toward him. “Hmm … always nice to be owed a favor.” My gaze fell, as it frequently did, to his smooth, muscled chest. Several wicked thoughts crossed my mind, but I couldn’t quite figure out how to word them without sounding like a nymphomaniac. After a moment, I chickened out. “You probably shouldn’t be promising favors to someone who’ll need help moving soon.”

      He laughed. “Nice try, but I was watching your face. Judging by the blush, that wasn't the kind of favor you were originally going to ask for.”

      Dang. How did he know that? I sneaked a quick peek into his eyes, and he was still watching me intently. Then his expression softened and he said, “Of course I’ll help you move, dummy. I was planning to even before I managed to get you stuck inside on a Saturday.”

      He took my hands and waited until I looked up at him to continue. “But to tell you the truth, I’m not really sorry that you’re stuck here with me. Trapped together. All day. Just you and me.”

      My eyes partially closed at his low, husky tone even though he hadn’t made a move to kiss me. Unfortunately.

      I finally found my voice. “In that case, since you owe me, maybe you could give me a back rub.” I’d gotten the idea from before when he was tracing letters on my back and sending shivers up and down my spine.

      He snorted. “A back rub. Is that what they call it at Happy Acorns? Here in the real world, when a man is alone with a beautiful, partially-dressed woman, we call it a massage. A full-body massage.”

      While I was still reeling from his erotically charged words, he winked. “Congrats. You just hit on another one of my superpowers.”

      “You’re that good?” I said, arranging a skeptical look on my face even though every cell of my body was already convinced.

      “Find out for yourself. But there are house rules at this particular massage parlor. I’m going to make your skin sizzle and your muscles melt into pools of bliss. But I do it my way. No back-seat driving.”

      I gulped, not completely sure what I was getting into. “Okay.”

      “That’s the best decision you’ve made since you chose pepperoni last night. Go get on the bed. Face down. Robe off.”

      Luke’s orders made my skin sizzle, just like he’d promised, and he hadn’t even touched me yet. Unbelievable.

      Turning, I shoved the sheets and covers out of the way. Guess it was a good thing we’d never made the bed. I untied my robe and let it fall from my shoulders. His eyes were on me as I stretched out. I folded my arms up under the pillow and turned my head away from him, letting my hair fan out. I shut my eyes and waited.

      “Perfect,” he said. “Don’t move.”

      He took his time. I heard him rummaging in the bathroom and then moving around the room. At one point, I felt him right behind me, but then he did something at the small nightstand and then moved away. I wondered how much of this was actually massage prep and how much was just to keep me waiting and wanting. Either way, it was pretty dang effective at getting me hot and bothered.

      At last, I sensed him at the edge of the bed. When I tried to turn to see him, he put his hand on my head, stilling me. Reluctantly, I stayed put, and after a moment he removed his hand. And then came the unmistakable sound of his zipper being undone. My muscles tensed, and he laughed softly. “I bet you wish you’d faced the other way now.”

      I heard his jeans drop to the floor, and my imagination happily filled in the visual to go along with the audio. A moment later, his weight shifted the mattress next to my hip. He swung his leg over and straddled me, sitting on my rear. It was a delicious feeling to be pinned down, but it was clear he was being careful not to put too much weight on me.

      When his hands touched my hair, I flinched. He leaned forward and swept my chestnut strands off my neck. Warm air tickled my throat before I heard his words. “You really need to learn to relax, Darcy. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      I nodded slightly, though of course, if I’d been alone in my room this morning, I would’ve been perfectly relaxed. And not having nearly as much fun.

      He kissed my neck and then spoke softly into my ear. “Good thing you have all this luscious hair to cover you if I go too far and leave a mark on your neck.”

      Sitting upright, he unfastened my bra, letting the straps fall to the side. Light hands stroked over my back where it had been. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him surveying my skin, much like an artist might assess a blank canvas.

      He reached toward the nightstand and a moment later he was holding a bottle of lotion I recognized from my bathroom. He poured some in his palms and rubbed them together.

      Strong hands descended on my shoulders. It felt absolutely amazing. I guess I had been pretty stressed with the whole situation today. Waves of tension melted away as he rubbed and kneaded. Of course, a new kind of tension was building up in other parts of my body. Every time he leaned forward, I could feel his weight shift. And every so often, I could feel a warm extra pressure that I assumed was his cock brushing up against me.

      His powerful fingers moved down to my shoulder blades, kneading in little circles. His hands were strong, and the pressure was just right to send shivers of excitement radiating outward from his touch. He never let his hands roam too far and tickle my sides, and I was grateful because I wouldn’t have been able to relax if I were worried about that.

      It felt heavenly. He clearly knew what he was doing. Was a massage class part of a Hotel and Restaurant major? His thumbs traced up and down my spine, easing pain I hadn’t even been aware of having.

      After about fifteen minutes of pure bliss, he leaned down and whispered, “Darcy … do you want to turn over?”

      My pulse increased as I thought about it. Clearly the question was about more than just presenting my front to him. After a moment, I nodded, shyly. He eased his weight off me a little, and I twisted underneath him until I was on my back.

      My bra had worked its way loose in the process. It was lying across the tops of my breasts, not covering much. But still … the next step seemed like a big one. To take it off and be nearly naked underneath him … it took a certain amount of courage that I wasn’t sure I had. But I wanted this. I wanted him. Luke was the perfect friend, so why couldn’t he be more? Why shouldn’t he be more?

      Taking a quick breath as if to steel myself, I pushed my bra aside, letting it fall. Now Luke was looking at me fully, in the medium light that edged past the closed blinds. Before I could feel too embarrassed, he leaned forward, his mouth claiming mine. He supported himself with one arm, his free hand plunging between us, cupping my breasts, and pressing against a nipple, making it instantly hard.

      I pushed one hand through his hair and ran the other one down his back. Soft fabric met my hand. It was finally time for me to squeeze and rub his rear, and I loved the way I could feel hard muscles under my fingers.

      Luke’s mouth was strong against mine, and I felt rather than heard his moan as my hand explored his firm backside. I mashed my tongue against his, feeling my excitement build. His excitement was evident from the hard mass pressed against my pelvis.

      His hand left my breast and traveled down my body. This time, as soon as he encountered my panties, he pushed them down. Apparently he was no longer content with touching me through my underwear. That was fine by me.

      I squirmed and wiggled until my panties rolled down to my toes. Luke wasted no time. His fingers found my slit and rubbed up and down. He didn’t even have to dip inside me to find slick wetness. He pushed that moisture up to my clit and traced circles around it that made me squirm.

      I wanted to get him naked too, before the delicious sensations took over and I lost all rational thought. I grabbed the waistband of his boxer-briefs, and he paused to do a one arm push-up, giving me better access. I carefully eased it over his powerful erection. Wow. Glad to know he was as turned on as I was.

      Finally, finally, finally his naked body pressed against mine. Skin to skin. His weight on me felt incredible. I spread my legs, wrapping them around his waist. His hard cock rested between my thighs, and I could feel its length pressing against my slit where his finger had been a moment before.

