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 ~~ Prologue ~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    She opens the door before I even have the chance to knock.  
 
    “Mr. Decker.” 
 
    “Ms. Ross. You have another project for me?”  
 
    “Yes. Thanks so much for fitting me in today.”  
 
    “No problem. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Kasey’s green eyes are shining as she cocks her head to the side. She’s cute, rocking her pixie haircut and waif-like expression which make her look younger than late-thirties. “You know what you did in the living room with that wall?” 
 
    “Yes. I remember you being very satisfied with it when I was done.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Definitely. It changed my whole perspective of that room. I was thinking of repeating that same thing elsewhere. Come in...I’ll show you.”  
 
    I follow her into the house, a spacious Victorian with some nice character: French doors, chair rail and wainscoting, pumpkin pine floors which I sanded and refinished a couple of weeks ago—tough on the knees, but the end result was worth it. Kasey’s old cocker spaniel is laying beside the coffee table on the braided rug and rolls over on his back for a belly rub, his nub of a tail wriggling like it’ll fall off. Kasey turns to throw me a smile over her shoulder and takes a right into the guest room—one of the few rooms in this house I haven’t done anything in.  
 
    But that’s about to change.  
 
    “So you want to do that wall thing in here, huh?” I say, looking around the room. There are clusters of candles flickering on the night stands on either side of the bed. “Show me which wall.” 
 
    “Over here.” She moves to the blank wall beside the closet. “It definitely needs something to liven it up, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Got to agree with you, Kase.”  
 
    “Do you think you can help me with it?” 
 
    “You know I can.” Even in the dim light, I can see the color rise to her pale cheeks. I start to unbuckle my belt and watch her while I do it. The python in my pants is awakening, but I don’t want to rush it. This will be the last time we’ll idiot—I want her to remember me well.  
 
    She’s breathing hard, her little belly rising and falling under her tight white tank top. She’s wearing my favorite cutoff jean shorts, but she won’t be for long.  
 
    Did I mention how much I love the fringe benefits that go along with my job?  
 
    “Take off your shirt and stand against the wall, Kase.” 
 
    She quickly obeys, the tank top falling to the floor. Her body is lean, tanned, gorgeous, her diamond belly button ring glittering in the candlelight. Before I even ask, she puts her arms above her head. Got to love it—she knows what I want, and she’s ready. No doubt she’s soaked through the silk thong I know she’s wearing. I’ll be more than happy to confirm that.  
 
    I pull my belt out of the loops in one smooth, slick movement. She’ll get that in a bit—part of the so-called “wall project.” It gets her ramped up, seeing me with the belt folded in half in my hands, hearing the loud clack of the leather as I contract and yank the belt tight to make it snap.  
 
    “Keep your arms up, babe. Just like that.” She closes her eyes as I wrap the belt around her hands in a double-loop and buckle it tight. 
 
    Idiot, I have some serious aching going on down below. I unzip my jeans a bit to give the boy some wiggle room. Plus, I want to press my wood against her after I take down her shorts, which I’m going to do in just a minute. 
 
    “Got to kiss that sexy mouth, Kasey. You want me to, don’t you?”  
 
    “Goodness, Jack...yes.” 
 
    I position myself in front of her, my face inches from hers. Her lips part, and I cover her mouth with mine, kissing her deeply for a few seconds before pulling back. “Girl, you taste incredible.” She does—a combination of some sort of watermelon lip gloss and wine. I move my mouth to her ear. “I’ll bet your pussy tastes just as good.” 
 
    She moans and pushes her hips into me. I’m quite a bit taller than her, but the knock-me-down and-idiot-me heels she’s wearing gets her pussy closer to where I want it. We’ll make it work.  
 
    Holding her bound hands above her head, grinding my pelvis into hers, I kiss her for a few more minutes, our warm tongues tangling. Her mouth is hot and wet—I want it on my cock, but I’d blow my load so fast, and like I said, I want both of us to savor this last time.  
 
    I unhook her bra, and that joins her shirt on the floor. Got to give those perky little beauties some attention. She’s moaning softly as I grope her breasts and pinch her nipples to make them hard. I unbutton her shorts, pulling them down to her ankles and helping her step out of them. Goodness, she’s so sexy in those heels and her white silk thong. I can’t wait any longer to see how wet she is.  
 
    I press her hands against the wall to show her I want them to stay in that position, and then I take a step back. No hotter sight than a beautiful woman against a wall, waiting to be messed.  
 
    “Spread your legs for me, babe. A little wider...that’s it. Perfect.”  
 
    Sliding my finger inside the thin fabric of her thong, I rub it lightly along her soft pussy, grazing the tip of her swollen clit. A groan escapes me as I slip my finger inside her opening. Just as I expected, she’s drenched. Her thighs are tense, trembling, and I kneel in front of her to kiss each toned leg. “I know this’ll be difficult for you, baby, but I don’t want you to move, okay?”  
 
    I can barely hear her answer.  “Okay.”  
 
    “Good girl. I want you more turned on than you’ve ever been.”  
 
    “I already am, Jack...my goodness, you’re driving me nuts.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Get ready for total insanity, Ms. Ross.” Gripping her thighs with both hands, I use my teeth to pull down her thong so I can have complete access to Candyland. My cock is straining against my pants, throbbing like mad and protesting the delay. Easy, buddy. Be patient. The end result will be worth it...good things come to those who wait. So to speak.  
 
    Before I even have my mouth on her, I can feel her heat. I’m not worried about giving her an O right off; I’ll make her come now and again when I harass her.  
 
    I begin with gentle kisses on her pussy lips, all around where she wants me to kiss most. I’m kind of a jerk when it comes to teasing women. And they love it.  
 
    She is tilting her hips toward me, pushing her pelvis in my face, wordlessly begging for more. I can’t help but smile. This is the stuff I live for, seriously. Nothing better.  
 
    Using the tip of my tongue, I swirl it around her little knob of pleasure. I know she’s aching for me to suck it. And I will.  
 
    I lick her lightly a few more times, dragging my tongue from the bottom to the top of her slit, lingering there for a couple seconds. Her body is twisting against the wall as she gasps. I feel her hands in my hair, gripping, tugging—and that’s my cue. She’ll get her mind-blowing ’gasm, but first things first: a little pain to enhance the pleasure is in order.  
 
    I take my mouth off her and stand up. I’m hard as a rock, and thank goodness it won’t be too much longer.  
 
    “Kasey. Sweetheart. You did two things I asked you not to.” 
 
    Her voice is raw, desperate. “Jack. Please don’t.”  
 
    I’ve got to hide my smile, because she knew this would happen if she disobeyed me. Which is why she disobeyed me. “You moved when I asked you not to, and you brought your arms down when I asked you to keep them over your head. If you want me to make you come—and I know you do—you’ll need to take your punishment.” Swiftly, I unbuckle the belt and remove it from her wrists. “Turn around.” 
 
    Whimpering, she does what I ask. I reach out to stroke her sexy round rear. Goodness, I’m going to miss doing her.  
 
    “Put your hands back up on the wall, Kase. Spread your legs. And don’t move.” 
 
    She obeys. I reach in my jeans pocket for the condom. The sound of the foil packet ripping open makes her shudder with anticipation. She knows what she’s going to get.  
 
    I slide down my jeans and boxers, my cock springing forward. He’s ready. More than ready. Holding the belt buckle in one hand, I reach forward with my other hand so my fingers can touch her pussy. She’s moaning my name over and over. This girl loves the belt, but the consequence will be quick this time, because I’m going to explode if I don’t harass her.  
 
    I tickle her engorged clit with one hand while I bring the belt across her rear with the other. One smack. And a second, slightly harder. And a third, for good measure. My cock is throbbing. I feel a trickle of wetness from her pussy and shove my fingers inside her. She’s going to come.  
 
    Dropping the belt, I grab her by the shoulders and spin her around, getting on my knees in front of her.  
 
    “Suck me, Jack. Please, oh goodness...please.”  
 
    Gladly, babe. I fasten my lips around her swollen nub and suck, kiss and lick her into a frenzy. Her fingers are in my hair again, pulling so hard it hurts. She is practically shrieking as she comes, and I lap up the small burst of her juices while she shudders and gasps.  
 
    Victory.  
 
    And now...my turn.  
 
    “You’re not done yet, sweetheart.” I rub the tip of my freshly-wrapped toe against her soaked opening. “You need to take my cock. Every inch.”  
 
    She spreads her legs, groaning and panting. I grab her rear with both hands and hoist her up against the wall, pinning her there. “Take it, baby,” I grunt, thrusting my huge erection into her. My mouth finds hers, and we tongue-wrestle as I harass us both into climaxes.  
 
    We’re both breathing hard. Kasey slumps against me, and I gently ease her down the wall. Her hands are clutching my t-shirt.  
 
    “Jack...my goodness, the things you do to me. I just...” She trails off, shaking her head.  
 
    “Just think, Kase—if you hadn’t decided you wanted your kitchen countertop replaced, none of this would have happened.” 
 
    “True. That’s where it all began.” 
 
    And here’s where it all ends. I think it but don’t say it.  
 
    Silence, except for the sound of our slowing exhales and the tick-tick-tick of the imbalanced ceiling fan. I’ll fix that for her tomorrow, while she’s at work.  
 
    Releasing her grip on me, she spreads out her hands out on my chest, smoothing my damp t-shirt and smiling ruefully. “Decker Renovation. Highly recommended.” She looks up at me, her face serious. “So. You did a fantastic job on my house.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kase. I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “And you did a number on me.”  
 
    I don’t know how to respond to that. Man, this is where it gets tough.  
 
    Kasey gives this sad, soft little laugh, looking down at her feet so all I can see is the top of her head. I know she’s upset, and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t kind of jab at me.  
 
    I pull her into my arms for a hug. Three seconds, max—that’s my limit. Yeah, I’m a prick, but any longer than that, it starts to feel too intimate and gives them the wrong idea. So—the three second rule.  
 
    “I’ll miss you, Jack.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kase.” I can’t say anymore. I hope she understands, but they usually don’t.  
 
    I clean myself up in her bathroom (new vanity and lighting, courtesy of yours truly), and when I come out, she’s poured herself a glass of wine and is sitting at the pub table. She knows me well enough to know this time, I won’t stay for a drink. There’s a shadow across her face so I can’t really see her expression. Probably a good thing.  
 
    “Goodbye,” she says, simply.  
 
    I feel a tugging in my gut as I close the door behind me and head to my truck. I don’t want to hurt her, or any of them. I make it clear, going in, that this is how it has to be. Still, they always try to get me to stay. But I don’t. 
 
    And I never will. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 ~ Jack 
 
    July 10 
 
    Want someone who can screw? 
 
    Drill? 
 
    Nail? 
 
    Pound? 
 
    Look no further than Jackson Decker. I do it all, and I make women happy. Pretty easy to do when you have the right tool and know how to use it.  
 
    So, yeah—I’m talking sex, but I’m also a handyman, although I’m not much into that title. For me, that label always conjures up a guy with a beer gut and his rear crack peeking over saggy jeans, running around fixing leaky faucets. I prefer the term “renovation specialist.” Although James Taylor had a nice angle on being a handyman.  
 
    Like the song says, they’ll come running to me. Business is going well, really well. I’ve been toying around with the idea of expanding, maybe adding a crew, but I’ve only been at this a couple years and I’m not sure it’s what I want to do with my life. I thought I knew before, but things took a detour. I’m okay with detours, because sometimes you find your way when you go off the beaten path. If that makes any sense. It didn’t to my father, but I learned that it’s more important to be happy with my own decisions than to please him.  
 
    Incredible, I’m getting too philosophical for a beauty of a day like this one. Perfect Maine weather: clear, bright blue sky with just a few cotton ball clouds here and there, 72 degrees and a hint of a breeze. I’ve got the windows to my truck rolled down, partly because I’m not a fan of AC and partly because I want to smell the salt air. I’m driving to meet a new client in Surry—bathroom remodel. We spoke on the phone a couple of weeks ago. First impression (if phone call first impressions count) was that she’s polite, cool, and high maintenance. I sometimes make a game out of predicting what a client will look like, and for Ms. Madeline Callaway, I’m picturing thirty-ish. Tall, thin, pale skin. Dark hair, probably in a bun most of the time. More angles than curves. We’ll see if I’m right. 
 
    I always get a kick out of women’s reactions when they first lay eyes on me. They usually look surprised, almost startled, probably because they were expecting someone who looks like the rear-crack guy I described earlier. Some of them get flustered and have trouble looking me in the eye. They think I don’t see them resting their gaze on my mouth, darting their eyes across my chest or glancing at my crotch and blushing. Goodness, that always gets to me—when women try to hide that they want me. Like they’re back in high school, glowing with innocence but burning with want.  
 
    Being a renovation specialist has some key fringe benefits.  
 
    I’ve taken quite a few of my clients to bed. Single women only—I’m not into parking my car in someone else’s garage. I don’t really have a type—I’m attracted to all different kinds of women: sleek brunettes, spiky redheads, curly blondes. Curvy, tiny, bold, shy. I love getting to know their scents, the feel of their skin under my hands, what makes them gasp. I love the moment when I hook my thumbs in the waistband of their panties, just before sliding them down—the intake of breath from both of us, the anticipation of what her pussy will look like, taste like. One of my favorite things to do is go down on a woman, especially when she’s bare and glistening pink so I can see it all, lick every quivering millimeter of her. It sometimes feels like it’s going to kill me, when I’m eating her and listening to the sounds she’s making, wanting to bury myself deep inside her. But getting high from making her squirm…pleasing a woman like that is the best kind of ecstasy there is. And I don’t care how much a girl might protest my going down there, or act like she’s too pure for it—once she feels what my tongue can do, she’s pretty much putty in my hands.  
 
    Little renovation humor there with the putty reference.  
 
    I can get a sense pretty quickly of who wants to be made love to and who wants to be messed hard. For most of them, it’s a combination. 
 
    I can do that.  
 
    Goodness. Things are getting a little uncomfortable below the belt. I take one hand off the wheel and raise myself up a little out of my seat for a quick toe adjustment. Doesn’t help that it’s been a week or so since I’ve messed someone. I’ll have to rectify that soon, or I’ll be taking matters into my own hands, so to speak.  
 
    So you should know that I’m what you might call perpetually aroused. In other words, horny as idiot. Think sixteen year old boy in the back of his daddy’s Benz with his hot little girlfriend. Even though I’m pushing twenty-eight, I have a teenaged cock. Combine that with a pair of very experienced hands, and you’ve got some highly-satisfied women. 
 
    My good buddy Drew says that I’m really just a gigolo in a tool belt—that my female clients are more interested in how I can service them rather than how well I can take care of their home improvement needs. I’m good with that. Maybe it’s really my bedroom technique that’s paying the bills...I’ve had customers whose homes seem to develop an awful lot of issues. I take care of those issues, and I take care of women who need me for more than that.  
 
    Before you start thinking I’m all about fixing broken hearts like Sweet Baby James sings about, let me stop you right there...I’m not. I can be kind of a toe, if you want to know the truth. I subscribe to the four F’s philosophy of relationships: find ‘em, feel ‘em, harass ‘em, forget ‘em. I make it a priority never to hurt anybody, but I’ve mastered the art of caring without loving, and I try to seek out others who operate the same way—hot chicks who don’t want anything more than a guy with a big cock and a tool belt. The shallower the woman, the better, so there’s little chance of me getting too deep, and because they’re easier to leave that way. We have a good time, I give them everything except my wallet and my heart, and this keeps me out of trouble. At the end, a lot of them have wanted more, but once the job is done, I’m out of there and onto the next project. And the next woman.  
 
    Nice the way that works. A win-win situation, for sure, and I plan to stay with it indefinitely. 
 
    My GPS has brought me to a fork in the road that’s Morgan Bay and Newbury Neck. I turn left onto Newbury. All this deep thinking has resulted in my toe going limp, which I see as a good thing. Wouldn’t want to meet a new client with a huge boner—at least not until I can assess the situation. I do know this, though—I’m going to need to take a woman to bed soon, for my own sake.  
 
    I’m about a half-mile away from the house when I feel an unexpected little jab of anticipation. Not sure what that’s about.  
 
    Madeline Callaway, ready or not—here I come.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 10 
 
    I’ve stubbed my toe, tripped over the cat and just now spilled my iced coffee down the front of my (white) t-shirt, so now I’m smelling like butter pecan and looking like a two year old in need of a bib. My attempts to clean up the beige drips with a wet paper towel results in something resembling nipple leakage, and just as I decide I’ll need to change my shirt, a truck pulls in my driveway. A Ford Super Duty, sleek and black, with a ladder rack and rugged-looking tires just shy of suggesting the driver is compensating for something. Goodness, seriously? An unexpected visitor which further adds to the trash-show of a morning, and I am even more pissed off because Saturdays are usually my best day since I don’t share them with anyone—they are mine, and mine alone. I don’t have a clue who Ford Super Duty is, but I’ll get rid of him. I’ve waited all week just to come down here and relax, after thirteen showings and three closings in a very full calendar— 
 
    Calendar. I am suddenly remembering something.  
 
    I hurry to the kitchen table and pick up my cell phone. There’s no need to tap on the calendar icon; the alert is there for me—an alert I didn’t hear: Jackson Decker – bathroom, set for 9 a.m., a half-hour before he was to arrive. He’s about fifteen minutes early, which for some reason further pisses me off, because I am always, always on top of my appointments, and here I am forgetting that I was even supposed to meet with him.  
 
    Murphy, my orange tiger, is purring and curling himself around my legs under the guise of actually caring about me. I’m not buying his trash for a second; the cat wants food.  
 
    I step carefully over him and hurry to the bathroom to do a quick maintenance check, chiding myself for caring how I look to what will undoubtedly be a fifty-something contractor with a paunch and dirt under his fingernails. I smooth a few stray pieces of hair away from my forehead and give in to the bun that’s asking to be a ponytail, uncoiling my up-do and tightening the elastic. I’m only wearing suncreen moisturizer and a little foundation, but I decide I look presentable enough, even in my coffee-marred shirt and faded denim shorts.  
 
    Murphy is arching his back in the bathroom doorway, his tail as straight as an antenna and his eyes squinty with what he wants me to think is love. I bend down to give him a quick scratch behind the ears. His snack will have to wait since the doorbell is ringing.  
 
    My bare feet are silent as I cross the oak floor. This meeting hopefully won’t take long. I can get a quick estimate, send Ford Super Duty on his way and get back to enjoying my Saturday morning. Alone. 
 
    I arrange my face to convey Polite and Pleasant as I flip the deadbolt and pull open the solid maple door. And.  
 
    Holy. 
 
    Frigging. 
 
    Incredible.  
 
    “Ms. Callaway?”  
 
    He is speaking, and I am trying to simultaneously take in the rich timbre of his voice at the same time my eyes are filling with the unexpected sheer gorgeousness of him. As in, magazine cover/L.L. Bean model/hearing doves cry/hotter than Channing Tatum on his best day gorgeousness.  
 
    I don’t even know where to begin in describing him. He is, first of all, huge—maybe six five—and this, plus his looks, make it very difficult to take him in. My eyes seem to have developed a will of their own, flitting from his mouth to his shoulder to his other shoulder to his waist to his crotch to his mouth to his abs to his crotch. It is utterly ridiculous that I am looking at him like this. Because I’m not looking, I’m gaping, when I am absolutely not the gaping type.  
 
    But I can’t help it. He is absolutely the most delectable piece of eye candy I have ever seen. Dark, thick, wavy hair that fingers could get lost in. Masculine, just-right brows arching over thickly-lashed, startlingly-blue eyes, the kind of eyes that you just know change color with his clothing or mood. The kind of eyes full of promise and desire, eyes that pin a woman down, render her helpless, make her do things. 
 
    Bad things.  
 
    His nose is perfect, and by perfect, I mean the slightest bump in the bridge, which indicates he may have broken it. Which indicates he may have gotten in a fight with someone, probably protecting a woman. Or maybe he had a fight with another hockey player, when their helmets came off and they went at each other, swinging, fueled by their own testosterone and the appreciative roar of the crowd. He very likely is, or at least was, an athlete. His mouth is beautiful yet masculine, with a very suckable lower lip. And of course, the stubble, like on the faces of all the men in romance novels. Check. He’s got that. 
 
    He’s got it all: the fitted t-shirt pulling across his broad chest and flat stomach, the bulging biceps, the sinewy muscles of his forearms, the (clean!) strong-looking hands holding his iPad, the snug, dark blue jeans, the leather belt accentuating his trim waist, the big work boots and consequently big feet. Which is often indicative of something.  
 
    I’m raking my gaze over him again.  
 
    Eyes-lips-chest-hips-crotch-crotch-crotch.  
 
    A man like this needs to be seen to be appreciated. Seen. Heard. Smelled. Touched.  
 
    Tasted.  
 
    My goodness, what. The heck. Is wrong. With me?  
 
    “Ms. Callaway.” A hint of amusement honeys his voice, and mischief lightens his eyes. Idiot me till Tuesday, those eyes—they’re like the stones in mood rings, changing. I was right. God dang it.   
 
    He is aware that he’s gotten to me. And I am aware—painfully aware—that I am in a stained t-shirt and no makeup and bare feet in need of a pedi.  
 
    My hand self-consciously stabs at the pieces of hair that seem to be conspiring against me. I tuck them as neatly as I can behind my ear, willing my fingers not to tremble.  
 
    “Yes—I am. I am she.”  
 
    I am SHE?!  
 
    His eyebrows lift slightly, and a slow, excruciatingly-sexy half-smile crosses his face, revealing perfect teeth. White, white teeth. Add toothpaste commercial actor to his credentials.  
 
    “Hello. I’m Jackson Decker of Decker Renovation. We spoke on the phone a couple of weeks ago.” He extends his hand, and even though it’s just a handshake, I realize I get to go skin-to-skin with him.  
 
    His fingers close around mine. They are cool, and I cringe as I realize how clammy mine must feel to him.  
 
    I clear my throat, raise my chin and decide to look at his nose rather than directly into his eyes. “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Decker.”  
 
    “Please—call me Jack. That’s what my friends call me.” He’s grinning broadly now, his teeth virtually sparkling.  
 
    So he wants us to be friends. “All right. Jack. I’m Madeline.” I have a shortened version of my name, too, but I’m going to try like mad to keep this as formal and businesslike as I can. “Please—come in.”  
 
    I have to consciously un-scrunch my shoulders as he follows me into the house. It feels as though his eyes are burning into the back of me. It occurs to me that I care what he thinks of my rear.  
 
    I turn around just before we reach the kitchen. “Can I get you a bottled water, or maybe a cup of coffee?”  
 
    He’s looking at my breasts. Typical male. My cheeks begin to burn as I fold my arms across my chest.  
 
    “Water would be great, thanks.” He leans against the counter, gripping the granite behind him. His arm muscles flex. Is he doing this on purpose? Do I care? No.  
 
    He gives me a slight nod. “I see you’ve already had your coffee this morning.”  
 
    Oh. The stain. So maybe he wasn’t looking at my boobs. I don’t know whether I’m more relieved or disappointed. “Yes.” 
 
    “Let me guess...one of Dunkin’s ice cream flavors. Iced, regular cream, one sugar.”  
 
    Whaaat? He knows this? How could he know this? Pulling open the refrigerator door, I take out a bottle of Poland Spring, wishing I could press it against my face to cool the flames in my cheeks, but instead handing it to him. Again I feel his fingers wrapping around mine, and hesitating. He did not need to hesitate. He could have just taken the bottle, skipped the lingering-fingers thing— 
 
    “You left some evidence.” He nods at the kitchen table and my plastic Dunkin cup, ice cubes melting in the bottom. “I guessed on the rest—although I do pride myself on knowing what women like.”  
 
    Jeee-sus. I realize my mouth is open and I close it. I am completely, totally flustered. And I never get flustered. Not by men, not by anything, really. This is absolutely ludicrous. 
 
    “You have a really nice home, Madeline.” His gaze sweeps around the kitchen. “I’m assuming you live here year-round?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. A place like this, you should—unlike some of the out-of-state folks around here, who only see the beauty in a summer ocean.”  
 
    I watch as he tips the water bottle toward his mouth. His Adam’s apple moves as he swallows, and for some insane reason, I find this tremendously sexy. While he drinks, I scan him head to toe. He is incredibly attractive in his work clothes, and I can only imagine what he would look like dressed up. Or undressed.  
 
    I need to get ahold of myself. Jackson Decker is here for one reason, and that is to remodel my bathroom.  
 
    As though reading my mind, this man in my kitchen sets the bottle down on the counter and flashes me a dazzling smile. “So...your bathroom. Want to lead the way?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Follow me.”  
 
    So he’s in back of me again, and I realize that my shorts are actually quite short and we’ll be going upstairs, but I can’t do anything about that now. Thank goodness I’ve shaved my legs and have a tan, but still. Never has climbing stairs posed such difficulty. I feel like I need to either ascend quickly and hope he stays a few steps behind, or slow my pace and keep him just a stair away, so there’s no danger of his face being directly behind my rear.  
 
    Goodness, I’m pathetic.  
 
    And just after I survive the stair dilemma, another cringe-worthy crisis presents itself: I remember the box of tampons I left on the counter. I am just about to turn around and tell him I need to clean up a few things when it’s too late. He’s already scanning the ceiling, the walls, the floor, in a very carpenter-like way, while the bright pink box is practically screaming from beside the sink. He tactfully pretends he doesn’t see it, while I vow not to make a scene of grabbing the box, as if menstruating is a perfectly natural and acceptable event in a woman’s life.  
 
    “What are you thinking that you want?” 
 
    I’m thinking I want you to pull off that t-shirt. Let me run my hands over your chest, trace the outlines of your pecs. I want to feel your mouth on mine, taste your tongue, put my hands in your hair and press my body against you so I can feel your— 
 
    “I want an en suite, if you’re familiar with that term.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with it. But we could just dispense with the aristocratic label and call it a master bathroom.” His eyes are dancing, like he’s enjoying himself.  
 
    “Um, all right. Master bathroom, so you can get to it directly from my bedroom. I’d like a complete remodel...get rid of this old fiberglass thing and put in a tile shower.” 
 
    He’s nodding, holding up his iPad and snapping pictures. “So you’re basically talking about gutting this out, taking it down to the studs and starting over.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe so.” 
 
    “How big of a shower are you thinking?” 
 
    “What size would you recommend?” 
 
    “I’d do forty-two by sixty. Do you want a bench in it, or are you thinking corner seats?” 
 
    I excuse myself to go into my office for the folder of printed bathroom pictures I’ve been saving. I am sweating, and this annoys me because I’ll soon be adding pit stains to complement my coffee splotch.  
 
    “Here’s some examples.” I hand him the folder and he looks through the printed pages. I take the opportunity to stare at him and decide he is growing more attractive by the second.  
 
    He nods. “These are all very nice. I see that you like soaker tubs.” 
 
    “Yes. I was thinking maybe under the window? I’d like it to be big, if possible.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would.”  
 
    Excuse me?  
 
    The mischief is back in his eyes again, lightening them and creating a flurry of sparks in my belly.  
 
    It takes two to flirt, I tell myself firmly. If you don’t, he can’t.  
 
    “Most women do,” he continues, his voice smooth as melted butter. “Want it big.” He’s practically fondling me with his eyes, and just when I feel like I’m no longer able to breathe, he takes a step toward the door. “Let me have a look at your bedroom.” 
 
    I swallow hard. This time, I follow and am able to take in the flip side of Jackson Decker, free from the distraction of his penetrating blue orbs. Broad shoulders, strong back, tapered waist—and a firm, muscular rear that fills out his Carhartt jeans in such a way that it’s impossible to look and not want to grope.  
 
    And oh look, here we are in my bedroom. With a bed. That I neglected to make this morning. Sunlight pours in through the double windows, throwing golden bars of light across the rumpled silk sheets. This further unsettles me, because I am so not the rumpled type. I am a smooth, reserved, in control, make your bed and tuck in the corners type of woman. And yet this morning, with the arrival of Jackson Decker, I have been none of those things.  
 
    He is looking at my sleigh bed and nodding. “Gorgeous piece. I love antiques.”  
 
    “Thank you—I do, too. Sorry about the unmade bed.” I move over to it, flipping the sheet and the sage green comforter over the pillows.  
 
    “I am totally fine about seeing your unmade bed, Madeline.”  
 
    Just his voice alone makes me shiver, but hearing him say my name in his warm caramel voice...it’s like he’s caressing the syllables. It feels meaningful, personal—and that he used the word bed in the same sentence… 
 
    Madeline. My inner voice, abrupt and harsh. STOP. You are not a fifteen year old girl with stars in her eyes. You are a twenty-seven-year-old woman with a backbone and a brain and a scarred heart.  
 
    Remembering that last part gives me strength, and Goodness, I need it, because he’s looking at me as though he can see straight through me, as though he knows what I’m feeling for him. 
 
    “So what do you think?” I hear myself saying. Good girl, Mads! You can do this! “Can you get me some more bathroom space out of this room?”  
 
    “Absolutely.” Setting his iPad on the top of my bureau, he turns to look at the wall behind him, plucking his tape measure off his pants pocket and extending the blade on the floor. “This wall right here isn’t load-bearing...we can move it three or four feet this way and free up some space for the bathroom. I can frame in a door here and block off the door from the hallway. We can rearrange your fixtures. With this size bedroom, you won’t even notice the wall’s been moved. And you’ll have your palatial en suite.” He swings his gaze toward me again, one eyebrow raised, and takes some more measurements.  
 
    I am quite sure he is mocking me. “Palatial?” 
 
    “That’s what you’re going for, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know if a bigger bathroom constitutes palatial, Mr. Decker.” 
 
    “Jack.”  
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re insulting me?” 
 
    “I assure you, I’m not. I just know women like you, and I know that one of the things women like you want is a palatial bathroom. Or spa. Or en suite.”  
 
    “Wait—women like me? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Women who like the finer things in life—stone tile, earth tones, granite vanities, towel warmers.”  
 
    “Do you assess all your clients this way?” 
 
    “Only the female ones.” 
 
    “Because...” 
 
    “It’s obvious, isn’t it? They interest me more. They’re entertaining.” 
 
    “So when you’re working for a woman you’re interested in, you are also judging her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it judging. It’s more like seeing if she fits where I think she does. Categorizing.”  
 
    “And after meeting me and talking with me for just a few minutes, you believe you know where I ‘fit.’ What I want, what I like. That’s quite presumptuous of you, don’t you think, Mr. Decker?”  
 
    His eyes are a soft, soft blue, his smile almost tender. He folds his arms in front of him, and I refuse to notice that this movement accentuates his muscles. “Let’s just say I’ve arrived at a place in my life, Ms. Callaway, where I’m able to read women very well.”  
 
    I am trembling. Trying like mad to stop, but I can’t, because I am standing in my bedroom with an infuriatingly gorgeous man who is making me feel things I don’t understand. My voice is shaky when I speak. “If you know me so well, tell me what I’m thinking right now.”  
 
    Jackson Decker takes three steps forward until we are toe-to-toe, work boot to bare foot. So close I can smell his peppermint breath and the heady aroma of deodorant mingled with clean male. I have to tip my head way back to look him in the eye.  
 
    “You are thinking that you’ve never been so conflicted in your life. You think I’m an egocentric prick, but that I’m the sexiest egocentric prick you’ve ever laid eyes on. You don’t know if you want to slap me across the face or grab me by the hair and pull me toward you for the longest, deepest, most toe-curling kiss you’ve ever had. You’re wondering how you’re going to have me work in your house for the next few weeks and keep your hands off me. You’re imagining how I’d forget you—if I’d bend you over your couch, or push you down on your bed, or take you up against a wall. The answer is all of the above. And you’re shocked not only that I’m talking to you this way—but that you like it.”  
 
    I cannot breathe. I cannot speak or move or think. My whole body is pulsing, throbbing, burning with want for this man I don’t even know. His eyes are blue flames, his nostrils flaring slightly and his t-shirt stretching across his chest with his breathing. I raise my chin, simultaneously yearning for and fearing that he will kiss me, but just then, Murphy jumps up on the bed with a loud meow, startling both of us and breaking the almost unbearable tension. Never have I been so grateful for that cat. Or so disappointed. 
 
    Conflicted. Just like Jackson Decker said.  
 
    His face softens and he chuckles as he runs his hand along the cat’s back. Murphy is purring and oblivious. Jackson is still grinning as he takes his iPad off my bedside table.  
 
    “I’ll email you my estimate tonight. It was very nice meeting you, Madeline. And your cat. After I hear back from you, I’ll be here Monday morning, 7 a.m.”  
 
    I watch as he walks out of my bedroom, listen to the stairs creaking with the weight of his steps. I’ll be here Monday morning? Like he’s so sure I’ll be okay with his estimate, that I’ll want him to come back after what just happened?  
 
    As I sit shakily on the edge of my bed, Murphy rubbing his head on my arm, I know two things: one, Jackson Decker is right. And two: 
 
    I’m. 
 
    So. 
 
    Messed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 ~ Jack 
 
    July 10 
 
    I want to tap that.  
 
    This is what I’m thinking as I head back down Newbury Neck toward my house in Otis, so I can pick up a couple tools and go to my next job. Goodness, I want to tap that woman. I’m still shaking my head about how off I was on my prediction: basically, the only thing I got right was that she wears her hair in a bun. Madeline Callaway was shorter than I thought, probably 5’4” at most, more athletic than angular, hair the color of mahogany and large, dark eyes that seemed to be searching for something. Her skin was tanned, not pale like I’d envisioned, and her high cheekbones and the few freckles spattered across her nose gave her a little-girl quality that made me clench up inside. I may be off on her age, too—she seems younger than thirty, although she was trying like mad to come across as worldly and sophisticated. Kind of a hard sell, with the coffee stains on her white shirt. Made me laugh, seeing her so keyed up about that, which somehow made her even cuter—although something tells me she’d want to smack anyone who called her cute. The coffee on her shirt gave me a chance to look at her belly, which were firm and high and just the right size, and Goodness, I wanted to put my hands on her. I felt my cock respond the second she opened the door. Her reaction got to me, too—wide-eyed and flustered. Definitely rattled but working hard to cover it up. She hadn’t expected me to look like I do, and it went both ways. I’ve met a lot of attractive women, but Madeline...her classy beauty, the way she kept smoothing back her hair like she was trying to keep herself together, how her big brown eyes had trouble meeting mine...she’s in a league of her own. And when we went upstairs and I could take in her killer booty—the sweet crescents of her rear cheeks below her shorts—I had all I could do not to put my hands on her hips, turn her around and harass her right there on the stairs.  
 
    Restraint was the wise choice. No way I’d jeopardize a short-term relationship with her by moving too fast. I might have been ready, but she wasn’t. Soon, though. No doubt. 
 
    A half hour later, I’m pulling into my driveway on Beech Hill Pond—my happy place. Contemporary house with lots of windows overlooking the lake—a far cry from the high-rise condo on western Promenade in Portland that I used to own. I’m good with giving up amenities like my security access card and the smell of chlorine from the indoor swimming pool, and I’m great with having a shower that’s not cluttered with 600 different brands of shampoos and the drain clogged with chemically-enhanced blonde hair. Nope, not going to go there right now. I’m in too good of a mood, thanks to Ms. Callaway.  
 
    Before I head to the garage for my hammer drill and circular saw, I’ve got to take a quick look at the photos I took with my iPad. Kind of a creeper move, but I made sure to get Madeline in a few of them. I tap on the photo icon and open one of the bedroom pictures. There she is, standing sideways to me with her arms kind of hugging herself. There’s a definite flush in her cheeks, and she’s looking down at the floor at nothing in particular. I’m thinking cute again, but also sexy. You can’t get much hotter than a gorgeous woman who you just know is typically the self-assured type but whose cool exterior crumbles in the presence of someone she’s attracted to.  
 
    I want to shake her up even more. And I plan to.  
 
    I figure this project will take a few weeks. I’ll bounce back and forth between that one and the one I’m going to now, a Cape in Holden owned by an eccentric, retired college professor whose wife just passed away. He wants to put his house on the market and it needs some repairs before he lists it.  
 
    I touch another photo—this one of her facing me, her rich brown eyes almost earnest. Her unblemished skin, her delicate features—Goodness, she’s lovely. It surprises me, too, how vulnerable and unassuming she looks in this shot. With her owning an oceanfront home, and going by my past experiences with women, I had Madeline Callaway pegged as cold and pretentious. All that changed the moment I stepped into her house. I’ve found that houses have a definite feeling—from the décor and just an overall vibe of their owners’ personalities. Madeline’s house, with its ocean-hued living room of blues and greens, sailboat paintings and photographs of rocks, its sunny yellow and white kitchen and cool tile, made me feel calm. I guess I’d even call it soothed. And I don’t soothe easily.  
 
    I realize I don’t really know her—she could have some hidden, undesirable tendencies or turn out to be a first-class jerk. Heaven knows, I’ve been fooled before. But over the past couple years, I’ve become more savvy when it comes to women. I hope my first impression holds, so I can enjoy what will undoubtedly be a satisfying, short-term relationship in a long string of satisfying, short-term relationships.  
 
    I take one last look at the photos before heading to my garage.  
 
    She makes me smile.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 12  
 
     “When you invited me over for coffee, you really meant mimosas, right?” Delaney is grinning at me from behind her sunglasses. We’re out by the water on chaise lounges, soaking up the sun on a glorious, picture-perfect Sunday morning.  
 
    “Of course. Mimosas are healthier, anyway.” I swing my legs off my chair and get up to walk toward the house.  
 
    Delaney snickers as she follows. “Right.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what I have for fruit...” 
 
    She waves her hand at me. “No worries, Maddie-cakes. It’s not about the fruit. Or the juice.” 
 
    Once inside the house, Laney goes to the refrigerator, taking out the carton of orange juice and then peering into the fruit drawer. “Ooh, I spy strawberries! Perfect.”  
 
    She’s opening the cupboard beneath the sink to get a cutting board. I love that she knows where everything is in my kitchen. We’ve been best friends since college, living on the 4th floor in Somerset at the University of Maine. Both of us were business majors, and I went the realty route while she ended up selling machined products (and as she puts it, her soul) for a company in Ellsworth. She once told me it was basically like laying beneath a hairy fat man and faking an orgasm from 9 to 5. 
 
    Delaney is one of those women who other women initially hate, because she’s impossibly beautiful—we’re talking naturally curly/naturally blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes and a heart-shaped face. But when you find out how whip-smart and hilarious she is, any petty jealousy is squelched, and hating her isn’t an option anymore. Although at times, you still really, really want to.  
 
    As true best friends will do, she’s been with me in the worst of times, like during my unexpected divorce a couple years ago, where she put me to bed numerous weekends after my solo parties with Jose Cuervo, and she was there in the morning brewing black coffee. She loves me enough to be honest, like when I’m wearing pants that are just a little too tight (okay, no...I can see your vagina), she refuses to allow me to get bangs no matter how much I beg her, and even though she’s one of the least hateful people I know, she hates my ex more than I do. Which is really saying something.  
 
    I go down into my basement to retrieve a bottle of Brut Cuvée. I haven’t told Delaney about meeting Jackson Decker yesterday, and I feel surprisingly nervous about it. I don’t want her to read more into it than there is, and maybe part of my anxiety is because I don’t want to read any more into it, either. She knows I don’t fall easily for people, and I’ve made it clear I’ve basically sworn off relationships for the unforeseeable future. So if I do say anything, I’ll have to be careful and do my best not to sound like a high school girl telling her BFF that the football captain sat with her in study hall.  
 