      He groaned, and when he spoke, his voice wasn’t as calm and controlled as usual. “I want you so bad, Darce.”

      I wanted him too. But before I could respond, there was a pounding at the door. Dang it! Not now!

      Luke didn’t even pause. “Ignore it,” he said, his lips attacking mine again.

      But the knocking continued. I kissed him for a moment more and then worked my mouth free after a particularly loud bang. “But doesn’t she have a key?”

      Luke groaned in frustration. “Chain’s on. Ignore it. Please, babe.”

      But the insistent knocking wasn't letting up. I worked one hand under his shoulder and pushed upward. It was like trying to move a boulder. “She can unlock the deadbolt and look in, can’t she? And claim she was worried about my health or something.”

      “Incredible,” Luke said, but I got the impression his frustration was more with me for stopping rather than the thought of Barbara catching us.

      I pushed again, and he rolled to the side. “I’m sorry, but I don’t want your creepy manager seeing me naked.”

      He slumped in defeat. “Don’t see how that’s a problem. You look great naked.”

      I laughed at the sullen tone at which he’d delivered this compliment. “Okay, then, I don’t want her seeing you naked.”

      I hopped off the bed and threw on my robe. I looked out the peephole and saw Barbara in full barracuda mode. Jeesh, she did have her keys out. I called through the door. “Yes?”

      She froze, and then said she had some over-the-counter medicine for me. I politely declined, reiterating that I wanted to be left alone. She looked irritated that I didn’t open the door, but she probably knew she couldn’t insist.

      I waited until she left, and then I backed away from the door. Strong arms grabbed me from behind, and I swallowed a shriek. The TV was still on, but I knew that another guest calling to complain about noise would mean the game was up.

      Luke lifted me off the ground which couldn’t have been easy while I was struggling in his grasp. Dang, he was strong. He carried me past the kitchenette. He growled in my ear. “What do I have to do to keep you in bed—tie you to it?”

      I froze as that erotic idea took hold and whipped my hormones into a frenzy. He laughed, clearly amused at my reaction. “Never would have figured you for that type.” He set me down on the floor by the bed, spun me, and somehow removed my robe in the process.

      He lowered me onto the bed on my back, hovering over me, and spoke again. “I’m that type, though.” His voice was soft and rumbly and did delicious things to nerve endings all over my body. “Wanna give it a try?” It was then I noticed that he was still holding the belt from my robe.

      I stared at the slinky maroon belt, feeling torn. I did want to try … or at least part of me did. It was something I’d only explored in my deepest, most private fantasies. But I was already lying on the bed, naked, fully exposed to a handsome man. That was embarrassing in its own right, so I definitely didn’t feel brave enough to admit to wanting to try being tied up.

      Luke seemed to sense my hesitation, my conflicting desires. He sat down next to me, and didn’t comment when I shifted onto my side, making me feel a little less exposed. He ran his hand down my side, to my hip, and back up again.

      “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”

      “I know.”

      His hand kept stroking me, and a small whimper escaped my lips.

      “Here’s the thing, though,” he said. “I think you do want this.”

      I didn’t say anything, continuing to all but purr under his petting.

      “Darcy?”

      “It’s just … it’s our first time.”

      He grinned at that. “And first times should be boring and by-the-book, right?”

      “No. I just mean—” but I wasn’t sure I could articulate what I meant.

      “What if I told you that I didn’t know how to have boring sex?”

      He was easier to deal with when he was being arrogant instead of quietly intense. “Yeah, right. If I could just get the number of the first girl you slept with in high school, I’d like to confirm that.”

      He laughed. “Hey, that was the most exciting forty-five seconds of her life.” His fingers inched down my body and teased the underside of one of my breasts, weighing it in his hand. “Trust me when I say I’ve had no complaints since.”

      “You're really that good?” I was relaxing enough to tease him back.

      “I can prove it if you want me to.”

      Hmmm, maybe this was the way to get what I wanted without having to directly ask for it. “Maybe you should prove it. I’m from the ‘Show Me State,’ after all.”

      He laughed again and tweaked my nipple. “That’s Missouri. You’re from Ohio.”

      Dang that stupid high school that introduced him to his first girlfriend and taught him geography. I squirmed as his fingers teased my nipple, alternating between rubbing and tugging on the stiff peak. He leaned over and replaced his fingers with his mouth.

      Now one nipple was caught between his lips and the other in his hand. I was definitely squirming on the bed. He sucked, hard, and I moaned deep in my throat. But then he stopped. “Tell me you want me to show you the best night—I mean, Saturday morning—of your life.”

      I arched into his touch. I sank the fingers of one hand into his hair and stared into his eyes. The sexy twinkle there made me want to tease him. I licked my lips and said, “I’ll never admit that.”

      In an instant, his hands were at my sides, tickling me without mercy. I shrieked with laughter. “Shhh,” he said, though he was laughing, too. “You can’t get too loud or I’ll have to gag you with your panties.”

      Though I didn’t want him to do that, the thought definitely turned me on. I clamped my lips shut, but giggles still leaked through as he kept tickling me. He climbed on top of me, and for a moment it was a full-on wrestling match. I railed out with my arms, my legs, but he matched me move for move. He was so strong. The weight of his body pinning me down was so erotic.

      After a few minutes of delicious squirming and writhing under him, he ended up with one knee pressed between my legs, holding them open. My wrists were pinned above my head with his left hand. He snatched up the silky sash with his free hand and trailed it across my chest. Somehow it tickled even more than his hands had.

      I wiggled and ground myself against his knee between my legs. “Cut it out,” I said with very little conviction.

      His face was smug. He had me trapped, and he knew it. “I can do this all day, babe,” he said draping the smooth fabric down my side and then to my waist. “But if you have a better use for this belt, you let me know, okay?”

      He tilted his head down and bit at my bottom lip while he continued to move the silk sash all over me. I squirmed under the maddeningly light caress. He was such a tease. I didn’t want this light touching, I wanted more. I had to have it.

      “Please, Luke.” Anything to stop that erotic torment.

      “Please what? Did you come up with a different way for me to use this?” He held the belt up for a moment, and then let the end touch my abs and trail down toward my pelvis. Goodness, it tickled. And it made the ache between my legs grow. I wanted him so much.

      “Please …”

      “Tell me,” he demanded.

      “Please tie me up.”

      “See? That wasn’t so hard,” he said, kissing me briefly. He quickly bound my wrists together and then tied them to the post on the far right of the headboard. I tugged at the bonds. The belt was pulled tight around my wrists, but I thought I could probably twist out of it if I tried long enough. That was somehow reassuring even though I was far more excited than worried about what Luke was going to do next.

      He grasped my hips and lifted, positioning me diagonally across the bed. I loved the way he could manhandle me, lifting and moving me as if I were weightless. With my arms stretched out above my head, I felt exposed but incredibly turned on.