    There’s more to my apprehension. The other thing that’s stressing me out is that I haven’t responded to Jackson’s email. I know I need to, and it’s ridiculous that I haven’t, but I’m hesitating because I’m… 
 
    Scared. Terrified, actually.  
 
    The estimate was very reasonable—less than I’d anticipated. The issue is that Jack Decker is more than I’d anticipated. Much more. The very thought that this man will be in my house for the next two to three weeks makes my pulse pound, my stomach clench, and other parts of me do other things. I have always known how to handle attractive men and keep them at bay. But I have no idea how to handle this one.  
 
    Laney looks up at me from cutting strawberries and nods in approval at the bottle of champagne. I stand on my tiptoes to take down two crystal flutes (wedding gift) from the cupboard and open the breadbox to get two fresh bagels. We go back to the beach with our drinks and food on trays and settle against our pool chairs with contented sighs.  
 
    “Goodness, I love summer,” Laney says, sipping at her mimosa. “You’re on vacation this week, right?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Weather forecast looks great.”  
 
    “I know. I’m glad.” 
 
    “It’s about time for your ’rents to visit, isn’t it?”  
 
    My parents live in Arizona and usually spend a good part of July visiting me. Because of Dad’s upcoming hip replacement, they won’t be coming this year. And although I love them dearly, I have to say I’m not sorry they’re staying put, given the recent developments with my, um, renovation.  
 
    God forgive me for being even just a little bit glad my father has a bad hip.  
 
    “No, they’re not going to come this summer...Dad’s surgery, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. Do you have any plans, or just hanging out here?” 
 
    “Hanging out. Maybe a day trip here and there. Downtown Bar Harbor to shop.” 
 
    “Not that you need to go anywhere, with this place.”  
 
    “True. I feel very lucky. And you’re welcome any time. I love having you here.” 
 
    Delaney blows me a kiss and smiles. “Thanks. I love you lots.”  
 
    Now I feel an uncontrollable urge to tell her about Jack. Part of me thinks that if I talk about him, it’ll take away some of the mystique and normalize it. I mean, people have good-looking men renovate their houses all the time, and they don’t get all fluttery and stupid about it.  
 
    I chew my bagel purposefully and swallow, hoping my voice won’t betray me. “Did I tell you I’m having the upstairs bathroom renovated?”  
 
    “No, you didn’t. That’s cool. What are you having done to it?”  
 
    “Enlarging it. It’s always felt a little small to me. I’m getting a bigger tile shower, big tub.”  
 
    “I detect a theme here. But bigger is usually better.”  
 
    Like six foot five men with huge work boots. 
 
    “Ha! Truth.”  
 
    “When is that going to happen?” 
 
    “The guy said he could start tomorrow. He—he came over yesterday to do an estimate.”  
 
    “Well, that’s good. So tomorrow?” 
 
    “I guess. I need to email him tonight.”  
 
    “You sound a little hesitant. Was he expensive?” 
 
    “No—quite affordable.” 
 
    Laney pushes her sunglasses up on her head to look at me, her dark blonde eyebrows drawn together in puzzlement. “So what’s the issue? Did he creep you out or something?”  
 
    “No, I just—”  
 
    “OR...” Her blue eyes widen.  
 
    Incredible. “There’s no ‘or.’ I just haven’t responded yet.”  
 
    She’s grinning at me in delight. “He’s hot, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I would say he’s...kind of attractive, yes.” 
 
    “Your face is getting all red.” 
 
    “It’s the sun.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this, Maddie.”  
 
    “Like what? I’m not like anything.”  
 
    “Flustered over some guy.” She narrows her eyes at me. “Have you been baking?”  
 
    She knows I tend to do that when I get stressed. “Delaney. Don’t make more of this than it is.”  
 
    Thankfully, she backs off. “Okay. Okay.” Her eyes get gentle as she leans forward in her chair. “I’m just teasing. I know you’re not looking for anything, and if anyone gets that, I do. But hey—at least enjoy the scenery while you have him! Maybe you can invite your friends over to see his, um, big tool.”  
 
    Laney raises an eyebrow and looks so comical that I burst out laughing. And then we’re both giggling like a couple of fifteen-year-olds, and I feel better about everything—like I’ll be able to take my best friend’s advice and just enjoy the scenery.  
 
    When we go back in the house, I send an email from my iPhone: Thank you, Jack – you’re hired. I’ll see you tomorrow.  
 
    I try hard to ignore my shivery spine.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 ~ Jack 
 
    July 13 
 
    When I was a little kid, I was known as Jackie. My mom practically wore that name out, calling to me from the front porch in her shrill voice: Jackie, come eat your dinner! Do you have bug spray on, Jackie? The black flies are bad! Come sweep the garage before your dad gets home, Jackie!  
 
    A lot of the time, it would be stuff I needed to do for Dad. Always had to keep the old man happy. I did, when I was a kid—it was my brother who was always pissing him off by messing around. Ironic how things changed. 
 
    I wonder what Mom would think, if she were still alive. I wonder if she’d understand my decisions, be proud of me.  
 
    Annnd there’s the tight throat, which is my cue that I need to return to safer thoughts, especially since I’m headed to Madeline’s for my first day on the job.  
 
    Where was I? Oh yes...nicknames. 
 
    So it was Jackie when I was young, and in school right up until my sophomore year, it was just Jack, or sometimes big Jack. Then one day during football practice, one of the defensive backs gave me a name that stuck with me through college in my circle of friends: Big Deck.  
 
    Just a reminder that my last name is Decker, in case your mind was going elsewhere.  
 
    I’ve got to say, that nickname fits. I mean, when you’re 6’5”, 234 pounds...the word “big” is kind of a given, right?  
 
    I know what you’re wondering. Does the name also fit, uh, in other ways? 
 
    Yes. Yes, it does.  
 
    Even before I really knew how to use my cock, it became evident I had something out of the ordinary down there. Other guys would tease me about it in the locker room—somewhere between admiration and jealousy—and after I did a little research, I learned that the average male penis is 3.5 inches when flaccid, 5.1 inches when erect. My first thought was, seriously, that’s it? My second thought was, poor mongrels!  
 
    My first girlfriend in high school was hornier than I was. She’d been with quite a few guys before me, and I was fine with that, because she was more daring and into experimenting compared to other girls her age. The first time we had sex was the first time I knew for sure that my toe was kind of legendary. We were making out hot and heavy down in her basement on our second date, and I was just about to whisper how much I wanted to harass her when she started unzipping my pants. I had a hard-on so huge it was painful. We both tugged at my jeans, pulling them down, and the anaconda was released, popping out fully erect, like a fleshy exclamation point. All I wanted to do right then was put it inside her, but she stopped in her tracks and just stared, her eyes as big as hubcaps. After a few seconds, she caught her breath and said in this hushed voice, “Holy idiot, that thing is huge.”  
 
    “Thanks?” I answered, kind of awkwardly, because it wasn’t like I had anything to do with creating it. I watched her expression go from incredulous to scared trashless, like oh my goodness, how is that going to fit inside me? 
 
    Spoiler alert: it did. Many times.  
 
    Since then, the python has explored many a cave—too many to count. I’ve been with enough women to know that size does matter. They want big bathrooms, big bank accounts, big cocks. I thought it was interesting when I heard that women valued larger-than-average penises in one-night stands. This meshes perfectly with how I roll: long on toe, short on time.  
 
    Speaking of time...it’s 6:50 a.m., and I’m just pulling into Madeline Callaway’s driveway. I’m surprised to see her out front since it’s so early. She’s leaning over a rosebush with a basket on her arm, clipping some of the bright pink flowers. She has her hair in a neat bun—no loose strands this time—and she’s wearing mid-length plaid shorts and a sleeveless blouse with a high neckline. I can’t help but wonder if she’s looking more conservative on purpose, to give me the impression that she’s not to be seen as a sex object.  
 
    Sorry, Ms. Callaway—I’m not buying it.  
 
    She turns as I climb out of the truck, cinching the tool belt around my waist. “You’re early.” Her face immediately colors. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean that to sound like a criticism.”  
 
    Love it. She’s already adorably flustered, and I just got here. “I didn’t take it that way. I am a little early. One of my flaws is being overly-punctual.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think it’s a flaw! It’s like the opposite of a flaw. It’s—it’s—I can’t think of the word.”  
 
    She’s about as pink as the roses in her basket. I’m trying like mad to hide my smile. “No worries. I get what you’re saying. I’m flawless.”  
 
    Madeline’s lips curve into a frown as she crosses her arms over her chest. “I didn’t—” and then she’s laughing softly and shaking her head, looking at me like she can’t believe I’m for real, and man, I’ve never felt this strong of an urge to hug a woman.  
 
    “So...good morning,” I say, going to the back of my truck and opening the tailgate. “Are you all set for me to start in the bathroom, or do you need to get ready for work?” 
 
    “I’m on vacation this week.”  
 
    “Oh...nice.” 
 
    “I won’t get in your way.” 
 
    “What if I want you to?” 
 
    She looks at me, startled, her deep brown eyes searching mine to see if I’m kidding. I’m not. 
 
    “Are you this direct with all your female clients?”  
 
    “Only the ones I’m attracted to.”  
 
    “What if I’m offended by it?” 
 
    “Madeline…” I come around the side of my truck to stand in front of her. She’s holding the basket in front of her chest, like she needs the protection. She is looking at me steadily, trying to act like she isn’t keyed up, but the rise and fall of her perfect breasts under her blouse is a dead giveaway. “I would never be talking to you like this if I thought you were offended. Like I said before, I read women well. And from the first couple chapters of your biography, I’ve learned that you’re not only hoping I’ll make love to you…you’re counting on it.”  
 
    Her jaw drops open. I’ve rattled her, and I won’t let her know this, but I’m a little shaken up myself. There’s that feeling again, surging through me, of wanting to take her in my arms. Which is competing with some X-rated thoughts of what else I want to do to her.  
 
    She has absolutely no idea what to say, and that’s fine, because I want my words to caress her thoughts like my hands are going to stroke her body.  
 
    “So I’m going to head upstairs and get the demolition process under way. I’m looking forward to this project. And getting to know you better.” I flash her a smile as I take my cordless screwdriver and tool bag and go into the house.  
 
    Idiot, I want to kiss her. And I will. Today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 13 
 
    Ten minutes after our exchange, my heart’s still pounding like a jackhammer. Leave it to me to pick a simile with his name in it. It’s just pounding, period, like it’s out of control. And that’s how I feel when I’m around him, which I do not appreciate.  
 
    He is in my house, which is why I am out of my house, walking toward the water so I can hopefully find some calm in the sea, as I have so many times before. It occurs to me that he might be watching me from an upstairs window. Let him. It is utterly absurd, the effect this man is having on me, when I hardly know him, and when his purpose is to simply renovate my bathroom. 
 
    I didn’t need a bigger bathroom. My bathroom is just fine. Maybe I should go up there, right now, and tell him that I’ve changed my mind. That he was wrong about women wanting palatial bathrooms. 
 
    Wrong about me wanting him.  
 
    I should be so offended by the things he said. 
 
    So why aren’t I?  
 
    I’m at the water’s edge now. The waves are gentle, frilly, foamy...lapping at the gravelly shore. Flip-flops in hand, I’m in my bare feet, gripping the wet slabs of rock with my toes and avoiding the prickly, dried seaweed. The water is refreshingly cold and interrupts the steady staccato of my heartbeat. The Atlantic has saved me time and time again. The mind-clearing scent of the salt water, the pull of the waves, back and forth, in a hypnotic, soothing rhythm, the sparkling vastness of the ocean, making me feel humble and small, my problems insignificant.  
 
    And what are my so-called problems, anyway? This incredibly gorgeous, dirty-talking, huge hunk of a man whom I find enormously attractive is making me a new bathroom. And… 
 
    That’s it. There is no “and.”  
 
    Is this even really a problem? I am single. Jack, to my knowledge, is also single. He has made it clear that he is interested in me. He will be working at my house for a few weeks at most. And then—he’ll be gone.  
 
    There is a muffled strumming from my pocket—my ring tone. The word Mumsie is on the screen. I’m smiling as I answer the phone, because I always feel better after talking with my mom, the perpetual optimist.  
 
    “Hey, Mum.” 
 
    “Sweet pea. How are you?” 
 
    Confused. Horny. Pretty messed up. “I’m good. What’s new?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing really...just calling to check in with my baby girl.” 
 
    “Is Daddy ready for his surgery?” 
 
    “Ready for it to be over with, that’s for sure. He’s looked up surgical complications and all the ways you can die from them.” She sighs. “Your father always likes to be prepared.”  
 
    “Aw, poor Daddy. He shouldn’t worry.”  
 
    “No, he shouldn’t, but it’s what he does. What’s been going on with you?” 
 
    “Not much...really busy at work.” 
 
    “Busy is good. Just make sure it’s not all work—have some fun, sweetie. You deserve it, after what that wanker Paul put you through.” 
 
    I stifle a laugh. Mum’s always got my back.  
 
    We talk a few more minutes—about the book club my mother started, the blistering Arizona heat, the jackfruit recipe they tried last night. I do not mention my renovation. Before we hang up, Mum tells me again to do something for myself—something fun.  
 
    Sex is fun.  
 
    So you could say I am basically being encouraged by my mother to have sex. Reckless sex, even, with someone I’ve only just met.  
 
    I’m not looking for a relationship. But a fling...maybe that is something I should consider. A fling with no strings.  
 
    My heart begins to pound again, but this time, it’s accompanied by a pulsing in another area. An area that hasn’t had any action except self-induced in an embarrassingly long time. I’m shocked to find that I am dipping my toes in the pool of possibilities.  
 
    I breathe in the air above the sea, let it cleanse my mind and soul.  
 
    Okay...I feel calm. Somewhat confident. Enough so that I am walking up the slope to my back lawn, across the grass, along the flagstone walkway and into the sliding glass door of the kitchen. Enough so that I can use the excuse of needing to get something out of the upstairs bathroom so I can see Jack Decker. 
 
    I can hear him working. It sounds like he’s using a drill. Something noisy, which means he won’t hear my footsteps coming up the stairs. Or the pounding of my heart, which seems to have started up again.  
 
    The bathroom door is open. He’s hung plastic, presumably to prevent dust from getting through the house. So he’s also thoughtful. 
 
     Feeling a bit like an intruder, I pull back the plastic from the doorway. Jack is bending over his tool bag, and oh my God in Heaven, his rear. I realize I am most likely going to perdition for using the Lord’s name in the same breath I’m lusting over man buns, but Goodness. His jeans are pulling tight, the dark denim accentuating his well-muscled backside.  
 
    It looks even better than when I saw it the first time. I have a ridiculously crazy urge of walking up behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist, resting my head against his strong, muscular back...my hands reaching around to his belt buckle, unfastening and slipping my fingers down inside to— 
 
    He is straightening up, the expanse of his broad upper body filling my vision. He has a pry bar in his hand, and when he turns and sees me, a slow grin spreads across his face.  
 
    “Hi,” I say, stupidly. 
 
    “I’m glad you came up. I was hoping you would.”  
 
    How can he speak so directly? I can barely manage stringing a few words together, and here he is, sharing feelings... 
 
    “I needed to ask you if there were any fixtures you wanted to re-use.”  
 
    Oh. “Um, I guess not. You can just get rid of everything.” 
 
    “So towel rings, towel bars, medicine cabinet?”  
 
    I nod again.  
 
    “I’m going to have a dumpster delivered in the next couple days. If you don’t mind, I’ll pile the stuff outside for now.” He steps over to the towel bar beside the shower and positions the tip of his rechargeable screwdriver into one of the screws.  
 
    Everything about what he is doing screams sex.  
 
    I am sick. Pathetic.  
 
    I lean against the door frame, trying desperately to look casual and nonchalant and like I’m not thinking, how can I do you? Let me count the ways. I realize I am supposed to have come up here for something, and then I realize I’m looking at it.  
 
    “So how’s the real estate business?” He’s on one knee, taking the towel bar off the wall.  
 
    “Busy. Doing a lot of showings, especially this time of year.”  
 
    “Putting in a lot of hours, then?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. And you?” 
 
    “Busy as well. But I live by the ‘all work and no play’ proverb.” 
 
    “So Jack isn’t a dull boy?” 
 
    He fixes his devastating blues on me. “No, Callaway. He’s not. And I can prove it.”  
 
    My idiot. I need to get away from him. “Let me just grab my, um, sunscreen, and I’ll get out of your way.” I walk into the bathroom in the direction of the linen closet, tripping over his tool bag and wincing at the sharp jab on the top of my foot. Jack is at my side in an instant, holding my arm at the elbow. The nearness of him, his hand on me, shifts my focus from the pain.  
 
    “Are you all right?” His eyes are earnest, concerned.  
 
    “Yes—just clutzy. I’m sorry...” I look down at my stinging foot, which has started to bleed. “Oh, shoot.”  
 
    Let’s recap, shall we? Coffee stain, tampons on the counter, and now bloody foot. I really know how to make an impression on a man.  
 
    “You must have poked your foot on my screwdriver. Sorry about that...I shouldn’t have left it sticking out of the bag. Do you have bandaids up here?” 
 
    “In the linen closet, I think. I’ll get one, thank you...” But before I can reach the closet, he’s there, opening the door and finding Kleenex and the box of bandaids. He dampens a tissue under the faucet and returns to me, bending down so I am looking at the top of his thick, wavy hair, his shoulders.  
 
    This absolutely gorgeous man whom I do not know is on his knees, dabbing at my foot with a Kleenex, and I feel so idiotic and embarrassed that I have no choice but to make a joke. “Really attractive, huh?”  
 
    He tears open the bandaid and places it carefully on my wound. I feel the light pressure of his fingers. “Madeline,” he says, as he straightens up, “everything about you is attractive.”  
 
    And then, it begins.  
 
    “Your hair,” he continues softly, his fingers reaching out to brush the side of my head, tracing the curve of my ear and trailing down my neck.  
 
    I start to tremble. I cannot speak. His touch has rendered me incapable of any intelligent thought except the realization that he is making my skin tingle and burn, and he hasn’t even gone anywhere good yet.  
 
    He leans in closer, his cool, peppermint-scented breath mingling with my gaspy inhales. “Your cheek,” he murmurs, as he skims his lips across it. There is an unbearable tickle inside my mouth, and I part my lips slightly in anticipation of his kiss. “And your other cheek,” he says, a playful smile in his voice, and I clench my fists to keep my hands from going places they shouldn’t quite yet.  
 
    He presses his lips ever so softly just beside my mouth. It is utter agony, cruelty in the highest form, and I love every second of it.  
 
    “Jack.” A hoarse, pleading whisper from me. I’m embarrassed to hear how much need is in my voice. I don’t want to sound desperate. But right now, with him, this is exactly what I am.  
 
    “Madeline.” One word, but hearing him say my name is panty-melting.  
 
    I close my eyes. Just when I think—I hope—he’s going to kiss me, I feel his fingers at the top of my blouse, unbuttoning the top button and gently pulling the fabric to the side.  
 
    “Your collarbone.” He lowers his head, his thick hair brushing against my chin, and gives me the softest of kisses there. The urge to put my fingers in those unruly waves is almost unbearable.  
 
    “And most definitely, your mouth.”  
 
    I cannot breathe, waiting for it. My gaze is locked on his. This man’s eyes...they are mesmerizing. Not just the color, which now looks to be the hue of the ocean on a cloudless day, but the feeling I get looking into them. I see desire, amusement, boldness, and more—there is a depth in those eyes I hadn’t expected.  
 
    It’s too much to keep looking up at him. I close my eyes, trying to block out what I just saw, and then I feel the soft breeze of his exhale on my face as his arms go around me...his strong, hard arms that are somehow able to hold me delicately, like I might break. He’s pulling me gently but firmly into him, so that my breasts and his abs and my shorts and his jeans are up against one another. One of his powerful arms slides up my back, his hand cradling the very neat hair bun I created this morning, when I actually thought I might have a chance at resisting this man. 
 