      Luke straddled my waist, again supporting most of his weight with his legs. His stiff cock pointed toward my breasts. I couldn’t help staring at the swollen purple head. “Nice to see that I’ve got your attention,” Luke observed.

      He winked when I sheepishly met his eyes. “I know you’re going to enjoy this, but if you want me to stop, or untie you, just say so. Any questions?”

      “Yes,” I said, a sudden surge of wickedness bubbling up inside me. “When are you going to shut up and put that inside me?”

      “Hmm. That’s an awfully bratty attitude for a woman tied to the bed.”

      He had a point there. He was studying me so diligently, I could practically hear the wheels turning in his head. “So many different places to start …” he said.

      I tried to thrust my hips up under him, but he was too heavy for that. It was frustrating. Here I’d finally decided that yes, I wanted to do this with him, and he was making me wait. It was maddening, but it also made me hot. I’ve never been at someone’s mercy in bed before. It was a complete turn on. He’d given me two incredible orgasms, and I was eager for a third.

      Luke laughed as he felt me writhe under him. “This is hot. A naked woman straining for my cock.” This, of course, made me blush more, which had probably been his goal.

      He moved upright, lifting his rear off me. “How badly do you want it?” he asked. He crawled forward until he was straddling my chest. The swollen tip of his cock bobbed right in front of me. I reached out with my tongue, but it danced away. I lifted my head, got in a lick or two, but it was a moving target.

      Staring down at me, Luke laughed silently at my attempts to take him into my mouth. It made me even more determined to catch it and wipe that smile off his face. I bet once I got the tip in my mouth, he wouldn’t want to take it out.

      I was right. I finally captured the head of his cock between my lips, and I immediately went to work, swirling my tongue around, creating gentle suction, and massaging it with the inside of my lips.

      Luke moaned and closed his eyes. He fed me more of his cock, and I made my tongue flat as he moved farther into my mouth. I sucked and bobbed my head as much as I could, twisting every few strokes. “Idiot, that feels good,” he said, and his voice was unsteady. It was good to know I’d done that to him.

      Soon his cock grew even bigger, bumping up against the roof of my mouth. He leaned forward, but when I started to gag, he pulled back. He had a condom in his fingers—he must have set it on the nightstand when he’d been getting the lotion. He scooted back and positioned himself between my legs. He fisted himself several times and then rolled the condom on.

      “You ready for this?”

      “Yes,” I said. Not that he couldn’t see that for himself with my squirming and the wetness between my legs.

      He frowned. “That wasn’t very enthusiastic.” He spread his thighs farther apart which had the effect of opening my legs wider. He stared down at me and stroked his cock. “Maybe I should come on your stomach. I could come just from watching you like this.”

      “No! I mean, please don’t. Please, Luke.”

      “That’s a little better,” he said, his eyes still on my center.

      It was pretty dang humiliating, but I wanted him so badly. “Please Luke, I need you inside me. I want you to stretch me, fill me up. Please.”

      Now he looked at my face. “That’s my girl.” He wasn’t smiling now. He looked just as turned on as I was. I liked it when he took charge, but I also liked knowing that I turned him on as well.

      He positioned himself at my opening, teased the head around, and then plunged inside of me. After nearly twenty-four hours of building up to this point, it felt amazing. I cried out and then caught myself, trying to keep my voice down. But let’s face it, if the Barracuda was on the other side of the door, we were dead anyway. And at the moment, I didn’t care.

      Luke pulled back and then thrust into me again. It felt so good to be filled, to be stretched after such a long time. And having my arms bound made it more intense. I didn’t want to get away, but knowing that I couldn’t added an extra layer of spice.

      His eyes were glued to my chest as he took me. My breasts jiggled with every thrust, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. If the erotic charge he got out of watching me bounce was inspiring him to new heights, I wasn’t going to complain.

      I gasped as the sensations spread into all parts of my body. He thrust all the way in me and held himself there, making me squirm and feel the fullness. Then he withdrew, leaving just the tip in. Grabbing my thigh, he lifted my leg up to rest on his shoulder. When he pushed into me again, it was at a slightly different angle and even deeper. I hadn’t thought that was possible.

      He teased me with a series of fast shallow strokes. I moaned incoherently, arching my back, my wrists tugging at the bond. He pulled back again, and this time his finger found my hard clit. He circled it once, twice, three times, and then plunged all the way into me, making me cry out again.

      It was almost too much, his hard cock pounding deep inside me, his finger working its magic on my clit. My breath was coming out in short gasps, and his was, too. “Don’t stop,” I moaned. He looked like he had no intention of doing that.

      The pressure built inside me. He looked close, too.

      “Come for me, Darcy.” His voice was guttural and thick. I nodded frantically, unable to say anything. He pounded me into the bed, never letting up on my clit. My muscles tightened. I was so close.

      His other hand reached up and grabbed my breast, squeezing, kneading. The combination of that roughness and the thorough pounding pushed me over the edge. I screamed and arched my back as the electrifying sensations hit. Seconds later, his cock shuddered inside me.

      My body jerked this way and that, and one wrist slipped out of the silky sash holding me to the bed. Luke collapsed on top of me, his finger finally stilling on my clit. I grasped the back of his head, holding him close as we both drew in labored breaths.

      I held him like that for a long time while we both came down. Finally, Luke slid out of me, and reached down to take care of the condom. I watched his face, searching for signs that he might feel differently about me now.

      But he revealed no clues as he reached up and freed my other wrist which was somehow still trapped in the belt. The silence was beginning to make me uncomfortable, so I said, “Was that a regulation boy scout knot?”

      “Apparently not. Guess I’ll lose my merit badge,” he said. “But I didn’t want to make it too tight. No offense, but it was pretty obvious that was your first time being bound.”

      Still in the throes of post-orgasmic bliss, I didn’t even blush. It may have been my first time, but hopefully it wasn’t my last. I hoped I’d be spending a lot of time with him in the future. I hoped we’d build a relationship that lasted once we weren’t trapped in a room and I wasn’t living at his workplace.

      Hopefully.
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      THE NEXT KNOCK on the door wasn’t much of a surprise by this point. I’d figured it was only a matter of time before the Barracuda tried again. I grabbed my robe, ignoring my belt since it was still tied to the bedpost. I wrapped the robe around me tightly. Luke sat up, his satisfied expression fading as the reality of the situation sank in again. He grabbed his jeans and headed into the bathroom. I took a long moment to enjoy the view, and once he was out of sight, I opened the door, leaving the chain engaged.

      It was Barbara. “Ms. Squires. Are you feeling any better?”

      “A little. It’s so kind of you to ask,” I said, trying not to let any sarcasm leak through.

      “Well, I’m concerned, dear. You’re our guest, and I want you to be comfortable. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to let you know that the White Street Diner makes the world’s best chicken soup. It’s less than a block away.”

      “I’m fine, but thanks for thinking of me.” I gave her a weak smile and shut the door. I watched through the peephole as she moved away, then I turned the deadbolt.

      Luke reappeared, wearing his jeans. “That diner sucks. I’d never send anyone there. Too bad we can’t get something from one of my takeout places.”

      “I still don’t see how you can consider yourself a takeout connoisseur when you don’t even know a good Lithuanian place,” I said in a teasing voice, expecting to get a smile out of him. But he seemed lost in thought. “We have the leftover pizza,” I reminded him, touching his arm lightly.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      Even given the situation, he seemed extra glum—especially considering he had been quite the happy camper a few minutes ago. “What’s wrong?” I asked, as I took the pizza box out of the half-sized refrigerator.

      Luke held up his phone and then set in on the counter. “She left me a message about an hour ago. I guess we didn’t hear the phone vibrate because … well, you know. She said that though she was sympathetic about my car trouble—and you could practically hear her using air quotes—if I don’t show up for my shift tonight, I’ll be fired.”

      My lips tightened as I pried two huge slices out of the box. That meant he couldn’t try to call in sick or anything like that. She was such a hypocrite. She couldn’t have him for herself, so she wanted to make sure he didn’t meet anyone else. If anybody should be fired, it should be her for sexual harassment. It wasn’t fair. I put the pizza in the microwave. “We’ll figure something out.”

      He was silent for a minute, staring at the cheese starting to ooze inside the microwave. “Yeah, we will.” Then he smiled, but it seemed more for my benefit rather than genuine optimism on his part. “We’ll get me out of here, and I’ll keep my job, and you’ll get a great apartment, and next time we’ll have a real date.” The microwave dinged, and he pulled out the plate of molten cheese.

      I was thrilled he was making plans for us for the future though I supposed it was a little backward. Never before had I had sex with someone and then started dating them, but this had been an usual day. Still, it made me so happy to hear that he was thinking about our next date.

      “Ouch,” Luke said, setting the plate rapidly on the table. “It’s really hot.”

      Wait a minute. Date. Hot. I mentally rearranged those two words, suddenly picturing John leaning out of the shuttle, asking me if I had a hot date. The beginning of an idea blossomed.

      Luke handed me a glass of soda, but I walked past him, thinking, pacing.

      “What?” he said.

      I held up my hand, still thinking rapidly. We’d need someone to … and we’d have to make sure that … and then Luke would have to … but it just might work. It really might work.

      I picked up my phone and listened to it ring, one, two, three times. John wouldn’t answer if he was driving, but finally his rich voice came on the line. “Hello?”

      “It’s Darcy. Remember how you’re always telling me to get a hot date? Well, I finally got one. But now I’ve got a little problem.”
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* * *

      After talking to John, I dressed quickly while filling Luke in on the parts of the plan he hadn’t already figured out from hearing my side of the call.

      “You,” he said, “are amazing. I’ll call my brother. And you’ll contact our secret agent?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m sure she’ll help out.”

      Ten minutes later, I was less sure. “Please, Mrs. T. He’s going to be fired. You know how the Barracuda is.” I listened a minute. “I know. I know. But come on. I thought you’d be pleased to hear that we’d gotten together.” This elicited more sauciness from her. “It is not just a hook-up.” I lowered my voice, even though Luke was still on his phone. “He wants to see me again.”

      Mrs. T. was being unexpectedly prudish. She wasn’t usually like that. But after another few minutes of arguing, I discovered the real reason she was balking. “I promise, Mrs. T, he is truly stuck. He really will be fired if you don’t help us out. I swear this is not a plan to put you in a home.”

      I raised pleading eyes to Luke, who had just finished his call. He took the phone. “Please Mrs. T., I really need your help. Darcy is an incredible girl, and if I get fired, I won’t have any money to take her nice places.”

      I smiled in spite of myself. He was laying it on thick, and he’d made his voice go all low and charming. His triumphant smile told me that Mrs. T. couldn’t resist him any more than I could.
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* * *

      I was at the window, peering around the edge of the blinds when the honking started. “I can’t see,” Luke complained.

      “You stay back,” I said, elbowing him. “You’ll be able to hear what’s going on.” The honking continued, and we could hear it twice over—once from where the shuttle was idling in front of the building and once through the phone in my hand.

      “No sign of anyone yet.” John’s voice was tinny through the speaker. He honked the horn again.

      Luke chuckled quietly. “I can just picture Barbara at the front desk, wondering why on earth the driver doesn’t come in.”

      A dozen or so horn blasts later, and John reported in. “I think I see someone on the other side of the glass door.”

      I looked up at Luke. Was that good enough? He glanced at my raised eyebrows and shook his head. “We’d better wait until she goes out, just to be sure.”

      Anxiously, I peeked out the window. All I could see was the large blue van. With the tinted windows, I couldn’t even see John in the driver’s seat. A minute more passed, and then finally, I heard John’s voice. “She’s coming out.”

      Yes! I turned to Luke. “Go!”

      “Darcy, thank you … for everything … ”

      I looked out the window and could see a very angry-looking Barbara approaching the shuttle. “Go!” I urged again. He planted a quick kiss on the corner of my mouth and took off at a run. In a second, he was out the door, and I couldn’t even hear his light footfalls as he ran for the exit at the end of the hall.

      Part of me ached inside, wondering when I’d see him next, and if things would be the same when I did. But then I heard Barbara’s raised voice.

      “Stop that honking at once!”

      John lowered the window and squinted out at her.

      “I’m here to pick up one of your guests, Ma’am.” His voice sounded slow and a little confused. He was trying to make Barbara think he was some clueless senior. That made me laugh. He was worth five of her.

      “Why didn’t you call? You can’t make this kind of racket at a peaceful place of business.”

      “Sorry, Ma’am, I tried. I must’ve got the number wrong.”

      “Then you should have come in!”

      John shook his head. “Can’t do that. There are passengers in the back on oxygen. I’m not allowed to leave them.”

      I smiled to myself. The van was completely empty—thank goodness for the tinted windows.

      Barbara was still clearly pissed at him, but when John gave her the name of the resident he was here to get, she went back inside.

      It was the moment of truth. If our ace in the hole backed out now, it would look really suspicious. But a minute or two later, Barbara reemerged, followed by Mrs. T. I held my breath as the older woman climbed into the van. I didn’t relax until John pulled away.

      “Thank you so much,” I breathed into the phone.

      “You’re welcome,” John said. A moment later the call ended.

      I looked through the blinds one more time, and Barbara was a few steps closer, looking off toward the side of the building. I grinned. I bet I knew what had caught her attention.

      I didn’t want to miss the grand finale, so I grabbed my key and stepped out into the hallway. I hurried down the hall and crept to the glass door. It was under the stairwell—I didn’t think that anyone would be able to see me, but I still kept a few feet back.

      The Barracuda rounded the side of the building a moment later. She headed right toward the two cars with their hoods up. Even from inside, I could hear the engine revving from the dark black Buick connected by jumper cables to Luke’s Honda. The man standing between the vehicles must’ve been Luke’s brother. But where was Luke?