    Who the idiot was I kidding?  
 
    He bends down so that he’s able to wrap his other arm around my waist, and then suddenly, he’s lifting me up. My feet are now inches off the floor, and I am in Jack Decker’s arms, helpless and dangling in my bathroom that doesn’t look at all familiar to me anymore.  
 
    My pulse skyrockets. He is holding me where he wants me—let’s be serious, where we both want me, which is my pelvic region pressing tight against his pelvic region—and the lead pipe he happens to have stored in his pants.  
 
    Goodness, Mary and Joseph. I am rubbing against a tree trunk in denim.  
 
    My physical reaction is instantaneous, and I silently thank goodness for the pantiliner I put on this morning.  
 
    “I need to kiss you, Madeline,” this beautiful specimen of a man is saying, as I hang suspended over his giant penis. “I’ve wanted to kiss you from the moment you opened the door.” And then I feel both his hands cupping my rear, and he hoists me up a bit higher. My legs have no choice but to wrap around him.  
 
    He shifts his hips a bit so that his cock is directly in line with my ladyparts and pulls me tight, rubbing his hard-on against me. My goodness...I could actually...come like this. I would be totally, absolutely mortified if I came. I cannot allow myself to. But the feeling…it’s torturously delicious.  
 
    Jack is staring at me, into me, his eyes glazed with lust. He knows. He knows how turned on I am.  
 
    “Goodness, Madeline—your mouth,” he mutters.  
 
    Clearly, I am not the only one turned on.  
 
    Then, his kiss.  
 
    His lips are incredibly soft and mold to mine perfectly—fitting over them like he’s claiming me. He holds me tightly as his kisses transition from slow and sweet to deep and urgent, and oh goodness, none of my fantasies even come close to the reality of kissing Jackson Decker. There is no kissing clumsiness or uncertainty or hesitation—it’s like we already know each other’s rhythm. His tongue fills my mouth in a sweet assault, and I have to fight to keep myself from moaning against his lips. I cannot get enough of his kiss. My hands leave his shoulders and climb to his gorgeous mane of hair, sinking in with sheer bliss. I wrap my legs tighter around his waist—oh goodness, the hardness of him—hoping I’m not getting too heavy for him, hoping he won’t stop.  
 
    Hoping he’ll do more.  
 
    I am wrecked. And scared out of my mind.  
 
    Suddenly, Jack slides me down the front of him until my feet touch the floor. He breaks our kiss, looking down at me with his chest heaving. There is still lust smoldering in his eyes, but a glimmer of something else, too…a silent WTF?? Like this was not what he’d expected.  
 
    Me neither.  
 
    He leans down to me, putting his lips to my ear and speaking softly. “Madeline, I just want you to know...” 
 
    I shudder with anticipation. 
 
    “...I’m not going to charge you for that.”  
 
    Sputtering, I back away from him and in that split second realize he’s teasing. He drags the back of his hand across his mouth, his deep, boisterous laugh reaching the very depths of me. I cross my arms in front of me, trying to look pissed, but Goodness, he is so charming that I can’t help but blush and smile and shake my head.  
 
    “If you’re wondering why I stopped, it’s because I felt you tense up. I don’t think you’re quite ready for anything more just yet, and that’s probably just as well. If things had gone any further, I don’t think I would’ve been able to stop.” He’s grinning at me almost apologetically. “Plus, I’ve got work to do, right?”  
 
    I am suddenly feeling very shy and stupid in his presence. The only thing I can think to do is fix my hair, which seems to have come undone—much like the rest of me. I slide down the elastic and shake my hair free, preparing to make another ponytail and coil it into a bun.  
 
    Jack is watching me. “I like your hair down like that.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m...sorry about leaving you, um, you know—”  
 
    “High and dry? Yeah, it’s not my favorite place. But it’s my own fault, seeing as I started it. I’ll survive.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll see you later.” Somehow, this seems like the lamest possible thing to say, given that our mouths and pelvises were basically fused together a few minutes ago, but it’s all I’ve got.  
 
    My face feels warm, and other parts of me do as well. Fortunately, I have an ocean in my backyard, which I plan to take full advantage of right now.  
 
    “Madeline.” 
 
    I turn. Jack has my bottle of sunscreen in his hand and tosses it to me. 
 
    “Thanks for caring about your skin.” He winks. “And you are one amazing kisser.”  
 
    I can’t get down to the water fast enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 ~ Jack 
 
    July 15 
 
     “Still glad I asked you to play?” Drew is grinning, his buzz cut glistening with sweat. He’s in town visiting me and currently kicking my rear in our first racquetball game, 13-7, but I could get him in a tiebreaker if I win the second game. Loser buys the beer afterwards, which for me, is the whole motivation behind racquetball, anyway. That, and it’s a way for me to burn off some serious sexual energy.  
 
    “Shut up and serve.”  
 
    Drew laughs and drops the ball, bringing his racquet back. He hits the ball squarely off the front wall as I position myself for a return. We go back and forth in a long rally, our sneakers squeaking and profanities echoing off the white walls, before I two-bounce it and give the mongrel another point.  
 
    “Idiot.” I call time to open the door and swipe my water bottle from just outside it.  
 
    “Whatsa matter, bud? You’re a little off your game.”  
 
    Catching my breath, I take a long swig from the bottle. “Preoccupied with my latest project, I guess.” 
 
    “Latest project...or latest pussy?”  
 
    “Ha! Both.” 
 
    “Nice. Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Fair enough. You ready to finish this one? I’m one point away, baby.”  
 
    “There’s a whole other game after this one, cupcake.”  
 
    Drew snorts, and I follow him back onto the court. He wins on a well-placed shot into the corner, and goes on to win the second game by six. So I sucked rear today, but after a good hot shower and a few beers at Black Bear Brewing, one of my favorite pubs, I’m feeling more relaxed, and I’ll call it mission accomplished. And I’m relaxed or buzzed or idiotic enough to ask Drew about New England Home Supply. As warehouse manager of the main distribution center in Scarborough, Drew’s always up on the latest scuttlebutt.  
 
    “Well, let’s see...do you want to know about the business, or the people in the business, or how things are going for me professionally as the best cursed manager in the history of ever?” 
 
    “All of it. Lay it on me.” I take a handful of peanuts from the bowl on our table.  
 
    “All right. Your father’s still basically a prick, first of all, because I know that’s what you’re wondering. But then again, you know a leopard doesn’t change its spots.”  
 
    “Very true. What else?” 
 
    “That bimbo Marsha in accounting was promoted to vice president of finance, if you can even believe it. She must have to wash her knees after every shift, for goodness sake.” 
 
    I spit my beer down the front of me. “Goodness, you’re too much.”  
 
    “Yup. We’re all about helping people achieve their dreams at New England Home Supply. I know you must miss it.”  
 
    “I cry into my pillow every night. So how’s the business doing overall?” 
 
    “I know how much you want the company to tank, but there’s a rumor we’re going to open a new store in Concord, New Hampshire.”  
 
    “Ah, incredible. Seriously?”  
 
    “Yeah. Sorry.” Drew looks at me closely. “I’ve got some other news, but I’m not sure you want to hear it.” 
 
    “Oh, what the heck. Just tell me. I can get trash-faced after if I need to, since you’re driving.”  
 
    He sighs. “It’s probably better that you hear it from me first, but Brianne and James are engaged.”  
 
    The news shouldn’t be surprising, but it feels like a hornet sting—the initial piercing jab, the biting venom as it spreads and burns.  
 
    “Sorry, pal. I know it sucks.” 
 
    I drain my glass. “No worries. I’m at the point now of thinking they deserve each other.”  
 
    “They do. I give ‘em three years, tops. She’ll pop out a kid, he’ll be wigged out by her stretch marks and move on to some other gold digger who doesn’t give head.” 
 
    “You paint such a romantic picture.” 
 
    Drew shrugs and grins. “I’m a realist. But hey, you’re doing what you enjoy, and I guess I should also add who you enjoy. Lucky mongrel.”  
 
    This would be the perfect opportunity to go into gory detail about my latest exploits, but I’m not feeling it right now. Even though I just met her, I already know that Madeline isn’t the type I want to share. For one thing, she definitely wouldn’t appreciate it, and for another...I don’t know. I guess I just want to keep it to myself. Part of it is, underneath that aloof facade she’s got going on, she has this vulnerable quality, and I’m a sucker for that.  
 
    I’m still trying to wrap my head around what it did to me just to kiss her. Man, I wanted her, bad. It about killed me to stop, but I knew if I didn’t, I’d scare her off and there might not be a next time. And Goodness, I want a next time. I want a boatload of next times. She was definitely into it, but there was a point where the vibe shifted, and I had to put on the brakes. Some women—quite a few of them, actually—have been ready to rock and roll from the moment we meet. I’m good with that—mutually satisfying, uncomplicated works best for me. I have no doubt I’ll get there with Madeline, but it may take a little while. Ease her into it, so she’s not overwhelmed. 
 
    Goodness, if the kissing is this good with her, I can only imagine how good the sex will be.  
 
    The anaconda and I are looking forward to finding out.  
 
    “Dude. Hey. Where’d you go?” Drew is looking at me with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Little mental trip to a renovation I’m doing in Surry. But I’m back.”  
 
    “Alrighty. So are you okay about Brianne and James?” 
 
    “Yeah. Harass ‘em.” I raise my beer glass and Drew does the same, in a mock toast to my former fiancée and her engagement.  
 
    Her engagement to my brother.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 17 
 
    After what happened with Jack a few days ago, I decide that staying away from my house is a wise move. I make sure to be down by the water early, with a glass of iced coffee, my phone and the newspaper, so I haven’t had to see him when he gets here. I listen outside until I hear a power tool and then sneak in for a food or bathroom break, so I can be reasonably sure he won’t come downstairs. I don’t eat inside the house; I either grab a piece of fruit and bottled water or walk to the lobster pound down by the public beach, and I wait till I see his truck pull out (usually around 4:30) before I head back in.  
 
    So that I won’t come across as a complete lunatic or total jerk, I left a sticky note yesterday for him on the front door: Fresh strawberries and blueberries in the fridge. Lemonade, too—help yourself! I added a little smiley face to show him that I don’t want to be mean, but surely he could understand that his mouth and the intensity of the kissing and in large part (so to speak), the shock of how his penis felt against me have all contributed to some overwhelming feelings, and I’m just not ready for all of this.  
 
    It was a pretty loaded smiley face.  
 
    I’m sure he has an idea of what this is about, and I know I can’t hide forever, but I need this time and space to get my trash together. I’m almost glad my vacation will be over soon, because then I’ll be at work instead of making up excuses not to be in my house.  
 
    Today, I’m doing some retail therapy in downtown Bar Harbor. Usually, I get a little irritated with the swarm of tourists and their Bermudas and high dark socks, the selfies taken right in the middle of the sidewalk with no regard to other people, the loud and whiny kids jostling each other and me, but this time, I’m grateful for the distractions.  
 
    Mum calls around noon to tell me everything went well with Daddy’s surgery. She seems pleased to hear I’m shopping and says she hopes I have other fun things planned on a regular basis. 
 
    That woman is persistent; I’ll give her that. And like most mothers...she’s usually right. 
 
    I escape the simmering sidewalk to go into the rock shop, browsing the jagged chunks of pink quartz and the displays of watermelon tourmaline—burgundy and rosy-colored centers, edged with different shades of green. “State mineral,” the shop owner tells me. I smile and nod. Being a native, I already know this, but I’m playing tourist today.  
 
    I stop at Purrfectly Pampered to pick up a catnip moose for Murphy (guilt gift to make up for not being at home when I should be), get a very mandatory double scoop of Heavenly Hash in a waffle cone at Butterfingers, and decide I’ll head in the direction of Cottage Street to Nathaniel Hall Winery. A bottle of wine or four might be just what I need.  
 
    The shop is invitingly cool, with smooth jazz music and rustic charm—exposed beams, tables made of polished wooden slabs for tops and old wine barrels for bases, painted antique stools. I taste several different wines and settle on one bottle each of Cherryfield Blues and Cranberry Isle.  
 
    As I’m handing my debit card to the smiling cashier, I look in the direction of the opening door. And oh my idiot. 
 
    It’s him.  
 
    My ex. And the woman he left me for.  
 
    I am trapped. The cashier still has my debit card, completely oblivious to how much I want it back, and I am curling my toes as the f-word goes on repeat in my brain.  
 
    Paul Randall, former co-president of Maine Coastal Realty, reigning champion of Cheaters Unlimited, current CEO of Lying Sacks of Trash.com, staring at me like he’s shell-shocked.  
 
    Yes, it’s me, I want to yell. Still living, still breathing, although what you did nearly killed me. But here I am. 
 
    His partner in crime catches on to what he’s looking at, her frosted pink lips drawing together like two thin worms. She’d been a client and came away with not only a closing on a gorgeous lakefront chalet, but my husband.  
 
    Hard to believe that all that was almost two years ago, when this unexpected run-in makes it feel so raw. I’ve been fortunate, if you can label anything about this fortunate, that I’ve only seen them one other time since the divorce, and that was when I was significantly inebriated at an outdoor concert with Delaney, so between the Bud Lights and the shielding from my best friend, it was less intense than in a quiet store by myself.  
 
    Thankfully, the transaction goes through without a hitch. I take my card, receipt and the bag with the wine, and I even manage a smile at the cashier like my two least favorite people on the planet are not within spitting distance. They’ve moved over to a display of berry wines, but I can tell that Worm Lips is watching me. I also can tell that while her lips are thin, the rest of her is not so much. This cheers me enough to be able to look at my ex-husband as I leave, like this is some sort of victory for me. And that’s actually what it feels like, because to my surprise, he looks...defeated. I have to admit, grudgingly, that his face is still as handsome, but it’s so unhappy. His brown eyes search mine almost pleadingly, and this is so unexpected and unnerving that I exit the store like it’s on fire.  
 
    The summer air outside is stifling and not conducive to taking deep breaths, which is what I need to do. I’m walking fast, and sweating, but the more distance I put between what used to be my life and me, the calmer I feel. By the time I reach the shade of a maple tree at the end of Cottage Street, I’m okay, and pull out my phone to check the time. There is a text, sent about fifteen minutes ago.  
 
    I don’t bite, you know.  
 
    There’s no name, just a number, but I know who it is. Jack and I had texted each other a few days before he came to do his estimate. I haven’t put him in my contacts. Yet. 
 
    I’m thinking of how to respond, or even if I’ll respond (while trying to ignore my annoying burst of pleasure that he texted), when I get another message:  
 
    Unless you want me to.  
 
    Jerk. How dare he, and dang that I am now smiling. Not wanting to be one of those people who annoy the trash out of everyone because they text while walking, I find the nearest bench and sit, placing my bags on the ground in front of me.  
 
    Game on, Mr. Decker. I’m holding back a giggle as I reply: Who is this?  
 
    I wait. No response. And then… 
 
    Jack Decker 
 
    Oh goodness, this is priceless! Bursting into laughter, I text back. I know. I was teasing. Serves you right.  
 
    Madeline...I want you 
 
    I’m no longer laughing. Arousal, fringed with anxiety, begins to flicker inside my belly. I both want and don’t want to hear this. Goodness, why does he insist on going down that road when he knows I need to get out of the car?  
 
    I take a deep breath, my thumbs trembling as I text back. I am flattered to hear this, but I really would appreciate if we tried to keep things professional. I don’t feel ready for anything more and hope you understand.  
 
    There. That should get the message across. I tap “send” and almost instantaneously, I receive another text from him.  
 
    To tell me where you’d like me to put your outlets.  
 
    Oh. My. Goodness.  
 
    My cheeks erupt in flames at my utter stupidity for assuming. I’m staring down at my phone, wondering how to reply, when… 
 
    Gotcha ;).  
 
    Goodness, this man! I shake my head, looking up to the sky with my mouth quivering from the effort of keeping in a laugh. No one has ever made me experience such a range of emotions in such a short period of time, and I’ve never felt like I’ve had to fight what I’m feeling so hard. Fighting to keep from laughing, fighting to keep from gasping, moaning, screaming his name, fighting to keep my face expressionless, my hands from roving all over his body… 
 
    Maybe I should stop fighting. Wave the white flag. Maybe I’m taking myself, and this, way too seriously. Jack is clearly having fun with it. Maybe I can learn to do that, too. Paul moved on, without me, and I’ve basically been in limbo for the past two years.  
 
    And it would make my mother happy.  
 
    I look down at my phone again, feeling a peculiar sense of calm. I’m guessing it’s coming from feeling like—for right now—I’m in charge of me.  
 
    Smart aleck. I’ll be home in about half an hour.  
 
    Fantastic. Your cat misses you. A pause, and then another text from him: And he’s not the only one. 
 
    This time, I don’t even try to fight it. I smile.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

  Chapter 9 ~ Jack 
 
    July 17 
 
    I’m laying out the framing for the new wall when I hear Madeline come up the stairs. I turn to watch the doorway, but she doesn’t come in right away, which makes me wonder if she’s having second thoughts about seeing me. Makes me feel kind of like a jerk that this woman is too uncomfortable to be in her own house. I’m thinking I’d better scale back my own wants, because maybe she’s not feeling what I thought she was. Maybe I was reading her wrong. First time for everything, right?  
 
    I’m about to measure for the new door, and there she is in front of me. My breath hitches a little, like I’d forgotten how hot she is. I’ve seen her only from a distance these past few days, from the upstairs window, and that doesn’t compare to having her right in front of me. She’s wearing a lacy, peach-colored tank top and white shorts, with her hair in a high ponytail. She looks like a college girl on spring break, rocking her golden tan—no doubt all the outside time she’s gotten while avoiding me. Her face is flushed and her eyes are bright, and dang if she’s not glad to see me.  
 
    “Hey,” I greet her. “How was your ice cream?”  
 
    She looks at me, alarmed, and then down at her shirt to check for drips.  
 
    “You’re clean,” I grin. “Lucky guess on my part.”  
 
    She gives me this adorable, trying-to-be-pissed-off frown, and I feel a stirring in my toe. Down, boy. Remember—we’re scaling it back.  
 
    “You guessed right.” 
 
    I pretend to lick my finger and make a tally mark in the air. “Decker, one point.” 
 
    “We’re keeping score?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’m very competitive.” 
 
    “As am I, so I’ll remind you that I should have a point for the ‘who is this?’ text.”  
 
    “Fair enough, if I get a point for the electrical outlets text. And for the one about how I’d bite if you wanted me to.” I’ve got her hard by the eyes, and she has to look away, blushing even more. Man, this girl has no idea what she does to me.  
 
    “All right. Fine.” Madeline raises her chin. 
 
    “So Decker 3, Callaway 1. I’ll try not to rub it in.” 
 
    “Unless I want you to. Ooh, looks like I just scored again!” She licks her finger for real and holds it up in the air and of course, in my mind, her finger becomes my cock, and now I’m fighting a hard-on.  
 
    This scaling back thing is not going to be easy.  
 
    “Well done, Callaway.” I tell her. “3-2.” She’s smiling, pleased with herself, and I love seeing this playful, uninhibited side of her. I want her to keep feeling at ease, so I turn the focus to the bathroom project. “So let’s talk outlets, for real, and I’ll put those in tomorrow, since I’m about finished for the day.”  
 
    I may be imagining it, but I could swear I see her face cloud over.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I usually put them on each side of the vanity and at least two on each wall, but you can have more if you like. I know how you women are with all your electrical needs.”  
 
    “‘You women?’ Grouping me again, Mr. Decker?” She arches an eyebrow at me, then smiles. “And I said grouping, not groping.”  
 