      Barbara must’ve been wondering the same thing, but then the Honda sputtered, turned over, and roared to life. Luke himself climbed out of the driver’s seat. He was even wearing different clothes—khaki shorts and an olive green t-shirt. When and where had he changed? But it was a nice touch. He certainly didn’t look as if he’d been wearing yesterday’s clothes a few minutes ago.

      Luke high-fived his brother, who started removing the jumper cables. Only then did they appear to notice Barbara. Luke said a few words, and then Barbara reluctantly shook hands with his brother. That was my cue to leave before she headed back my way. I hurried back down the hall, happy that Luke was safe. We’d done it.
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      “CAN I SEE you tonight?”

      Hearing Luke’s voice made my heart leap. It had been nearly a week since I’d seen him. After his great escape, the hotel hosted members of a conference, and every room was booked. The conference attendees kept Luke super busy, and though I’d tried, I never managed to speak with him alone. I’d been half hoping that he’d stop by to see me after his shift ended some night, but I could understand why he’d be reluctant to do that after all we’d gone through with Barbara.

      And then on Wednesday morning, someone from that apartment complex I’d really liked called. A slightly smaller, and therefore more affordable, unit had opened up, and it was available immediately.

      Things happened quickly after that. My manager at Hampton Acres offered to pay for movers as a bonus for my hard work. He was particularly impressed that I’d managed to find a new resident. So on Friday, hours before Luke’s shift even started, I checked out of Luke’s hotel. The movers took everything from my room and my storage unit, and just like that, I had my own place. My new apartment complex was nice, but it was sorely lacking a friendly, funny, sexy night manager.

      “That would be great,” I said, possibly a little too enthusiastically.

      “I’m really sorry about before. With conference it was just so busy. And we’ve been short-handed. Reynaldo quit, did I tell you that? It’s been nuts.”

      “It sounds like it,” I said, truthfully. But I also knew how much I’d missed him. It had been disappointing not to be able to spend time with him since last weekend. Part of that was my abrupt departure, I knew. I hated telling him I’d checked out by text message. Things were going to be different now that I wasn’t staying at his hotel. But we could make it work. At least I hoped we could. “Do you want to come over here? There are boxes everywhere, but I could clear a path.”

      “That’s okay,” he said with a chuckle. “There’s some place I want to take you, so why don’t you just meet me here after my shift is done? Park in the back by the fence, but wait in your car until I get there.”

      “Why? Barbara won’t be there that late, will she?”

      “No, but I meant, keep your doors locked until I get there. I want you to be safe.”

      “Oh. Okay.” The fact that he was thinking about my safety did a lot to ease the apprehension I felt about not seeing him this week.
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* * *

      After work that evening, I tore open every box marked bedroom or bathroom trying to get ready for my date with Luke. I made a huge mess, but by the time I was done, I had my favorite purple dress on with black high heels. I wasn’t sure where he was taking me, but I was excited about actually dining in one of his favorite restaurants instead of getting take out. Sitting across a table from him, talking about our days, meeting his piercing blue eyes—that sounded like the perfect way to end the day for me. And I was hungry, too. With my noon-to-eight shift, I’d kept up my habit of eating dinner late—though it wasn’t as much fun by myself in my new place.

      By the time Luke rapped on the window of my car, I was so excited to see him I was practically bouncing in my seat. I hurried out of the car and then he had his arms around me, holding me, kissing me. Even in one short week, I’d come to miss this. I’d missed him. So much.

      We took his car, and while he drove, I kept sneaking glances at him. He’d obviously changed after his shift. He was wearing jeans and a gray hoodie. That probably just meant we were going some place casual. That was okay with me. He always found the best food whether the restaurant was plain or fancy.

      Luke talked a little as he drove, and he sounded really tired. The extra hours he’d been putting in at the hotel had cut into his studying time, and he was worried that he’d done poorly on a recent test. I listened sympathetically and then started to share my news. I was excited about a new program I was instituting at my workplace, an advisory board made up of representatives from the residents. But I’d barely begun when Luke turned into a parking space. “We’re here.”

      Looking up, I saw an unfamiliar building. “What’s this?”

      “My buddy works here,” Luke said, gesturing toward an overhang with a place for cars to pull up in front of the entryway to a lobby. It was a hotel, a bit larger than Luke’s.

      “And it has a restaurant?”

      “No,” Luke said. “It’s not big enough for that. But Hank has a spare room we can use without the barracuda interrupting us.”

      He got out of the car and opened my door. Wait, we weren’t going to dinner first? Disappointment flooded me. I’d been waiting all week to see him. To talk to him. But then I stood up, and I was in his embrace, his mouth was on mine. I closed my eyes as he plunged one hand into my hair. I melted against him. Suddenly, I wasn’t hungry any more, at least not for food.
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* * *

      “That was amazing,” I said, cradled in the crook of Luke’s arm. It was wonderful to be with him without someone constantly pounding on the door trying to get in.

      “You were amazing,” Luke said, and I could hear the fatigue in his voice. He tilted his head down and kissed me on the forehead.

      “I’m so glad you had time to get together tonight,” I said, and I felt Luke nod in agreement. “I just—I mean, I knew you were busy. But it was really hard not seeing you last week. I missed you. I missed talking to you in the evenings and eating with you at the end of your shift. I just missed… hanging out, you know? Even if we weren’t doing anything special. Do you think that now that the conference is over, and your test, too, do you think we could hang out a little more?”

      Suddenly hesitant, I paused. Had he missed me, too? Or had he just missed this, the sex? “Luke?” I twisted around until I was laying on my side. Luke’s face was still. His ripped chest rose and fell in slow, deep breaths.

      He was asleep.
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      “MMM … PORK CHOPS,” I said, doing my best Homer Simpson imitation. It was five days later, and I was in the dining room, eating with one of the newest resident of Hampton Acres.

      “Food’s not bad,” Mrs. Townsend admitted, taking a bite of her loaded baked potato.

      “I told you,” I said. “What time do you play bridge today?”

      “At two. And then again after dinner. But I still have time to beat you at gin if you’d like.”

      I laughed. I’d known she’d like it here. “Maybe another day.”

      “How’s Luke doing?” she said.

      That made my smile fade. It was something I’d like to know, too. “He’s okay, I guess. Really busy with his classes.” I said this casually, but Mrs. T. knew me pretty well.

      She gave me a sharp look. “What’s going on?”

      Nothing. That was the honest answer. Pretty much nothing was going on between us. We’d spent the night together in that hotel a week ago. In the morning, we’d shared a quick breakfast before he drove me back to my car. We hadn’t really talked about much of anything. And this week, we’d exchanged a few texts. But things weren’t like they used to be.

      And I was mad at him and mad at myself. This was why it was a bad idea to get involved with friends. Before, I had a wonderful friend in Luke. Someone to talk to. To laugh with. To share how my day went. Now I didn’t have any of that.

      He’d texted last night. Late. At the end of his shift, asking if he could see me. At ten o’clock at night, he wanted to stop by? There was a name for that. A booty call. Just like last week And that wasn’t what I wanted. Sex with Luke was great, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted him. The guy I’d been friends with. The guy I’d looked forward to seeing all day. I wasn’t sure where that guy had gone, but I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to materialize at the end of a long day of classes and work. So I’d messaged him back that it wasn’t a good time.