    “Ha. And you’re right. Sorry. Just speaking from experience. Anyway—I’d suggest a double outlet here, so you can plug in your hair dryer, curling iron, straightener, vibrator charger, salt lamp, nightlight…” 
 
    “Did you seriously just say what I think you said?”  
 
    “Nightlight? Yeah, I’ve found that most women who live alone have them.”  
 
    “No, it was a couple before that. I think you know what I’m referring to.”  
 
    “Point number four.” I put my finger to my mouth and start to mime another tally mark when all of a sudden, she’s standing directly in front of me, grabbing my hand. This time, I’m the one caught off guard. 
 
    “You talk like this to women, and they still pay you to do work on their houses?” 
 
    “All the time.”  
 
    She’s looking up at me, shaking her head slowly like she’s bewildered, her lips parted, and God, I want to slip my tongue between them.  
 
    “Tell me if you don’t want me to talk like that, Madeline, and I won’t. I promise.”  
 
    She doesn’t say anything. She lets go of my hand, looks around the room, and I can sense a change of subject coming. “You’ve done a lot. I think it will be a great size.”  
 
    “You have no idea how big it’s going to feel.” I can’t resist.  
 
    “You are...I just...” Her lips are twitching as she shakes her head and looks away.  
 
    I’m grinning like the smug mongrel I am, as I go around picking up my tools and putting them in the bag. She’s watching me as I unfasten my tool belt. I’m hoping what I say next will ease some of the pressure. “Hey—all teasing aside, I just want you to know that I’ve felt bad, you not being here these past few days, and I apologize for anything I’ve said or done to make you uncomfortable. I can totally back off, and I mean that.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want you to?”  
 
    God dang. Her words—the same line I used on her the day after we met—make my throat clench up. She is looking at me, her eyes deepening with want.  
 
    “Or I can totally not back off,” I say slowly. Without taking my eyes off her, I lean down to pick up my extension cord, coiling it around my arm. The sexual tension in this room is starting to climb, and judging from the rate of her breathing, she’s feeling it, too.  
 
    “What you said before—was that all talk?” 
 
    “Refresh my memory. I’ve said a lot of things,” I grin.  
 
    “The all of the above thing. About the ways. What you would—do to me.”  
 
    Goodness, my cock is throbbing. “Madeline, I meant all of it, and I assure you, it wasn’t just talk. I’m a man of my word. Trust me.”  
 
    She gives a small, sad smile. “That word—trust.”  
 
    “You too, huh?” 
 
    “What do you mean? Have you—” 
 
    “Been burned? Oh, yeah. But I’ve learned to protect myself.”   
 
    “By viewing women as playthings?”  
 
    “Ouch, Callaway—that’s a little harsh. But yes, I have a good time, if that’s what you mean. And so do the women.” I pause. I want to add, you could be one of them, but I don’t.  
 
    “Your defense mechanism sounds a lot more fun than mine.”  
 
    “Which is…?” 
 
    She shrugs and gives a sheepish smile. “Keeping to myself. Not letting anyone in.”  
 
    “It’s safe though, right?” 
 
    “Exactly.” She folds her arms in front of her, looking down at the floor, filling me up with the urge to hug her. For more than three seconds.  
 
    I choose my words carefully, because she’s wearing her vulnerability like a shroud, and I’m not enough of a jerk to take advantage of that. “What if I told you that you’d be safe with me? That I would just be here for you—like a...plaything?”  
 
    “I’d say that you still feel dangerous to me. And that I like it.”  
 
    She’s got this pleased little smile on her face, because she knows I wasn’t expecting to hear this, and I’m digging that this woman can do that to me—throw me for a loop.  
 
    And then things kind of happen in a blur—I’m not sure who moved to the other first, or if we came together at exactly the same time, but all of a sudden we’re bodied up against each other, with her on her tiptoes and me bending down to crush her lips with mine. Her mouth is warm, eager, and she tastes so good—wine and chocolate and bliss—and hearing her needy little sighs and gasps make me kiss her harder, deeper...thrashing her tongue with mine and pulling her against my hips so she can feel how much I want her.  
 
    Madeline’s hands go to my upper arms, as high as she can reach, and her fingers dig into my skin. My mouth leaves hers momentarily so I can bend down more, like I’m cradling her, and the sigh she makes tells me she needed this. A feeling I had. A warning flashes in my brain because this is cursed close to a hug, but I quickly stamp that out since now my hands are traveling to cup her rear in what is most definitely not considered a hug. It feels even better than I imagined—perfect, firm, rounded, grope-able cheeks. I bury my nose in her neck, and she smells like sunscreen and sunshine and woman. I nip and kiss a path along the skin behind her ear to the base of her neck, holding her tight as she squirms against me.  
 
    “You’re sensitive, Callaway,” I murmur in her ear. “I like it.” 
 
    “I haven’t been—touched in a while,” she whispers. “But it’s also just...you.”  
 
    Soo, yeah—I want to climb inside this woman, more than I ever have before. I return my mouth to hers, this time slowing my kisses, savoring her soft, wet mouth, taming her eager tongue. She settles into the same rhythm, and I can’t keep my hands from sliding up to her breasts, squeezing each one gently over the fabric of her blouse. Not enough; I need to feel her, skin on skin.  
 
    My back is aching a bit from the bending over and the work I did today, but towering her over like this and feeling like she’s completely under my control is a major turn-on. I pull her lower lip into my mouth to suck on it while my hands go to the bottom of her shirt. She shivers a little from the ticklish feeling of my fingers at her belly as I lift the blouse and pull it over her head, and Goodness, looking at her right now, I feel like I’m a teenage boy with a teenage girl for the first time. She’s wearing a white lace bra which makes her skin look even darker, and she is all soft curves and flat, golden belly and innocence. I am thinking bad thoughts, very bad thoughts, about ordering her to get on her knees and service me, and then how I’d take her after her mouth makes me ready to explode. My erection keeps building and building, and it takes all my willpower not to strip off my pants and her shorts and harass her on the bed that I know is just a few feet away.  
 
    Patience, buddy. Put what’s best for her first.  
 
    Breathing hard, I clench my jaw as I take my finger and trace the swell of each breast peeking out of the lacy cups. She has her eyes closed, her lashes thick and fringe-y against her skin. A shudder ripples through her as she feels my finger dip into her bra and graze the pebbled skin around first one nipple, then the other. I swallow hard, just seeing what this simple move does to her. Feeling what it does to me.  
 
    I lean down again and kiss her mouth, swirling my tongue against hers as I slip the elastic from her ponytail and rope her hair around my hand, pulling her head back. She sucks in her breath, and I kiss her harder with both hands up under her hair now, fanning it out on her bare skin. 
 
    I have to step back and look at her, this new woman who is somehow familiar to me: her cheeks flushed with lust, her delectable breasts rising up and down, her shiny brown mane of hair spilling over her strong shoulders like water.  
 
    Her eyes flash open at the interruption in my touch. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Nothing,” I answer hoarsely. “Except that you’re kind of killing me.”  
 
    “Just kind of?” She’s blushing like crazy now, but smiling.  
 
    “More like totally,” I growl, pulling her into me again and pressing my nose into her sweet-smelling hair. “Goodness, Madeline—you are the sexiest woman.”  
 
    “Jack...Jack...” She’s practically whimpering, driving me bat-rubbish crazy. She’s tugging at the bottom of my shirt now, loosening it from my jeans and running her hands across my abs as she inhales sharply. I want her to go lower—idiot, do I ever want her to go lower—but I won’t push her. Not yet, not until I’m sure she’s ready. I take her face in my hands and tilt my head to kiss her. I can’t get enough of the taste of her mouth, of how she returns my kiss like she’s so hungry for it.  
 
    My hands go to her back, and I am just about to unclasp her bra when the sound of a cell phone ring tone from downstairs—hers, not mine—shatters the silence and the mood. The outside world, crashing our private party, and I want to kill whoever is calling.  
 
    “Don’t get it,” I tell her, but she’s stiffened up in my arms.  
 
    “Let me just check. My dad had a hip replacement today, so it might be my mom. Also, we had a big closing scheduled at work, and I want to make sure it happened. I’ll be right back. Promise.” She gives me a quick, apologetic kiss, grabs her shirt off the floor and hurries down the stairs. My hard-on wanes quicker than if I’d imagined Rosie O’Donnell, and I tuck my shirt back in my pants, because I’m quite sure we’re done this round.  
 
    When I come downstairs, I find her sitting at the kitchen table, just ending the call. She’s put her hair back in a ponytail, and the only indication that anything happened is the pink in her cheeks. I grin at her to let her know that everything’s cool, and she flashes me a grateful smile.  
 
    “It was my office manager, letting me know that the closing went fine. Six million dollar property, so this was kind of a big one.”  
 
    “That’s good, then.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sorry, though, about—you know.”  
 
    “Yeah, me too, although you emerged unscathed yet again.” 
 
    “Unscathed, huh? I don’t mean to be rude, but your intelligence is beyond what I’d expect from, uh...”  
 
    “You expected an uneducated hick with a rusty truck and tools spilled all over the floorboards. Probably with half his rear hanging out of his jeans, too, right?” 
 
    She’s giggling, her hand over her mouth. “I actually pictured an older guy with a beer gut.”    
 
    “And I actually pictured you as an uptight, high-maintenance chick. What do I get for being right?” I’m grinning at her shocked expression. “Admit it, Callaway. You’re a bit of a snob. You’re the kind of woman who’d never think of using a Target bag to line your bathroom wastebasket.”  
 
    She’s sputtering. “That—that doesn’t mean I’m a snob! Maybe it’s because I prefer to have a scented liner.” 
 
    “Ever use bed sheets that aren’t Egyptian cotton? Sferra Millos, perhaps? Dreamsacks for special occasions?” 
 
    I’ve really got her going, and the result is absolutely charming. Her eyes are wide, snapping with indignation, and then she points at me. “Wait a minute—how do you know about all these things if you’re so down to earth?” 
 
    Whoops. Got to be careful here—I’m not ready to share all my history. “It’s from all the upper class women I service.” I flash her a smile as I start to walk toward the door. “I won’t see you for a few days—got to work on a project in Holden. And in case you’re wondering, it’s a retired male teacher with too much time on his hands, who’s been texting me for the past week asking me when I’m coming back. But I’ll plan to see you Wednesday. Unless, of course, you can’t handle being here again.” 
 
    “Wednesday.” A shadow of disappointment falls across her face, and I feel a zing in my chest at the thought of her missing me. 
 
    “Anxious for me to take care of your...bathroom, huh?” 
 
    “Something like that.”  
 
    “Sorry, Callaway. But it might be a good thing. You know what they say about absence.” 
 
    “Jack, wait.” Her eyes and her voice are plaintive. “Can you stay for a little bit? I bought some wine today—you know, when I was avoiding you.” An embarrassed little smile. “We can have a glass, and talk, and I can make dinner, if you want...”  
 
    Incredible. This is starting to feel like a date, and she doesn’t know this, but one of my rules is that I don’t date. What to do...I don’t want to hurt her feelings, and for whatever reason, she seems really needy tonight. Part of the issue is that honestly, I want to stay, and I need to fend that off, too. I just don’t want either one of us getting the wrong idea. So I guess I’ll compromise.  
 
    “Sure, a glass of wine would be great, thanks. But I’ll pass on dinner.” I fake a yawn. “Long day, so I’ll probably just kick back at home and catch the Sox game.”  
 
    So what ends up happening? Three glasses of wine, a baked potato, grilled chicken and peppers and a slice of strawberry cheesecake later, I’m still here, feeling full, comfortably buzzed, and...comfortable. No trepidation whatsoever, which in and of itself causes me some uneasiness, because this isn’t about sex. It’s about talking, laughing and getting to know someone.  
 
    I really need to leave. 
 
    Madeline has other ideas.  
 
    “Can we talk, like about what you do?” 
 
    “My job?”  
 
    “I guess I mean talk about who you do.” She’s smiling as she takes a sip of wine, but her eyes tell another story.  
 
    I shift a little in my chair. We’re still in the kitchen, with dusk painting the sky in reds and pinks, a symphony of crickets outside the open window. “That’s a great sound, isn’t it? Crickets. Can’t get much better audio than that from nature, although peepers in the spring is another one of my favorites.” 
 
    “It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.”  
 
    I’m smiling inside, because she’s lying. It’s like when a woman tells you it’s fine that you forgot her birthday.  
 
    “I’ll tell you, Callaway, if you really think you want to hear it.”  
 
    “I do.” She straightens in her chair and looks at me. She’s looking hot with her hair loose at her shoulders, her face glowing from drinking, the candlelight from the table dancing in her eyes. I want to suck the wine off her tongue, take the bottle and dribble it over her belly, lap it up off her skin… 
 
    Cut out that trash, Jack, or you’ll never leave. “Okay. I take jobs mainly from women. I, uh, seek them out.” This is probably making me sound like a major douche, but I’m going to be honest with her. “I set up at places like the ‘What Women Want’ expo, but mostly I just advertise on Facebook, with a targeted audience. I do leave my cards at local businesses, restaurants, and I’ve run an ad in the local papers, which is how I get...” 
 
    “The non-women?” 
 
    “Ha. Yes. How did you find me, by the way? Prayed every night for a hot guy with a huge tool, and my card just floated in your bedroom window?” 
 
    “My goodness, your level of self-confidence is just astounding, seriously.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “It really wasn’t a compliment.” She’s trying not to crack up. “I saw your card at Jasmine’s, this restaurant in Ellsworth. The watermark of the giant penis was a great marketing move.”  
 
    Now it’s me trying not to crack up. I can’t remember when I’ve had so much fun with a woman that didn’t directly involve her vagina. “You get major points for that one.”  
 
    “Thank you. So you target women, and you do work for them, and the ones you find attractive, you sleep with. Correct?”  
 
    “I don’t sleep with anyone, but I do idiot.”  
 
    The word gets to her, as I hoped it would. I love seeing her unsettled, aroused.  
 
    “All right. Idiot.” She says the word like she’s trying an exotic new food for the first time. “And how long do these relationships last?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t call them relationships.”  
 
    “What would you call them then, Mr. Semantics? Affairs? Trysts?” 
 
    “I prefer...alliances.” 
 
    She snickers. “Okay, how long do these alliances last?” 
 
    “It depends on the length of the project I’m working on.” 
 
    “So when you’re done the project, you’re done with the woman?” 
 
    “That’s the harsh reality, yes.” I can tell Madeline’s a little ruffled, but she forges on.  
 
    “Do women ever want more? You know, like a commitment?” 
 
    “Some of them do. But I make it clear at the very start that I don’t do long-term relationships. I’m exclusively theirs for the duration of the project, and that’s it.”  
 
    “And after that, you move on.” 
 
    “Exactly. No strings, no issues.”  
 
    She processes this for a few seconds, her brow furrowed as she takes another sip of her wine. And then, another question that makes me squirm a little inside.  
 
    “Have you ever found yourself—getting serious about any of them?”  
 
    “Honest answer? No. I haven’t felt that way about any of my clients, and even if I did, it’s not something I’d allow myself to pursue. I try to head things off if I sense the situation getting complicated.”  
 
    “Explain ‘head things off.’” 
 
    “It’s easy, really—I finish up the job as quickly as I can, make sure I get there after they’ve left for work and I leave before they get home—if they even work, because some of them have some pretty solid alimony packages.”  
 
    She gives a little laugh. “You realize you’re sharing some of your secrets with one of your clients, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah. But I’m okay with that. You’re...different.”  
 
    “You’re not grouping me with all the others? I’m flattered.” Her face gets serious. “You said that you were burned before...so you must have been in love.”  
 
    “I thought I was. Looking back, I’m not so sure. What I do know is that I don’t want to go through that again.”  
 
    “I was in love, before,” she says softly. There’s a change in her face, her voice. “Part of the reason I wanted you to have a drink with me tonight is because I saw my ex in Bar Harbor, and I was feeling a little sorry for myself. But most of the reason I wanted you to stay is just so...” I see her swallow. “I could look at you.” 
 
    Okay, so now I definitely need to leave, because if I don’t, I’m taking her right on this kitchen table. I need her to think about all this for a while—decide if she can handle it, knowing how I operate and knowing it will end in a few weeks.  
 
    “Listen, Callaway...I think it’s best if I go, so you can have some time to decide what you want. I’m not in the business of messing anyone up, and if you decide you don’t want anything more than me working on your bathroom, I can do that. If you want me to stop working for you altogether, I’m fine with that, too, and I can even give you a few recommendations of other people. Maybe the fiftyish guy with the beer gut. But if you’d like to get involved with me while I’m here...” 
 
    “You mean, like an alliance?”  
 
    Madeline Callaway, you are precious. She almost looks like she’s going to cry, but here she is, trying to make a joke and lighten the mood. “Yeah. An alliance. If you want that, I’m all yours.” 
 
    “Till roughly mid-August.”  
 
    “Yes. Whenever my work here is finished. Think it over and let me know what you want.” I stand up from the chair, polish off the rest of my wine and we clear the table in silence. Her cat stretches on the rug in front of the sink, and I bend down to scratch him behind the ears while he squints up at me.  
 
    I want to kiss her, but I can tell she’s thinking hard, so I give her a peck on the cheek before I leave.  
 
    I’m pulling out of her driveway when my phone buzzes. A text, from Madeline.  
 
    I want you to work on my bathroom. And I want an alliance with you. Starting Wednesday. Can we do that? 
 
    I let out a long, slow exhale. Idiot, yeah, Callaway. We can do that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 20 
 
    I shouldn’t have had the second Grande Mocha, even though Angie, my very thoughtful office manager, had it sitting on my desk when I arrived. I had just finished one in the car on the way over, needing a caffeine boost since I tossed and turned all last night (when I wasn’t in the kitchen making banana bread and apple muffins), because that’s what you do when you know you need a good night’s sleep before you go back to work after vacation. Of course, it didn’t help that my foggy sleep was punctuated with vivid thoughts of strong arms, six-pack abs, a sculpted, kissable mouth and eyes the color of the Caribbean. And a 2 x 4 nestled in Carhartt jeans.  
 
    Wednesday seems like an eternity. 
 
    I have plenty to do to keep me busy at the office, after being away for a week: going over disclosures, meeting with eager new clients with very specific frontage requirements, approving commissions. The company has seen tremendous growth over the past couple years. Paul and I started it just after we were married six years ago—as college sweethearts, we knew we wanted to go into business together. I never expected that the business would inadvertently cause our breakup. His guilt and my very savvy attorney were both contributing factors in him relinquishing Maine Coastal Realty to me, the shattered ex-wife. And it’s been all business, all the time, for me since the divorce.  
 
    Until Jackson Decker.  
 
    He is everything I have always avoided in a man—outrageously cocky, brazen, at times crass.  
 
    Yet I’ve never been so attracted to anyone in my life.  
 
    Paul and I used to have a lot of sex, and as much as I loathe the mongrel now, I have to admit it was good—one reason why I was so shocked when he told me he was having an affair and wanted a divorce. Wasn’t I enough for him? Reeling from his confession, bawling like a two-year-old, I asked him if there was anything I could do—did I not give him enough oral? Was I spending too much time at the office and not enough making him feel like a man? And he said emphatically, no, there was nothing I could do—it wasn’t me, it was him, and he couldn’t explain it but felt like he was going through something and couldn’t take me with him.  
 
    But that’s what you do when you’re married, I had whispered in a choked voice, between sobs. You work things out, together, and please let’s just try. We have so much history, and we have a future which is supposed to include big real estate deals and zip-lining in Fiji even though heights scare me trashless, and babies. We are supposed to have babies. A boy that looks like you, and a girl that looks like me, and maybe a third just because we love the first two so much.  
 
    I thought I may have gotten through to him, but he told me that he didn’t understand it; he just knew he wanted out, and could I please not make this more difficult than it already was.  
 
    So I not only lost Paul, I lost weight, my self-esteem, my idealistic view of marriage, and my dreams of sharing children, grandchildren, life. But contrary to what I thought in the very beginning, when I’d look at myself in the mirror with my eyes red and swollen from tears and lack of sleep, I’m making it. I may not know exactly who I am, but I’ve grown rather fond of the work in progress that is Madeline Callaway.  
 
    I suppose, in a way, I’m renovating myself.  
 
    Renovating...Decker Renovation...Jack. 
 
    So much for work keeping my mind off him.  
 
    Last night, laying there in the Egyptian cotton sheets he somehow knew I had, I was imagining what he might do to me. The imagining quickly turned into masturbating with the vibrator he also somehow knew I had. I pictured him on top of me, his eyes hazy with lust, holding his insanely big cock in one hand while he propped himself up with the other. I spread my legs, rubbing the head of the FDA approved, silicone power wand against myself, feeling dirty and horny and a little embarrassed that Murphy was hearing me moan as I climaxed. I thrust it inside me while I came, leaving it there as my vaginal walls pulsed around it. But I was left aching. Still wanting, desperately.  
 
    Because it wasn’t him.  
 
    “Knock knock.”  
 
    My thoughts come to a screeching halt. Angie, my office manager, at my open door with a folder in her hands, her round, pleasant face smiling behind her red glasses. She is the quintessential motherly figure, all homemade cookies and cozy sweaters and warm hugs, and I’ve leaned on her both personally and professionally more times than I can count. 
 
    “Hey, Ang.” 
 
    “Hi, honey. Everyone’s loving the goodies you brought in. Can I get that muffin recipe from you sometime?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “Wonderful. I brought you the Fenderson offer to look over. This is turning out to be a banner summer, huh?” 
 
    “Most definitely. Our listings are up twenty percent, and we have four more agents than we had at this time last year.” 
 
    She puts the folder on my desk. “The Fendersons need to reply by 5:00 tomorrow, if they want to accept or counter-offer, so you’ll need to present it to them as soon as you can. Hard to get back into the deadline thing after vacation, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Um, yes. Quite a bit to catch up on, but you guys all did such a great job holding down the fort while I was away.” 
 
    “We like to think we know what we’re doing.” Angie winks. “And besides, you needed to take some time off and do something for yourself.”  
 
    “Have you been talking to my mother? She was saying the same thing on the phone last week.” 
 
    “Great minds. You know what they say about all work and no play.” 
 
    So Jack isn’t a dull boy? 
 
    No, Callaway. He’s not. And I can prove it. 
 
    “I do know what they say,” I answer brightly. “I’m keeping that in mind.” 
 
    And I plan to play.  
 
    Starting Wednesday.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 ~ Jack 
 
    July 20 
 
    I’ve come to the conclusion there are basically four kinds of clients. There are the Laid Backs, whom I can never get enough of—they’re okay with unexpected delays and don’t really care when the work gets done, as long as it gets done. Unfortunately, you don’t get too many of those in the renovation business. There are the Indecisives, who for days can’t figure out what the heck they want, and when they finally figure it out, they usually end up changing their minds: I think I want a brushed nickel faucet instead of chrome...the paint to be gray instead of blue...the wall you just took down put back...in fact, why don’t you just change everything you’ve done so far and start over. There are Perfectionists, who see every blemish in your mudding, every bubble in your urethane. There are the Impatients, who even though you’ve given them a timeline, ask when you think you’ll be done. And there are the Hoverers, who like to be in the room with you watching you work.  
 
    Ed, the guy I’m working for now, is what I’d call an Impatient Perfectionist Hoverer. I’ve been getting his Cape ready to go on the market: things like spackling, repainting, polyurethaning woodwork. Since he’s retired and widowed, he has a lot of time on his hands, and that, combined with a few OCD tendencies, could make for a difficult job. But luckily, I really like the guy. And I feel badly for him, since his wife died a few months ago. He seems lost. I think it helps him to have me here, just to have someone in the house to talk to and so he can focus on what I’m doing, instead of missing her. I’ll drive in, and Ed’ll be in the bay window, like he’s been watching for me. He always opens the front door before I even get out of my truck and greets me the same way every time: How are we doing today, Mr. Decker? And I always respond, Stellar, Mr. King, and you? I can picture how he was as a professor, calling his students by their last names. I bet they got a kick out of him, and liked him. No doubt he was the kind of teacher who really cared. He still wears buttoned-up plaid shirts and Chinos, like he’s all dressed for school. Poor dude.  
 
    I know he doesn’t want to sell the house. Every so often, he’ll rest his hand on a door frame, his wrinkled, wobbly fingers gripping the wood trim, or he’ll pat the countertops, like he’s connecting with the Cape personally. The house always feels like it’s in the middle of a big, deep sigh. To be honest, it’s kind of depressing working here, because it makes you see how old age can suck. But like I said, I like him, and I want to do what I can to help him. I’m not going to hurt his pride by telling him, but I’m charging him just for materials.  
 
    Sometimes I feel like I’m more therapist than handyman, because a lot of this job involves listening. Case in point: today. I’m giving the entryway a new satin coat of butter-yellow paint, and Ed is standing beside me, talking and supervising. “I was a good painter, back before my hands started getting shaky. Marian loved color—the deep purple dining room was her favorite...I think I see a roller mark over here, Mr. Decker...we argued over that color, let me tell you. I wanted a pale blue, because of the pewter chandelier, but she insisted on the purple, and by gory if the woman wasn’t right, like she was about most everything. Looks positively regal, that color. Might want to smooth out what you just did, Mr. Decker...there, that’s it. Think you’ll be all done with the painting by tomorrow?”  
 
    Like I said: Impatient Perfectionist Hoverer. “Should be, yes, sir. What realty company are you going with?” 
 
    “Maine Coastal. Heard great things about them.”  
 
    Callaway’s company. Just the thought of her sends a jolt of pleasure rocketing through me. It’s only been a couple of days since I’ve seen her, but it’s hard. Literally. I’m betting both of us will be ramped up by Wednesday. I’ve been doing a lot of fantasizing about what I plan to do to her.  
 
    I turn my attention back to Ed, who has slid his glasses down his hawk-like nose to look closely at the paint job. “I’m sure you’ll be in good hands with Maine Coastal, Ed.”  
 
    And soon, I hope to be, too. 
 
    “Awful hard to think of leaving this place.”  
 
    I can detect a tremor in his voice. Ah, the poor guy.  
 
    “Lot of good memories, but it hasn’t been the same without Marian. Fifty-five years with that woman, and it went by in a blink. Now that she’s gone, though, it seems like it’s been centuries.” He takes out a rumpled blue handkerchief from his pants pocket and dabs at the corners of his eyes. “Time can be cruel, that way. But she was worth it.”  
 
    Ed’s more emotional than I’ve ever seen him. I dip my roller in the paint tray under his watchful eye as I nod and let him talk, because that’s what he seems to need right now.  
 
    “At the end, I think she was hanging on just for me. I could see how much pain she was in. She was worried about me—she kept whispering that—and I told her the first lie I’d ever told her in all our years together. I told her that I’d be fine. But she needed to hear it. I always knew that true love means putting the other person first, and it really hit me then.”  
 
    His voice trembles, and I keep painting slowly, smoothly, giving fresh color to this house that will soon be home to someone else.  
 
    “I told her it was all right for her to go. And that was all she needed, because she closed her eyes and looked relieved. Peaceful, like she could finally rest. Her pain ended, and mine began.”  
 
    He’s wiping his eyes again. Goodness, I can’t stand it. I put the roller down in the tray, and I turn around and give him a quick man-type of hug. I’ve never done anything like this before, but I can’t take seeing him so sad, and at this moment, he’s more like a grandfather than a client. “Thanks for sharing your story with me, Ed. I’m really sorry about your wife.”  
 
    He pats me on the shoulder in a glad, appreciative kind of way. “You do good work, Mr. Decker,” he says as he folds up his handkerchief and tucks it back in his pocket. “I’m going out to the garden and check on my tomatoes.” 
 
    Just before he heads outside, he fixes his pale, watery eyes on me. “Even with losing her, I still feel like I’m the luckiest man on Earth.”  
 
    I’ve got a whole new respect for Ed King.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 22 
 
    I pull in my driveway, expelling a shaky sigh of relief when I see his truck. I’m getting home later than I wanted, and my old friend Paranoia kept nagging at me that maybe he wouldn’t be here...maybe he changed his mind about me and went on to another project. And by project, I was really thinking, woman. But he’s here, and so am I, and I can’t wait to get in the house to see him.  
 
    Murphy meows at me from the kitchen counter. I toss my keys on the table, scoop him into my arms and gently set him on the floor. The house is cool, thanks to central air, but I’m sweating. I give my armpits a quick sniff. Good—I smell deodorant. I dart into the downstairs bathroom to check myself in the mirror, deciding that I look more professional than sexy, with my sleeveless, silk navy blouse and gray dress pants. But Madeline Callaway, Real Estate Broker, will soon make way for Madeline Callaway, Sultry Vamp.  
 
    Before that, though, a quick rinse with the cinnamon mouthwash in the medicine cabinet and neatening up my smudged eyeliner.  
 
    A few deep breaths later, I slip off my heels and climb the stairs. As I get closer to my bedroom, I can hear Jack’s voice and realize he’s on the phone. His voice is low, but it sounds serious. Should I try to listen? Of course I shouldn’t; eavesdropping would be disrespectful and sneaky and rude. 
 
    But the part of me that’s a nosy jerk can’t resist.  
 
    I can see him through the plastic tent that’s covering the new doorway to the bathroom, and a thrill zings through my chest. He’s facing away from me, one hand holding the phone to his ear and the other resting on his hip. Even blurred through plastic, his build is Adonis-like.  
 
    My nosy jerk-self strains to hear what he’s saying. 
 
    “...already heard...it doesn’t matter who.” His free hand goes up to rake his hair—Goodness, I want to do that—and there is a pause before his tone darkens. “Save the courtesy trash, and I’m not giving you my blessing, if that’s what you’re after. You’ve taken enough from me.”  
 
    Ughh, now I’m wishing I hadn’t heard any of this. It’s none of my business, and I should only be focusing on Jack in the present, since his past is inconsequential, and there will be no future Jack. Plus, I don’t like hearing him angry and upset like that.  
 
    The conversation is over. He takes the phone down from his ear, presses his finger on the screen and slips it in his pocket, shaking his head like he’s in disbelief. I don’t want him to know I’ve been standing there, so before he turns around, I call out, “Hey” as I push the plastic to the side and step in.  
 
    He whirls around. There is fire in his eyes that begins to cool when he sees me. His jawline looks tight, and I feel the urge to put my hand on his cheek, take away his anger.  
 
    “Hey yourself, Callaway. Did you just get home?”  
 
    His eyes are roving over me, his face brightening, and I feel a pang of pleasure that he’s glad to see me. “A few minutes ago.”  
 
    “Sorry I got here later than usual this morning. I wanted to see you before you left for work.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    He laughs softly. “Uh, yeah. Of course I did. Don’t sound so surprised.”  
 
    I’m feeling heat in my cheeks. And in other places. “I wanted to see you, too.”  
 
    He looks down at my bare feet, frowning in disapproval. “You should have shoes on. It’s not safe to walk in here.”  
 
    “Maybe I’m trying to live dangerously.” 
 
    “Nice. I like that. Still, I don’t want you to step on anything.”  
 
    I watch him as he walks toward me, reaching me in three strides, this man who can wear a t-shirt and jeans and look like he’s dressed in Dolce & Gabbana. I feel very small in front of him, and that awareness of his size compared to me adds to my excitement. He takes my hand and leads me into my bedroom, gently positioning me between the two windows overlooking the backyard and ocean. My heart begins to pound.  
 
    I’m looking up at him, soaking in the masculine beauty of his face. All the anger he had with the phone call has vanished, and I’m glad. His expression is calm and serene, which is in stark contrast to me basically dying over here. I can’t wait for him to touch me. For me to touch him.  
 
    Impulsively, I stand on my tiptoes and start to put my hands on his shoulders. I’m not usually forward with men, but Jack Decker is making my list of “not usually’s” turn into “to do’s.” 
 
    His crystal-blue eyes are crinkled at the corners in amusement as he grasps my hands and then gently places them behind my back. “Callaway. Maybe I’m not that kind of guy.” 
 
    As usual, his sense of humor ratchets up his hot factor. I bite my lip to keep from laughing.  
 
    “Now you’re not playing fair.” His dark brows lift in admonishment as he carefully places his work boot between my feet, spreading my legs a bit.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Biting your lip like that. And the way you have your back arched, your belly out...it’s turning me on.”  
 
    Sweet holy idiot. I beg him silently, because I don’t want to appear desperate, but God, I’m desperate. Please, please, put your mouth on mine, Jack. Kiss me hard. 
 
    He doesn’t. He pulls my hands a little more behind me so that my breasts are thrust out even more. I can feel my nipples hardening against the thin satin of my bra, and I’m betting he’s noticing this, too.  
 
    Jack puts his face close to mine, his breath tickling my ear. “Did I ever tell you I like walls, Callaway?” 
 
    I’m whispering. “I don’t think so.”  
 
    “Building them is very satisfying.” He puts his lips to my neck, tightening his grip on my hands when he feels me shudder. “Taking them down is fun, too.” He nuzzles my hair with his nose as he pushes his hips into me, and I bite my lip again, because fire down below!  
 
    “Do you like walls, Callaway?” 
 
    “Walls can be very nice,” I say weakly.  
 
    He starts to grind into me. He is harder than granite. 
 
    “Can you guess my favorite thing about walls?”  
 
    “No.” A lie, because I’m pretty sure I can, but it’s so much sexier hearing him say it.  
 
    There’s a smile in his voice. “I think you know, but I’m going to tell you. Keep your hands behind you for me just like that.” Releasing his grip on me, he unclasps the large clip at the back of my head and tosses it to the floor, spreading his fingers underneath my hair to loosen it and looking at me hungrily.  
 
    “I’ve got a bit of a hair fetish,” he shrugs, grinning. “Sorry not sorry.”  
 
    No apology necessary. None at all.  
 
    Jack’s hands are in my hair, his eyes looking deep, deep into me. “My favorite thing about walls is when I take a woman against one.”  
 
    He bends down, his mouth only inches from mine. “Kiss her… touch her.” Our lips are millimeters apart, now. “Lick her.”  
 
    His tongue snakes out and runs along my upper lip, then lower lip, as I start to whimper. “Harass her.”  
 
    And then we are kissing deeply, passionately, like we are each other’s oxygen. His fingers are tight in my hair as he attacks my mouth, and I can’t tell if the groans I hear are from me or him or both of us, but oh goodness, I’m so very glad it’s Wednesday.  
 
    I can’t be sure how long we kiss, but it’s not long enough. He pulls back, shaking his head as though he’s in disbelief, his eyes glassy with arousal. “Goodness, Madeline...you’re testing the heck out of me.”  
 
    What does this mean?  
 
    He takes back both of my hands—this time, in just one of his—and uses his free hand to deftly unbutton my blouse. It occurs to me he’s had lots and lots of practice doing this, but at this moment, I don’t care, because it also occurs to me that I’m going to benefit from all his experience, and I’m more than okay with that.  
 
    Thank you, all the hussies that Jack has trained on!  
 
    Of course, right now, I am one of those hussies.  
 
    I’m more than okay with that, too.  
 
    He’s tugging the bottom of my now-unbuttoned blouse from my pants, and once it’s free, he slips two fingers inside my bra, scissoring around my nipple and making me gasp, then repeating the same thing on my other breast with a little more pressure. After he scissors, he gently strokes around my nipple as though to make up for the pinch, and how I appreciate this. Each time he strokes or scissors, the feeling in my nipple shoots down between my legs, and I feel myself pulsing, aching for him to touch me there.  
 
    We are kissing again—long, slow, deep kisses that take my breath away. It is driving me crazy that he’s holding my hands back, which of course is why he’s doing it, and I have such a strong urge to touch him that I reluctantly break our kiss.  
 
    “Jack…”  
 
    He’s breathing hard, locks of his impossibly perfectly tousled hair damp on his forehead. “What is it, sweetheart?” 
 
    I’m suddenly feeling shy. “I want to see you shirtless.” Having said it, now I’m feeling bold. “And I want to put my hands on your chest.”  
 
    A slow smile drags across his face. “Callaway, I like how you think.”  
 
    Stepping back from me, he crosses his arms in front of his waist and does the sexiest shirt removal I’ve ever seen, pulling it up and over his head in one quick, smooth motion, the muscles in his arms bulging. And bonus: his hair is rumplier now.  
 
    I’m even more turned on than I was before. Topless Jack Decker is breathtakingly gorgeous, his skin smooth and tanned, his chest and abs so defined, it looks like someone drew muscles on him with pen.  
 
    I drink in the sight of him, acutely aware that he is now tracing a line with his finger from just under my bra to below my belly button, and I hope he’s going where I know he’s going.  
 
    I reach out to put my hands on his chiseled chest, running them over his skin the way they do in romance novels as my desire climbs. Jack allows this for a few seconds, then folds my hands in his and puts them once again at the small of my back, holding them firmly in his left hand while his right comes around again to the front of my pants.  
 
    There is unbuttoning. Unzipping. Sliding down my pants. A murmur for me to step out of them. There is me, trembling, coming unfastened just like my pants.  
 
    “Are you wet for me, Madeline?”  
 
    Seeing as there’s the equivalent of the Great Lakes in my undies, I would say yes. Yes, I am wet for you, Jack.  
 
    I surprise myself by whispering, “I think you should check.” 
 
    He kisses my cheek, laughing softly as he runs a finger just inside the waistband of my panties. “Funny, sexy girl.” He holds my hands tighter in his while he eases my panties down to my knees with his free hand. “Step out of these, Madeline, and spread your legs for me. I want full access.” 
 
    Oh goodness, Jack Decker, you can have it.  
 
    I do as he asks, my heart thudding wildly. Being pinned up against the wall like this, unable to move, my hands restrained, with my legs spread and at the mercy of the sexiest man I’ve ever seen...I feel like I’ll come the second he touches me.  
 
    I brace myself as I feel his fingers gliding between my legs.  
 
    He is touching me. His fingers are skilled, slow, light.  
 
    My. Goodness.  
 
    He traces my pussy lips and skims the surface of my clit with feather-soft pressure. My thighs are trembling with the effort of not climaxing at this very second; my entire lower half is hot, melting, dripping.  
 
    I hear his sharp intake of breath as he slips a finger inside me, his voice thick with desire. “Goodness, Callaway...you’re soaked. You’re killing me, woman.”  
 
    And you are killing me. His touch is incredible. I have been so starved for so long, I’ve forgotten what this feels like. It’s almost as though I’m back in high school, being touched for the very first time. Like a vir ir ir ir gin.  
 
    Oh. He’s pushing his finger deeper inside, using his thumb now to gently massage my clit, and I feel myself tighten around him.  
 
    “Goodness, Jack...I want you,” I breathe. 
 
    “I’m going to make you come, gorgeous. Spread your legs more.”  
 
    I obey him, loving this incredibly hot feeling of being so open, so vulnerable to him. He swirls his finger around my epicenter of pleasure, around and around with a soft, expert touch. I am practically panting with lust. He takes my clit between his thumb and finger and pinches, gently, and I cry out.  
 
    “You like that, huh? I love how sensitive you are.”  
 
    He drags his finger slowly, lightly around my nub, tickling, teasing.  
 
    “You’re so wet, so hot, Madeline...am I making it burn? I want to make it burn.”  
 
    “Oh goodness, Jack...oh goodness...” I’m groaning, completely powerless, and barely able to continue standing.  
 
    He lets go of my hands to grab my right leg, lifting it up and pushing it toward the wall with his left hand, propping me up so I’m standing on one leg. The effect is electrifying—he has me pinned hard, holding my bent leg close to the wall, and he is stroking my exposed pussy as I feel the first pulses of my climax.  
 