      “We’ve texted,” I finally answered. “He’s been spending a lot of time working. And studying. He has another big test.” But actually, that was supposed to have been a few days ago. “I mean … he had a big test.”

      Mrs. T. didn’t say anything for a few minutes while we finished our meal. Finally, she said, “My money’s on the two of you making it work.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and the unexpected understanding in her voice had me holding back tears. I wished I could feel as confident, but it was my old nightmare. I’d had a good friend, and I’d tried to upgrade him to a boyfriend. And now I didn’t have either one. Luke had been a pretty incredible friend, too.

      “After all, you get things done. You got me here.”

      That made me cheer up a little. After she’d agreed to help us out the day of Luke’s great escape, I’d called up my coworker and asked her to pull out all the stops for Mrs. T.’s visit.

      It wouldn’t have worked without John. He’d driven Mrs. T. over, but then she’d refused to come in, saying she’d wait in the shuttle until it was safe to go back. John had thought quickly and told her that if she didn’t come in, I might get in trouble for sending out the shuttle, or possibly be fired. If Mrs. T. had been our secret agent that day, John had been the double agent. I owed them both.

      “I knew you’d fit in here,” I said. “Just think, you could’ve moved in six weeks ago if you’d taken me up on my offer to tour the place earlier.”

      “Yeah? And if I’d visited before that, would there also have been a tray of pastries, my favorite kind of tea, and a bridge game short a player about to start?”

      Dang—I thought she’d chalked that up to coincidence. “Well, it got you to move in here, didn’t it?”

      “No,” she said.

      “Really? Then what made you change your mind about this place?”

      Mrs. T. stood up and picked up her tray. “John,” she said. “He’s a cutie.” And then she winked and walked away.
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* * *

      That evening when I entered my new apartment, it finally felt like home. The furniture was all where I wanted it. I’d gotten my living room and kitchen unpacked, though the bedroom still needed a lot of work.

      It was a little before nine. After changing into a t-shirt and jeans, I padded out to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and sighed. I’d unpacked all my pots and pans, but I hadn’t gotten into a cooking mood yet. Perhaps I’d been spoiled by all those nights of takeout. But I was trying not to think about that. Because it wasn’t the food I was missing. It was Luke.

      A rather uninspiring container of raspberry yogurt looked to be my best bet. I grabbed it and closed the fridge. It snapped shut with an unusually loud bang. I stared at it stupidly for a moment, but when the sound came again, I realized it was the door. Nobody’d knocked on it since the movers left.

      I hurried to the door but didn’t open it. Unlike the hotel, there wasn’t a peephole. “Who is it?”

      “Got an order of Lithuanian food for Ms. Darcy Squires,” said a familiar voice. What on earth?

      Shaking my head to clear away the confusion, I pulled the door open. And there he was, a smile on his face, looking as he did all those nights when he’d greeted me from the other side of the front desk. There was no difference except he had a large, insulated bag slung over one arm.

      “Hi,” I said, still shocked that Luke was here. He wore his white button-down dress shirt and black jeans and looked so good he nearly took my breath away. As I stood back to let him in, and managed to start breathing again, the aroma hit me—a pleasant but slightly unfamiliar smell. It brought to mind hearty food like meat, potatoes, and spices suitable for cold winter nights.

      Luke looked extra tall standing in my living room holding the thick bag. “Nice place,” he said, looking around. And I thought so, too. It wasn’t decorated yet, but the living room was comfortable and cozy. “This is for you,” Luke said, and I took the heavy bag from him, bringing it into the kitchen.

      Opening it, I saw several boxes with a handwritten sign on them: Liudvika’s Lithuanian Delights. “I thought you were kidding. Where on earth did you get that?”

      “There’s a married couple up in tiny little Freemont, of all places. They immigrated here, and I’d heard that they sometimes cooked elaborate feasts for their neighbors. So I got in touch with them.”

      “But that’s like a hundred miles away, isn’t it? You drove all that way?”

      “Took a couple hours off of work. But finding good takeout is one of my superpowers. You said Lithuanian was what you wanted, so it’s my job to get it for you.” The twinkle in his eye sent delicious shivers radiating across my skin, but I couldn’t relax and enjoy his banter. Not until I knew what his being here meant. “Anyway, they gave me heating instructions. It shouldn’t take long.”

      He pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to me to read while he set the containers on the counter.

      “This isn’t in English,” I said, frowning at the unfamiliar characters.

      “Incredible, really?” Luke peered over my shoulder. He was so close I could feel the heat from his body.

      “It’s okay. I think we can just put the food in a glass dish and stick it in the oven for a little while.”

      “Good idea,” he said. Once it was in, I set the timer and turned to look at him. But then I didn’t know what to say. He watched me carefully, like he was assessing my mood. Finally, he sighed. “Let’s talk.”

      Luke took my hand and led me to the living room. He sat on the sofa and patted the spot next to him, but I settled a foot or two away, sitting sideways so I could face him.

      “You’re pissed I haven’t been around,” Luke said, immediately sending me into protest mode.

      “I know you have your classes. And I know work’s been busy.”

      “Okay, let me rephrase that.” His gaze was so intent, and his eyes seemed even bluer than the last time I’d seen him. “You’re hurt because I haven’t been around.”

      I thought about that for a bit. It was one hundred percent true, but did I want to admit that to him? But at this point, I didn’t have much left to lose. “Yes,” I said simply.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I know you’ve got a lot on your plate right now.”

      “Yeah, I really do. That week after I got stuck in your room, I went to see a counselor at my college. Asked her if there was any way I could take an overload of classes next semester and graduate in May, not December. She said the only way to get approval for an overload was if I got a Grade Point Average of at least 3.75 this semester. So I studied my rear off for those tests, or at least I tried to, but then we had that conference and everything was batshit crazy at work. I was averaging less than four hours of sleep per night, and I was exhausted.”

      I reached over and took his hand, holding it tightly in mine as he continued. “I missed you so much, but it wasn’t until you turned me down last night that I realized what I’d done. That I’d abandoned you right at the beginning of our relationship. That’s the last thing I intended to do. I’m so sorry, Darcy.”

      Still clutching his hand, I focused on one thing he’d said. Not that he missed me. Not sorry. But relationship. Did he truly want one? I had to know. “Do you want a relationship, Luke? It’s okay if you don’t. I—I mean, we didn’t talk about anything before we jumped into the physical stuff in my room. If you don’t, I understand.”

      “I don’t think you do,” Luke said, and he picked up my other hand, so that our arms made a circle. “You’re the most amazing girl I’ve ever met. You’re smart, and funny, and I loved hanging out with you all those nights. You have to know that,” he said, and for a long moment, I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. A tear drifted down my cheek as I listened to him.

      “You have no idea how put together you are, Darcy. The work you do at that retirement center—you’re only twenty-five and you have a career. You have two degrees. You’re doing what you want to be doing. That’s why I talked to the counselor. I want that for myself. To have my degree and to get a position I’m passionate about. Because that’s the kind of man you deserve.”

      Did he really think that? Didn’t he know that the guy I fell for was the night manager at a cheap hotel with a horrific boss? I wanted Luke for who he was when we were together, not who he could be when we were apart. Haltingly, I tried to explain this to him until he jumped in.

      “But I’m ready, Darcy. Ready to be done with school and start a real career. Ready to have a real life—one with you in it. And I know I messed things up with you, but these past two weeks, I’ve just been barely keeping my head above water. It was the most insanely busy period of my life. But I should have talked with you about it. Told you more about what was going on, so that you knew why I was being so distant.”

      His blue eyes examined me intently. “I’m so sorry I did that to you. You probably thought I was just after one thing.”

      I looked down at our joined hands. His gaze was just too intense. Finally, I nodded. “Last week, at your friend’s hotel, that was … that felt like …”

      “Like a booty call?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I know I harassed that up. I was just so exhausted, and then you were there, and you looked so beautiful in your purple dress. And you smelled incredible … I was just so glad to see you. I’d missed you, and then I was kissing you, and, well, I guess I completely skipped over the talking part.”

      “Yeah, you did.” I said, and now I looked up at him. “But the other part was pretty hot.”

      “It was. But that’s not what I want. I mean, well, yeah, it is what I want… but only if it comes with the whole package. You. Me. Dating. Dining together. Talking together. And then having wildly inventive sex.”

      A laugh slipped out of me at that last phrase. “You do have a way with words,” I said, and one corner of his mouth curved upward in a half-smile. “But you know, it wasn’t just your classes or your schedule. Before, I was staying right there in your hotel. We saw each other every night. Of course things are going to be different now that I’m not there all the time. It’s going to take some effort for us to make this work. If you truly want to, I mean. Are you sure, Luke? You have a lot going on right now.”

      “I’m positive. I want you, Darcy. I want a relationship with you. No matter how busy it gets. I’ll do better, now that midterms are over. I promise. Will you give me another chance?”

      “Of course,” I said, and now I could feel more tears rolling down my face. “This is what I want—I just wasn’t sure you did, too.”

      “I do,” he said, and he gathered me up in his arms, pulling me onto his lap. When his head tilted down, I closed my eyes. His lips met mine with sweet pressure. I wrapped my arms around his neck and sank against his body. Relief filled me. He wanted this. He wanted to be with me. As more than friends.

      One kind of tension melted out of me while another kind built up. Our kiss deepened as he stroked my back, my hair. I could feel his hardness under my legs, and I wiggled around until I was straddling him.

      But then a beeping came from the kitchen. The food was done heating.

      Luke trailed his tongue over my bottom lip, pulled away slightly, and then kissed the corner of my mouth. “Feel better?” he murmured, and I knew he wasn’t just referring to physical sensations.

      “Yes,” I breathed back.

      He released my hands and stood up. “Ready to try Lithuanian cuisine?”

      “Sure,” I said, though it was hard to make my brain—and my hormones—return to such a mundane subject as food. Still, he had gone through so much trouble. “Seriously, did you really just find some random Lithuanian couple and get them to cook for us? How on earth did you do that?”

      “I could tell you, but then you’d know too many of my superpowers,” he said with a smirk.

      I laughed. He was still staring at me with a smug expression, but then that dissolved into a genuine smile. “That’s a bad thing?” I asked. “Are you afraid I’ll go all fangirl over your powers?”

      Now it was his turn to laugh. “Wouldn’t want that to happen,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Or maybe I do.”

      “Do what?”

      “Do want you to go all fangirl, all crazy about me.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because I’m pretty dang crazy about you,” he said, and his mouth descended again. My heart soared as I met him halfway. I’d missed him so much. He was so funny, so kind, so much fun to be with. And now I knew that he’d missed me, too. It really seemed that this could work if we were both willing to try hard. That we could have a real relationship. It was all beginning to be pretty dang perfect, except …

      “You know … we could put those dishes in the fridge. How do you feel about cold Lithuanian food?” I asked, unable to take my hands off him, but not wanting to dismiss his thoughtful gesture.

      “It’s my favorite kind,” he said, and he kissed me again.

      Hours later, we found out that Lithuanian takeout made a blasted good midnight snack.
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      THE VOICES of senior citizens rang out from all sides.

      “Darcy, the lemonade fell over!”

      “Darcy, I think I’m allergic to the strawberries I ate!”

      “Darcy, Mr. Jensen dropped his cane in the pond!”

      “Darcy, I caught a fish!”

      There were seven other staff members here at the annual Hampton Acres May Day picnic, but everyone was calling for me. Luckily, I had a secret weapon—a secret weapon with superpowers. I turned to Luke and pleaded with my eyes.

      “I’ll get the cane and the fish,” he said, and I gave him a quick hug of gratitude. And later tonight, when we were alone, I was going to show him exactly how grateful I was.

      As I rushed around putting out fires—including a literal one set by a resident who’d dropped a match—I reflected how I’d miss this. Hanging out with my favorite senior citizens by this beautiful little pond surrounded by willow trees. But this would be the last time, at least in this park. Our retirement center was expanding, and we’d be moving to a new building twenty miles away in June.

      It was good that our center was growing, and I was happy to know I’d been a part of that. Still, I wasn’t thrilled about the upcoming move, because I finally felt settled. Content, even. I had a great career, a great apartment, and a great boyfriend. But who was I kidding—it was Luke I was concerned about. Once our center relocated, I’d be adding an extra thirty-five minutes to my drive each way. And that was over an hour that I could be spending with him if I lived closer to my workplace.

      “Darcy, you’re almost out of drinks and ice.” That voice was quite familiar. I smiled as Mrs. T. hurried over. “John’s making a run to the store, and he asked me to get you. Bring Luke—he can carry those big bags of ice.”

      I suppressed a grin. Mrs. T. hadn’t changed much. Her fears that her brain would turn to mush the minute she set foot in a retirement center were clearly unfounded. I did a quick survey of the grounds and saw that the other staff members had things well in hand. Luke was game to go, too. Quite frankly, I think he was relieved to escape the half dozen seniors who wanted their hooks baited time and time again.

      Luckily, they hadn’t caught much, so he didn’t smell too fishy. But I would’ve kissed him, as I did when he opened the door for the shuttle for me, even if he had.

      “Are you sure this isn’t a beer run?” Luke asked once we were settled in the second row. John and Mrs. T. were up front. “Because I’ve been on beer runs, and this is what one looks like.”

      “Don’t pay him any attention,” Mrs. T. told John. “He used up all his brain cells taking his final exams last week.”

      John chuckled. “Congratulations, by the way. Darcy told me you graduated. What are you going to next?”

      “I’m hoping to get a managerial position at a nicer hotel. Mine’s not as much fun now that Darcy and Mrs. T. aren’t there any longer.”

      “Is that horny idiot still there? Larry or Gary or whatever?” Mrs. T. wanted to know.