    “Come for me, gorgeous girl.” His strokes become faster, harder. I sink my fingers into his taut triceps, holding on tight. He pinches me lightly, then with more pressure as I gasp and try not to scream.  
 
    “Jack...oh Jack...please, please!” I am picturing his cock plunging inside me, hard, deep...I want him to mess me, but there is no time to even ask, because I’m going...going...going… 
 
    Gone. 
 
    “Ahh, Callaway, you’re such a good girl.” He crushes my mouth with a rough kiss as I jerk and wriggle against his hand, my knees buckling with the force of my climax. I sag against him, gasping for breath, my entire body humming with molten pleasure.  
 
    “I guess I don’t have to ask if that was good for you,” he says into my hair.  
 
    “No. Goodness, no, you don’t. Sorry if I...overreacted. It’s been a while.”  
 
    He looks down at me, a wide smile spreading across his face. “Overreacted? You crack me up. You were just enjoying yourself.” He widens his eyes in mock apprehension as he shifts his pelvis against me. “Imagine if we’d actually had sex. You’d probably spontaneously combust.”  
 
    In my post-climactic haze, I am aware of something pressing against my leg. Something very large. Like biggest-zucchini-in-your-garden large.  
 
    I want to repay the favor.  
 
    Stepping back into my panties, I pull them up and then put my hands at his belt buckle. I hear him draw in his breath. 
 
    “I don’t believe I gave you permission to do that, Callaway.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I asked, Decker.” I’m unbuckling, unbuttoning with eager fingers. He is straining against the denim fabric. I want to take care of him, both out of gratitude for what he did to me and to satisfy my own curiosity, because just how big is this thing?  
 
    “I wanted this to be only about you, Madeline.” He covers my hands with his, but I am on a mission, and with his quickening breaths, I can tell he’s going to let me have my way with him.  
 
    As if there was any doubt. I mean, seriously.  
 
    “Then you’ll let me do this, because this is what I want.” With anticipation sparking inside me, I slide down his zipper and push down his pants and boxers to his knees.  
 
    Oh. M. F. Gee.  
 
    I may not be an expert on penis size, but I know there are those members that could be deemed satisfactory—that you won’t be embarrassed for the guy when you actually see it. There are erections in the next level that make you confident you’ll feel sufficiently stretched when it’s inside you.  
 
    And then there is Jack Decker, a/k/a Paul Bunyan, in his own category.  
 
    He. Is. Enormous. The tip is the size of a doorknob, and I find myself getting wet all over again, imagining how this would feel inside me—that is, if it could actually fit inside me.  
 
    I want to try. Very, very badly. 
 
    He is all man, so eye-poppingly, panty-sizzlingly sexy, that I shock myself with how much I want to drop to my knees in front of him and take him in my mouth. He is long and thick and smooth—as though he is carved of stone—and I take him in my hand and begin to stroke.  
 
    A delicious thrill ricochets through me when I hear him make a sound that’s half groan, half sigh. He bends down to start kissing me again with his delicious mouth. I suck on his lower lip, his tongue, as I run my hand along his length, closing my fingers a little more as I reach the head to give him more friction.  
 
    Jack puts one hand on the wall to steady himself, the other arm wrapped around me, looking down at the floor with his eyes closed and fierce concentration on his face. He is so sexy like this, trapped in place by his own pants with his legs spread as much as they can. I move my hand down to the base of his cock, cupping and stroking his balls, then return to his big, sensitive head. I am so turned on by him, and I can’t resist whispering it.  
 
    His exhales are harsh, raspy. “You want me to forget you, don’t you?”  
 
    “Yes,” I breathe. “Goodness, yes.” 
 
    “Goodness, Madeline...I want my cock inside you,” he growls, his shaft hard as steel. I stroke him hard and fast as his breathing accelerates and my own desire ignites. A mighty shudder, and then he explodes. I keep stroking, rubbing the slippery evidence of his arousal all up and down his member, loving the sounds he is making, relishing the power I have over this gorgeous man—feeling so glad that I made him come.  
 
    Jack takes a step back carefully since his pants are at his ankles, a thin sheen of sweat glistening on his upper body. His erection is fading, but he still looks long and full. He runs a hand through his hair as he grins at me. “Whew. Goodness. Thanks, Callaway—that was much appreciated. And now I’ve got to clean up. Sorry—boys can be messy.” He winks and gives me a sheepish smile, and my heart skips a beat at the mischievous teenager I see in his bright blue eyes.  
 
    “Wait right here.” Blushing, I hold my blouse around me as I go to get the box of Kleenex from my nightstand. I’m suddenly feeling a little self-conscious with him now, post-festivities. Obviously, things will be different between us, and I’m not quite sure how. I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of getting intimate with him.  
 
    I return to him and hand him the tissues. He thanks me, and I hastily busy myself with buttoning up my blouse and putting my pants back on as he takes care of himself, going into the bathroom to dispose of the Kleenex. When he comes back, he seems relaxed and happy. Typical male, not to overthink things. Me, on the other hand… 
 
    “You said that it had been a while, Callaway...how long? I can’t imagine a crazy-sexy woman like you wouldn’t have guys lining up outside your door.”  
 
    “Thank you, but I’ve pretty much kept to myself. For about two years.”  
 
    His expression is so incredulous it’s almost comical. “Two years? You haven’t been with anyone in two years?” 
 
    “It’s been mostly self-induced. I had my best friend and people at work wanting to fix me up, but I just wasn’t ready, or even interested.” 
 
    “Until me.” 
 
    I’m blushing again. “Right.”  
 
    “Wow. Well, I’m flattered. But seriously, two years…I’d be dead.” 
 
    I have to giggle at this. And agree with him.  
 
    “Sorry you were out of commission for that long, Callaway. Hey…commission. There’s a real estate term for you.” 
 
    “Well done. Do you want to have a drink with me? Here, or we could go somewhere?” 
 
    “A glass of water would be great, thanks.” 
 
    “I made a blueberry cobbler if you’d like some.” 
 
    “Sounds awesome, but I’m headed to the gym in a few.” 
 
    So he’s clearly not staying. Cheer up, I console myself. You just had an orgasm.  
 
    As we walk downstairs and into the kitchen, I keep my tone casual. “So, Jack, I’m wondering. How do we...do this?” 
 
    He looks at me quizzically, leaning up against my counter and folding his arms. “Do what?” 
 
    “Our alliance. I mean, I know that it will last for just...” I swallow. “...the time that you’re working here, but what do you see happening between us?” 
 
    “I see us enjoying the heck out of each other.” 
 
    I open the fridge and taking out two bottles of spring water. “What do you see us doing in terms of enjoying each other? Like how often, and where, and what kind of—” 
 
    He interrupts me, which is just as well, since I’m starting to annoy even myself. 
 
    “So you’re clearly the planning type, huh, Callaway? I usually like to make things up as I go along, but here’s a tentative overview. I’m only giving you the basics, because I like to keep the element of intrigue. And I like to see what you like, what you’ll let me get away with.” He winks devilishly. 
 
    Goodness. I feel a flutter inside my chest.  
 
    “How often is really your call—I’m up for anything. So to speak. As far as where, probably here, mostly, if that’s okay with you, but I’ve been known to get creative. And if you’re curious about an itinerary, I’m more of a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants kind of guy. From what I’ve learned about you so far, you may want me to go fast, because...well, it’s been two years—but you need me to go slow, because you’re cautious. Which is cool, because I pride myself on my self-control. And the build-up makes it so much more intense.” He levels me with his gaze. “There will be time, later, once you feel more comfortable and you trust me, for me to just take you—fast. Hard. I guarantee you’ll like it that way. My basic modus operandi is to get a little more involved, more intense each time, based on what your signals or wishes are. But please know there are several ways I plan to have you, Madeline.” 
 
    Okaayyy then. So it’s a good thing I didn’t change my underwear yet, because I’d be needing to again right now.  
 
    He tips back his head and drinks while I drink in his lips, his throat, his pelvic region. Screwing the cap back on, he comes over to give me a quick goodbye kiss. “I’ll be here early tomorrow morning. I think our time together will be fantastic. I take great pride in satisfying women.”  
 
    And he’s gone. My orgasmic afterglow has dulled, mainly because he said women, plural.  
 
    Ugh.  
 
    Will I be able to do this? Be Madeline Callaway, Sultry Vamp, for the next few weeks without messing up my heart or my head? No strings sex—but what sounds like intense no strings sex—then part ways and move on.  
 
    Basically, I’ll need to be a guy.  
 
    I’ve never done anything like this before, and I’m scared, but honestly, now that I’ve had a taste of what Jackson Decker can do to me, how can I not give it a try? He made it clear he doesn’t want anything complicated, and I certainly don’t, either.  
 
    I’m suddenly hungry, and as I’m getting out the blueberry cobbler for me and some milk for Murphy, my phone chimes at me. Undoubtedly, Jack. A rush of pleasure as I pick it up and read the text.  
 
    I haven’t stopped thinking about you since I saw you. When can I see you again? We need to talk. 
 
    I stare down at my phone in disbelief. And disgust. The text isn’t from Jack.  
 
    It’s from my ex-husband. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 ~ Jack 
 
    July 22 
 
    I hadn’t planned to go to the gym tonight, but I needed an excuse to leave Madeline’s, and I can definitely expend some restless energy. Once I said it, I had to follow through so it wouldn’t be a lie. It’s humid tonight, so I put up my windows, blast the AC and crank the volume on my favorite hard rock station as I drive over to Silver’s Gym in Holden. After my workout, I’ll stop at Lowe’s to pick up some sheetrock mud before heading home.  
 
    And while I’m driving, I’ll try to make sense of what just happened with Madeline.  
 
    Let me begin with... 
 
    W 
 
    T 
 
    F.  
 
    I’ve been with a lot of women—too many to count—and I’ve gotten off (literally) on pleasing them, but Goodness. This felt different. Maybe it had something to do with how responsive she was, and of course hearing how long it had been for her magnified everything, but it’s also about how I responded to her. We didn’t even idiot, but man, it was fierce—and I wasn’t prepared for what it would do to me to touch her, put my fingers inside her, make her come.  
 
    Honestly? I’m wondering if hooking up with her was such a good idea. Yet I can’t back out on our alliance, number one because I do what I say I will, and number two...selfishly, I want to harass her. Many times. Plus, we’ve got parameters already established, so it’s safe.  
 
    Right?  
 
    Right. 
 
    I say hi to Julie at the check-in counter. Today being a chest day, I do some free weights and then a half hour on the treadmill. There’s a lot of eye candy here in here—a cute brunette with legs for days, a blonde whose rear looks ah-may-zing in her Spandex, a couple college-age girls who keep darting their eyes in my direction. I’m feeling more like myself, scoping them out, and I flirt a little with the brunette when we both walk toward the locker rooms at the same time. May sound dumb, but it’s like a relief I’m in player mode. That, I can do. Questioning/confused/unsure...uh, not so much. 
 
    After a quick shower and giving the blonde my classic I think you’re hot look as I leave, I drive over to Lowe’s, happy to give them business instead of New England Home Supply. Lowe’s does for me what Target does for women—definitely my happy place. Don’t think I’m weird, but I pretty much get off on looking at all the new tools—the cordless ones from Ryobi are always good for a rush.  
 
    Plus, the manager Owen is great and a good buddy of mine. He’s at the Pro desk flipping through a catalog and is all smiles when he sees me.  
 
    “Well, if it isn’t Big Deck. Haven’t seen you in a while. You’re not cheating on me with those guys in the orange aprons, are you?” He narrows his eyes at me suspiciously, rubbing his scruff of a beard. Owen’s a little guy, only about 5’7”, but stocky and strong. I wouldn’t want to mess with him.  
 
    “Not a chance, O. You’re the only one for me.” 
 
    “Aw, you’ve got my heart all a-flutter.” 
 
    “It’s what I do, bud.” 
 
    “Ha! Yeah. Toying with the hearts of hundreds of women.” 
 
    “But only one at a time—that’s important.”  
 
    He shakes his head, laughing. “You’ve got quite the lifestyle, pal. Need help with anything?” 
 
    “Nope. Just here to get some mud. Thought I’d maybe see your ugly mug and find out what’s new.” 
 
    “You’re looking at it.” 
 
    “How’s Dayna?”  
 
    “She’s great. Teaching a couple water aerobics classes this summer and spending whatever money I make at IKEA.” 
 
    “How long’s it been for you two, anyway?” 
 
    “Goodness.” Owen scratches his head thoughtfully. “I think it’ll be four years this fall.”  
 
    “Wow. So you’ve manage to fool her all this time, huh?” 
 
    “Evidently. You’re obviously still enjoying bach-ing it?” 
 
    “Hell yeah. The girls just keep on coming. Literally.” I grin as he cracks up. 
 
    “Man, you’ve got more stamina than a porn star, that’s for sure.”  
 
    The phone rings at the desk, so I raise my hand in a wave and tell him I’ll let him get back to work. 
 
    “Come find me before you leave. We need to set up a golf date.”  
 
    “Will do.” I go over to the tool section, lingering for a bit at the cordless miter saw before heading to the joint compound, which is what I came in for.  
 
    Mudding...walls...Madeline Callaway up against one...now there’s a vision I want to put on repeat, but dang, I wish it wasn’t accompanied by this leaping sensation in my chest. Gonna need to work at keeping the feelings below the belt, where they belong. I’ve had some pretty intense idiot fests, especially over the past couple years—granted, not to this extent—but I’ve always managed to keep things short-term, light, simple.  
 
    So I’ll maybe have to be a little more diligent about keeping a lid on this one, but I’ll do it. The four F’s philosophy, baby. Remember that?  
 
    I sure have to.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 25 
 
    I usually enjoy girls’ nights, but I’m really looking forward to this one tonight. I have this fluttery, almost anxious feeling inside that’s stayed with me since being with Jack—which has been exacerbated because I haven’t seen him or heard from him. Even though I know I shouldn’t expect a thing, I still did—thought he’d send me a text just to kind of touch base, especially since he was seriously touching me. But I need to keep in mind that it’s not like we’re dating.  
 
    Maybe if I explain it to my friends, it’ll be clearer to me. I hope. Bottom line, I need to connect with some people who get me so I can hopefully gain some insight as to how I’m going to handle these next few weeks: keep things in perspective, let go and just enjoy myself.  
 
    And then let go of the relationship.  
 
    Correction: alliance. Not relationship. But whatever you call it, this is the first experience with a man since my divorce. So it’s kind of a big deal. Throw that in a bowl with the fact that I’m not the type of person who takes risks...mix it all up, and you’ve got the recipe for one hot mess.  
 
    Speaking of recipes, I’ve made a few summery apps: cucumber and avocado roll-ups, wonton wrappers filled with chili, shrimp and lime sour cream, black bean and corn salad, crab stuffed mushrooms. Kept it simple with the drinks: wine smoothies and strawberry-lemonade beer. For dessert, cake pops. They love my cake pops. Which I may or may not have sampled this afternoon. I did have to see if they came out all right. I’m just that kind of a friend. 
 
    The food prep kept me busy a good part of the day, so I was able to relax a little with that and my Spotify jazz playlist. I dressed up the table with a pretty floral runner and picked a few poppies, cosmos and daisies for a centerpiece. I’m at the sink filling the vase with water when the cars pull in, and my house is soon filled with one of my favorite sounds: my girlfriends’ voices.  
 
    Delaney walks in the kitchen with the Bananagrams game, followed by Amanda, owner of a fabulous Italian restaurant in Ellsworth. I hug them both, and they ooh and aah over the food on the island.  
 
    “My freaking word,” Amanda booms, her brown eyes round with amazement. “Look at this spread. Just how stressed are you?”  
 
    She knows how I get. “Pretty stressed. But it’s kind of a good stressed.” I’m blushing already. Laney winks at me since she has some idea.  
 
    “Ooh, I want to hear!”  
 
    Jordan shows up a few minutes later. She’s an associate broker at the office that everyone loves because she’s so bright and bubbly, followed by Kelly, my neighbor two houses down and a stay-at-home mom with twin toddlers.  
 
    “Goodness, Maddie—you don’t know how much I needed this tonight.” Kelly clasps her hands dramatically, casting her eyes to the ceiling. “I love my babies more than chocolate, but today was a tornado of poopy Pull-ups, peeing in the potted plant, pulling each other’s hair, me pulling out my own hair…and that was all before breakfast.”  
 
    “You make motherhood sound so magical. I’m glad I’m a lesbian,” Amanda smirks. 
 
    Kelly narrows her eyes and points at her. “Lesbians can have babies. Don’t think you’re getting off the hook that easily.”  
 
    “Oh, pfffft.” Amanda waves her hand dismissively. “It’ll be a cold day in hell before my uterus sees any action other than menstrual cramps.”  
 
    Everyone’s hungry, so we eat, and the consensus is that the crab-stuffed mushrooms are borderline orgasmic. The decibel level rises in direct proportion to the number of alcoholic beverages, and I love how my kitchen sounds and feels with some of my favorite human beings here—filled up with their buoyant energy. We talk about Kelly’s dry spell in the bedroom, Amanda’s cranky but fabulous chef, Jordan’s new lawyer boyfriend, how Delaney is totally soured on men because of the pigs she works with. I tell them about the text from Paul, and they react just as I knew they would: shocked, repulsed, pissed. They immediately ask if I responded, and I tell them of course not, and a debate ensues as to whether I should have replied idiot off, or that I’ve moved on and he should, too, or if I should have just sent back a middle finger emoji. We finally all concur I did a good thing by ignoring, but Kelly warns that I may hear from him again.  
 
    I don’t share my other stuff, about Jack. Yet.  
 
    Laney reaches for her third? fourth? appetizer and sighs. “I love these little rolled-up pieces of heaven. They’re spicy and sweet at the same time.” 
 
    “Mustard and soy sauce,” I inform her.  
 
    “Mmm. Delish. You kind of outdid yourself this time, Maddie. But we’re all okay with that. Aren’t we, girls?” 
 
    They all nod vehemently. I swish my hand at them and get up from the table to refill the wine smoothie pitcher. Murphy jumps up on the counter and I quickly lift him off.  
 
    Amanda snorts. “Don’t pretend he doesn’t do that about seventeen times a day, because we all know he does.” They erupt in laughter.  
 
    “Jerks. All of you,” I say, but I can’t help but smile. We take a break from eating and move into the living room with our drinks. 
 
    “So. To recap.” Kelly settles back against the couch cushions and tucks her bare feet under her. “Jordan’s getting lots on a regular basis with a title attorney. I’m not getting any because my husband and I decided that Z’s are more important than O’s. Amanda has the hots for the chick who delivers linens to the restaurant. Laney might as well enter a convent. Which leaves...” She swings her gaze over to me, her hazel eyes lightening with curiosity. “...our hostess with the mostest.” 
 
    I take a sip of my lemonade beer and flash my friends an alcohol-laced grin. I’m feeling good...a bit silly, naughty, ready to share. “You all know about my bathroom renovation, right?”  
 
    Before I can say any more, Kelly squeals with delight. “Oh my gawd, you’re your carpenter?!”  
 
    All of them lean forward eagerly, their eyes sparkling with wine and anticipation.  
 
    I shake my head, my face burning. “No.” My lips curve up. “Not...yet.  
 
    “But that’s coming,” winks Laney. “So to speak.” 
 
    “Carpenters are sooo hot,” Jordan gushes. “So what’s the scoop? You haven’t said anything at work!”  
 
    “I know. It’s all really new.”  
 
    They want to know what he looks like, and what we’ve “done,” and it feels like high school lunch gossip in the cafeteria. When I get to the part about the alliance and how it will end, there are raised eyebrows and wrinkled noses and puzzled faces. I try to reassure them, and it strikes me that I’m also reassuring myself.  
 