      “Yep. I think he’s the only one from your time who’s still there.”

      John pulled the shuttle into the parking lot of a convenience store. Luke and I hopped out, but Mrs. T. waved off our invitation to join us.

      We bought chips, soda, and three bags of ice, which Luke quickly transported to the back of the shuttle. When we’d loaded the last bag, he glanced back at the store. “I forgot something. Wait here, okay?”

      I leaned against the shuttle as I looked up at the blue sky. The late afternoon sun felt good on my skin. Usually, I was inside working at this time of the day.

      A minute later, Luke jogged up, a white plastic bag in his hand. “All set?” I asked him.

      “Just one more thing,” he said, and he put one hand on the shuttle above my head as he leaned in. My eyes closed and my head tilted back as he moved in, claiming my mouth with his own. Even after dating for seven months, his touch still made my heart pound. Made my blood race. Made every part of my body yearn for him.

      He pressed me against the van as he thoroughly explored my mouth. I fisted my hand in his hair, holding him close to me. Like I never wanted to let him go.

      When he finally pulled away, he buried his face in my hair, whispering in my ear in a sexy, rumbly voice he knew drove me wild. “Have I told you today how beautiful you are?”

      “Just twice,” I said, my voice low and husky to my own ears. His kisses had that effect on me.

      “Then I’m a crappy boyfriend. You’re beautiful, Darcy.” He smoothed my hair back from my face and smiled down at me, planting a quick kiss on the tip of my nose. Taking my hand in his, he led me around to the shuttle door. He slid it open in time for us to see John and Mrs. T. jumping away from each other. For a long moment, we stared at the spot where their heads had been a moment before. Looks like Luke and I weren’t the only ones sneaking in some kisses.

      “Don’t you know how to knock?” Mrs. T. snapped as John started the engine. But as he pulled out of the parking lot, I could see a flush of redness and a faint smile on her face.

      Luke pulled out his phone while I looked out the window. A moment later, my phone vibrated. The text was from him: Did you know we were on a double date?

      Stifling a laugh, I texted him back: When the women of Hampton Acres find out John’s taken, there’s going to be a riot.

      He replied: I’ll protect you.

      I looked over as he set his phone down and flexed his muscles. Laughing, I slid across the bench and his arm went around me. I reached up and placed a quick kiss on the side of his face. “I know you will,” I whispered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hours later, all the residents were back at the center, either taken by John in the shuttle or their families. I’d stayed to supervise the cleanup, but that was mostly done, too. Luke loaded the last of the picnic supplies into my car and then found me out by the lake. Now that it was quiet, it was a beautiful spot. Weeping willow branches grazed the water.

      He came up next to me and took my hand. “You know, this place is a lot prettier when you’re not handling bait and pissed off fish.”

      “Most places are,” I said, turning to him with a smile. He was holding that white plastic bag he’d gotten from the convenience store. I still didn’t know what was in it. “So I take it that fishing is not one of your many superpowers?”

      “Fortunately, no,” he said, with a wicked gleam in his eyes, probably because the majority of his so-called superpowers involved things we did in the bedroom. “Are you excited about moving into the new facility?” he asked. “Your first office with a window. Not everyone achieves that in their mid-twenties.”

      “Yeah, I know. I think it’ll be good, but it’s a longer commute. That means less time spent with you.” That thought still saddened me. Things we really good between us, but I wanted more Luke time, not less.

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” he said. “So I got you this.” He handed me the bag, and I opened it, pulling out a copy of today’s newspaper.

      “What’s this?” I said, surprised.

      “It’s a newspaper. It’s kind of like an online news feed only it updates slower and smudges more easily.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help but laugh. He was so cute. “Thanks for that history lesson, but why am I holding it?”

      “Because, right here in the middle, after the headlines but before the comics, is the classified section. Which has many categories including apartment listings.”

      “You’re thinking of getting your own place?” I asked. He’d shared an apartment with his brother to save on costs while he was putting himself through school. But now that he’d graduated and was looking for a better job, maybe he could get an apartment of his own.

      “Actually, I was thinking maybe we could look for our own place. Somewhere by your new work.”

      “When—” My next question faltered as I replayed his words in my head. Was he suggesting that we move in together? “You mean—you mean we’d live together? As a couple?”

      He chuckled at my look of astonishment. “That’s exactly what I mean,” he said. “Live together. Eat together. Sleep together. Shower together.” That last one was accompanied by a sexy wink.

      “Oh my goodness, really?” Happiness bubbled up inside me and threatened to burst out the top of my head. I dropped the newspaper and threw myself into his arms. “Really?”

      “Really,” he said. “I’ve been interviewing at some hotels down that way, and I have a callback next week.”

      “That’s great!” I said, reaching up to kiss him on the lips.

      “So I take it that’s a yes?” he said, grinning down at me.

      “Definitely a yes,” I said.

      “Good. Because I want you in my life Darcy. I don’t want to spend anymore time apart from you. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” I said, and I held him close, squeezing him so tightly it would have hurt someone with lesser strength. But I couldn’t help it—I was so happy. Everything was working out. My career was on a good track. His would be soon. He loved me, and I loved him, and we were going to be together, every single day.

      I wouldn’t trade that for all the superpowers in the world.
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        Can their romance survive when the truth comes out?

        He’s a bad boy trying to be good…

        Ford’s gone from hard-partying playboy to responsible CEO. Since he inherited his father’s billion-dollar corporation, he has everything to prove.

        He also has a secret.

        Her name is Autumn, and her voice is perfect. Sometimes sweet and innocent, sometimes sultry and seductive, but always exactly right.

        Ford can’t help wanting a real relationship with the woman on the other end of the phone. He just has to make sure she never learns how much he really knows about her… and why.

        She’s a good girl pretending to be bad…

        Autumn’s job at the fantasy hotlines helps pay the bills—and with a younger sister to raise, she has a lot of bills. The shy 23-year-old is good at role-playing. She’s an innocent girl next door for one caller, a naughty nurse for the next… anyone but herself.

        Except with Ford. He’s the one man who never asks for fake moans or empty flirtations. He wants the girl behind the fantasy… the real Autumn. And she can’t help wishing he were more than a voice in the night.

        When Autumn’s in danger and Ford rushes to her rescue, their unlikely connection becomes a Cinderella story. But Autumn has a secret of her own… one that could tear apart their fairy-tale romance.
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        They’re good guys by day and bad boys by night…

        Meet your new book boyfriend! Will it be Callum, the scorching hot celebrity chef of Cheyenne's dreams? Or Jake, Fiona's ex-boyfriend who will stop at nothing to win her back? Or Luke, who is Darcy's friend but wants to be so much more? Or Ian, whose wife Alyssa challenges him to make their relationship sizzle again? Or maybe Justin, who finds out how hot it can be when he and his girlfriend Lily take their relationship in a new direction? 

        Five sizzling hot men. Five happily ever afters. No cheating. No cliffhangers. Read through Kindle Unlimited or buy on Amazon!
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