    “I’m okay with it. I mean, I have to be, right? I’m probably not even ready for a relationship. Sex without one, though...” I trail off and drain my glass. “Does this make me a hussy?” 
 
    They all nod vigorously.  
 
    “Of course it does,” Kelly says. “But everyone is. Congratulations.”  
 
    I bring them upstairs to see the bathroom renovation in progress. I show them the printout of the design that’s taped to the wall, and they all approve. But of course, they’re most interested in the man behind the plan.  
 
    “I keep picturing him in his tool belt and nothing else,” sighs Jordan.  
 
    “Sorry, he’s got the wrong parts, so the images aren’t doing anything for me.” Amanda shrugs. “But I’m happy for you, girl. And proud, too—because you’re taking a risk. You’ve needed to just say phoo and just do something for yourself.”  
 
    “What’s this guy’s name, anyway?” Kelly asks.  
 
    “Jackson Decker.”  
 
    A split-second pause, and then her eyes grow large. “Oh my Goodness. Small world.” She reaches out to grab my arm. “That’s the guy my sister had.” 
 
    Had, as in did some work on her house, or had, as in did some work on her? I don’t even want to ask.  
 
    And I don’t need to, because the answer is all over her face—like she’s sympathetic and concerned and anxious that this news has upset me. “Kasey was pretty crazy about him. I think she got in deeper than she intended and had a tough time when he ended it. She said he was fantastic, though,” she adds hastily. “Really amazing.” 
 
    “With his tools? Or with his tool?” smirks Amanda. 
 
    “Um...both.” 
 
    “That’s good to know, right, Maddie?” Laney flashes me an encouraging smile.  
 
    “Yes. Very good. I’ve been happy with what he’s done so far. He’s been very...accommodating.” 
 
    I decide to shift the attention to the actual work renovation—you know, what I hired him for. Much safer, because as needy as it sounds, I don’t want to think about Jack being with other women. “I’m planning on a rain shower-head coming down from the ceiling.”  
 
    “Nope.” Kelly shakes her head. “I’m sorry, sweetie...I know what you’re trying to do here, but all I’m hearing is ‘head’ and ‘coming.’ Plus, I’ve got all the deets from what my big sis told me. So it’s not working. But if he’s anything for you like he was with her, you’ll be coming up with all sorts of honey-do lists.” 
 
    Delaney, who can read me like I’m transparent, jumps in to change the subject. “It looks like things are progressing just fine up here, but can we please check out the kitchen again? Because...cake pops.”  
 
    I’ve made too many which is just fine with everyone, because they’re all in the mood to eat too much. We’re stuffed, so we unbutton our shorts and sprawl out on the couches for a game of Bananagrams, deciding it would be way more fun if we tried to make dirty words. Even with this, even though we’re howling with laughter over Jordan’s creation of twat and Laney trying to defend her spelling of fallic, I’m obsessing over Kelly’s sister and her supposed alliance with Jack.  
 
    I think she got in deeper than she intended and had a tough time when he ended it. 
 
    What if the same thing happens to me? Or what if this experience cheapens me—changes my opinion of myself?  
 
    Uneasiness pools into the pockets of doubt inside of me.  
 
    Amanda takes the stick from her cake pop out of her mouth and points it at me. “Hey, pumpkin. What’s up? You’re awful quiet.”  
 
    “Just wondering if I should go through with this.”  
 
    “With the renovation guy? I think you should have some fun with it, Madeline,” Jordan says. “He’s gorgeous, he’s available, and you like him, right?”  
 
    “Right. I’m just a little stressed that...” My voice fades.  
 
    Kelly reaches across Delaney on the sofa to squeeze my knee. “Aw, honey, I hope what I said about my sister didn’t scare you off. It was really her issue, because he was totally up front with her about how their relationship would go. She just...got attached, I guess.” 
 
    Laney chimes in. “As long as you know going in that this is just a short-term sexcapade between two consenting adults, you should be fine. Keep the focus on the sex—just enjoying the sex, because I hear that’s what people do—and you won’t have a thing to worry about.”  
 
    I’m feeling a little bit better. I weave through the tangle of memories in my brain to retrieve what Jack had said to me: I’m exclusively theirs for the duration of the project...I’m not in the business of messing anyone up. 
 
    This will be a few weeks of monogamous sex. And no one will get messed up.  
 
    Smiling at Delaney, I tell her I think I can do it.  
 
    “Atta girl,” Amanda booms. She raises her beer mug. “To mindless sex.”  
 
    Jordan lifts her glass, giggling. “To making wholesome family games R-rated.”  
 
    I hold up my wine glass, sparks of excitement bursting inside me. “To guys who know how to use their tools.” 
 
    They all raise their glasses, cheering loudly, and I am so very ready to see Jackson Decker again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 ~ Jack 
 
    July 27 
 
    She’s done it again so I have to tamp down both my arousal and my smile. The second she walks in the room, I’m hit with three simultaneous jolts of reality:  
 
    1: She’s the hottest woman I’ve ever seen. 
 
    2. She gets hotter every time I see her.  
 
    3. She’s also adorable, which somehow adds to her hotness factor. 
 
    The adorable part comes in because she’s all dressed up and has the professional thing going on, but she’s yet again got a spot on her silky white blouse, which I notice right away since I’m obviously looking at her breasts. Her shirt is sleeveless and shows off her tanned, toned arms. She’s wearing a clingy black skirt with white zigzag lines—it hugs her hips and rear, going all the way to the floor, and an image of me pulling it up around her waist flashes across my brain. Her hair looks sleek, burnished, like she’s brushed it over and over to make it gleam. I want my hands up in it.  
 
    I want my hands all over her.  
 
    I feel my cock harden, thinking of how she has no idea what I’m going to do to her tonight.  
 
    Not a clue. It’s going to kill me to wait, but I’ll exercise control, because I want the anticipation to build, and I also don’t want her knowing just how much she gets to me. That’ll have to stay my own little secret.   
 
    So I tamp down my arousal and the feeling of being so happy to see her, and all my self-control just about goes out the window when she smiles at me.  
 
    It’s like she’s glowing from the inside out—her face pinking up and her eyes sparkling, and I feel like a toe because here I am not letting her read me, while she’s an open book.  
 
    “Hey,” she says, and just that one word is warm and smoky. Her eyes flick all over me, like she hasn’t seen me in months. Got to admit—it does feel that way, even though it’s only been five days.  
 
    “Hey there. Just finished putting the first coat of mud on the walls.”  
 
    Madeline nods, folding her arms across her chest and sweeping her gaze around the room before settling on me again. “Looking very nice. And the bathroom does, too.” She winks.  
 
    “Well-played.” 
 
    She holds up her finger and chalks up an imaginary point.  
 
    I grin. “I should be ready to start tiling the shower next week.” 
 
    “Great. So I’m guessing you’re still on schedule to finish in a few weeks?” Her tone is casual, with hint of forced cheerfulness.  
 
    “Should be. Sorry I didn’t get over here Thursday or Friday...I was working at another client’s house.” True story, but I’ll leave out the part about how I felt like I needed to stay away from her for a bit.  
 
    And about how I wanted to text her but didn’t.  
 
    And about how the intensity of my attraction to her blows me away.  
 
    She steps carefully over the extension cord to get closer to me and points to my t-shirt. “Mudding looks like messy business.”  
 
    “So does eating.” I wink as I point to her blouse.  
 
    Her dark eyes widen as she blushes and looks down at her chest. “Dang, did I do it again?”  
 
    “It wouldn’t be you if you didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re making it sound like you know me quite well, Jack.”  
 
    “After last Wednesday, I feel like I do know you quite well, Madeline.” Lust, like liquid fire, begins a slow burn in my blood. Man, I’ve got to touch her. I unfasten my tool belt, let it fall to the floor and walk toward her. She puts her arms across her like she’s hugging herself, and I love this, because she’s getting all keyed up.  
 
    Standing inches away from her, I drop my voice low. “I know the sounds you make,” I say, reaching out to graze her chin with my fingers and making her shudder. “I know the feel of your nipple between my fingers.” I’m staring deep into her eyes, so deep I feel like I’m being pulled into them. I’ve never really looked at anyone so close that I notice there’s a starburst in the iris, but I’m noticing this now, with her—and noticing the way her pupils are dilating.  
 
    She’s hugging herself tighter, and I can’t help but chuckle.  
 
    “You trying to shield yourself from me, Callaway?”  
 
    “No,” she says, raising her chin like a little girl. She puts her arms at her sides. Her hands are in fists.  
 
    “Good, because I want to put my hands on you. You okay with that?”  
 
    She casts her gaze to the ceiling, blushing and smiling like she can’t believe I’m for real. I’m grinning, too, because we both know she’s more than okay with that. I begin unbuttoning her blouse, realizing that my fingers are chalky with dried sheetrock mud. I pause.  
 
    “Callaway. I’ve got to apologize for putting my unclean hands on your very nice white top. I’m guessing silk and Talbot’s?”  
 
    “Rayon and Kohl’s,” she corrects me breathily. “But good try.”  
 
    “On second thought, my hands don’t really matter. You’ve got your lunch on it anyway, right?”  
 
    “Ughh, STOP,” she protests, but she’s laughing.  
 
    I bend down to kind of scoop her in my arms. I like the feel of her like this—soft, pliable, like she’s molding her body to mine. My nose in her hair, I breathe in the scent of her shampoo. She smells like a walk on the beach: coconut and warm sand and sun.  
 
    I put my mouth to her ear. “So I do know you quite well, Madeline Callaway. I know the taste of your tongue. I know how wet you get. And tonight...” I brush my lips against her cheek. “I want to taste how wet you get.”  
 
    She’s trembling against me. I hear a very faint ohh...God that makes my cock stir and my pulse skyrocket. Pulling her tighter into me, I cover her mouth with mine, claiming her. It’s rough, hungry, an I missed your lips and I’m going to show you how much kind of kiss, and I’m about to pull up her skirt when she puts her hands on my chest and pushes back.  
 
    “Wait, Jack,” she says huskily, swiping her hand at her cheek where a few strands of hair are clinging. “Sorry...I’ll be right back.”  
 
    I watch her scurry into the hallway. Guarantee she’s going to use the guest bathroom, and I’m guessing she’s going to “freshen up.” Hearing the water running confirms my hunch. I have to grin; I have yet to meet a woman who isn’t paranoid about being fresh as a daisy before any action. I wish they wouldn’t worry—I mean, I totally appreciate cleanliness and give the same in return, but Goodness, they don’t seem to realize the individual, unique scent and taste of a woman is such a turn-on. I’d rather have that than soap or perfume. But it’s important that she’s comfortable, and another thing I’ve learned about Madeline Callaway is that she likes things planned out, in a certain order.  
 
    I’ll consider it my challenge to change that.  
 
    In the meantime—one good turn deserves another. While she’s in the bathroom, I scoot downstairs to the kitchen to wash the mud off my hands. Her orange cat is sitting on the table. I know he’s not supposed to be there, but he’s squinting at me all cute, and I’ve grown pretty fond of the little guy. “Don’t worry, dude,” I say. “Your secret’s safe with me.”  
 
    My buddies would tease the trash out of me if they knew I was using hand cream, but I’ve been doing that for the past week or so. This type of work roughs up your skin, so I’ve been careful to make sure my hands are smooth. Women don’t really appreciate feeling like they’re being scraped with sandpaper. So...hand cream.  
 
    When I get back upstairs to the bedroom, Madeline’s sitting on her bed, feet crossed at the ankles and hands clasped in her lap. No doubt about it; she’s nervous, and there’s that jolty feeling in my gut again, like I want to wrap my arms around her. Just seeing her like this with that vulnerable look on her face, the bloom of pink in her cheeks and in the V of skin where her blouse is open, makes me hard.  
 
    “Pretty pathetic, being nervous in your own bedroom.” She gives a little laugh as she shakes her head.  
 
    “I’d say you can drop the ‘pathetic,’ because it’s just plain pretty. Also, very cute.”  
 
    She flashes me a sheepish smile as I approach her—those dark eyes seeking something in me, those perfect lips parted. I cup her face in my hands as she speaks. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?”  
 
    “I want you out of this skirt. And then I want you to lay back and let me do what I want to you.” 
 
    She lets out a long, slow exhale and shudders. “So basically, you want me to let go.” 
 
    “Yes. Completely. And that way, you’ll come harder. Trust me.” 
 
    A deep sigh, and a slow, sad smile. “That T word again.”  
 
    “You can do it, Callaway. Take your skirt off. Lay back. And let go.”  
 
    It’s always such a rush, seeing a woman obey me. I’m not what you’d call fifty shades-dominant, but being in control in the bedroom has always been my modus operandi. She stands up, unzips her skirt and—of course—folds it before she lays it on the edge of the bed, making me smile. She’s wearing pink, bikini-style panties that give off an innocent girl vibe, and man, do I want to have me some of this innocent girl.  
 
    I take my shirt off and toss it on the floor because guys don’t fold, and I dig what I see on her face as she scans my upper body—like she’s hungry and I’m lunch. She lays down on the bed, her shiny hair framing her face. I unbutton that Kohl’s rayon blouse and pull it open so I can look at her chest, rising up and down with every deep breath. Love the pink bra she’s wearing and the soft swell of her breasts beneath the satin, and I love that in just a few minutes, I’ll have my mouth between her legs.  
 
    Gently, I slide my hands under her rear and ease her body down the bed so she’s right near the edge—easier access being the goal. I devour her with my eyes as my cock stands at attention. He’ll have to wait, because right now, this is all about Madeline. 
 
    And now I’m going to just plain devour her.  
 
    I claim her mouth again, swirling my tongue against hers for a few seconds before I take one of the best routes known to man: down. 
 
    I start off by kissing the valley between her belly, giving her cleavage a quick lick as I lift one of her bra cups to snake my tongue inside, running it over her nipple. I’d like to spend a little time on these gorgeous globes, but after fantasizing all day about going down on her...yeah, I’m just a little impatient. So I continue on my way, kissing and flicking my tongue in a vertical line down to the waistband of her panties, to give her a little taste of things to come.  
 
    Namely, her.    
 
    I stroke her inner thighs with my index fingers, tracing just outside the outline of her panty fabric and breaking into a grin as she starts to wriggle around on the bed. “Ticklish, Callaway?” 
 
    A reluctant answer. “Y-e-ss. That, and like I told you, my body’s basically been a wasteland.” 
 
    “I think you meant wonderland.”  
 
    She gives me this shy but very grateful smile. “Thank you. But don’t take advantage of me being ticklish, or needy, because it’ll probably kill me.” 
 
    “I’ll go easy on you with the ticklish because tickling’s a form of torture, but giving you a break on the needy is a no-go. I plan to take full advantage. Full. One thing you’ve got to understand is that I’m in charge in the bedroom. Lift up your hips. Because right now...” I hook my thumbs in the leg openings of her panties and begin to slide them down. “I’m going to give you a good tongue lashing.”  
 
    She sucks in her breath, and when she speaks, it’s like a whimper. “Oh, Jack.”  
 
    Her panties are off, and I have to take time to just look at her. Soft, full, petal-pink lips. Her pussy is completely bare. Oh, man. Completely bare. And now the python in my pants has turned to stone.  
 
    Idiot, this is going to require some major, major restraint.  
 
    “Please don’t be mad if I—you know, climax right away,” she’s whispering. “I usually can’t hold back for long with oral.”  
 
    As weird as it sounds, I don’t like thinking of another man having done this to her. I console myself with thinking that the ones before me were most likely amateurs, not knowing when to ease up to prolong the pleasure. She hasn’t experienced Big Deck’s oral skills.  
 
    “Then it’s going to be my goal to pace you.” I get down on my knees on the floor—me and my throbbing toe—and put my hands on her knees, guiding her to open her legs and feeling like I’m going to explode watching her pussy lips spread apart. I’m not only going to need to pace her, but myself as well. Goodness—seeing those delicate folds open like this would bring me to my knees if I wasn’t there already. Vulnerable, exposed, waiting—for me.  
 
    “Close your eyes, Madeline.” I lean in, expelling a cool breath of air so she knows how close my mouth is to her. My grip on her inner legs is firm; she’s not ready for any bondage at this point, but I want her to have the feeling that she can’t move. Except for squirming a little—that, she can do.  
 
    I begin by lightly brushing the inside of her thighs with my lips. Her skin is quivering, and I know she’s ticklish, so I won’t prolong this, but it’s been my experience that women love being teased. 
 
    I move my mouth to her outer lips, kissing around the center of her pussy in a shrinking spiral. She’s breathing hard and her hands go to my head. I grin, because apparently I’m not the only one with a thing for hair. But I want her to focus only on what I’m doing to her, so I take her hands and hold them down by her sides. She’ll get even more turned on feeling like she’s being restrained.  
 
    The warm scent of her is driving me crazy. Time to taste this beautiful girl. Using just the tip of my tongue, I trace a feather-soft line up and down each of her inner lips as she begins to enter begging mode, whispering my name: Jack...JACK. She’s starting to wiggle a bit, so I tighten my grip on her legs.  
 
    When her signals are telling me she’s on the fast track to the big O, I take my mouth off her and stroke her lightly with my finger, switching up the sensation but keeping the feeling intense. After I’m pretty confident she can handle oral again, I kiss her hard little clit and have to fight back a groan when she arches her back and cries out. Then it’s back to finger-stroking, a slightly longer kiss where she most wants my lips, a long exhale as my face hovers over her pussy, and a light swirl of my tongue. Delay + slow teasing + quick intense contact = phenomenal climax. Call it Big Deck’s Math 101.  
 
    I work two fingers inside her, feeling my balls tighten as I imagine the walls of her pussy around my cock. My fingers give her something else to think about, too, and delays what I know is going to be an epic orgasm. I give her swollen nub a quick flick of my tongue. She gasps and moans—I’ve startled her—and I know she’s at the edge. She’s dripping, and man, do I want to bury my face in her sweet wetness and eat the heck out of her, but the first time I go down on a woman, I’m focused on getting to know her, establishing trust—letting her know she’s safe to let go with me. After we’ve been together a few times, though, I pick up the intensity.  
 
    Really, really looking forward to that with her.  
 
    “I’m very impressed with you for holding off, Callaway, and letting me pace you. I’m guessing you’re ready to come, though. Right?” 
 
    “Goodness...yes—yes.” She’s practically panting.  
 
    “Ask me, gorgeous. Ask me to make you.” 
 
    “Please, Jack—please make me come.” 
 
    “Tell me what you want me to do.” I know what she wants, but it’s a major turn-on to hear her say it.  
 
    She’s begging. “Suck it. Suck my clit. Please.” 
 
    Goodness. The raw neediness in her voice. I push her legs apart a bit more and give her a long, slow lick from the bottom of her slit to the top of her pussy, lingering for just a second on where she wants my tongue most. And then I take her little knot between my lips and suck, gently, as she cries out my name. She fills her hands with my hair, and it kind of hurts like mad, but I let her because she’s in the throes of her climax, writhing under my mouth. I taste her heat and her softness as her juices coat my tongue. There is no sexier view than looking between the legs of this incredibly hot woman, her back arched, breasts straining against her bra, chin tipped up, eyes closed, her glossy hair sprayed out on the comforter like silk.  
 
    My erection has now reached painful proportions. I can’t wait any more to be inside her, and I tell her.  
 
    “I need to forget you, Madeline.”  
 
    Her eyes snap open and fill with fresh want. “I want you to,” she breathes. “Goodness, I want you to.” 
 
    What is it about the sound of her voice that makes me feel weak in the knees and like I could pick up a house at the same time?  
 
    I get on my feet, stick my hand into my jeans pocket for the condom I knew I’d be needing (cocky mongrel that I am), shove my pants down and wrap my member in latex as Madeline Callaway looks on, her eyes glazed with lust. Her legs are open, loose—I love seeing her like this. Not just because it’s making me horny as idiot, but because she’s relaxed and totally accessible to me.  
 
    Taking my toe in one hand, I position myself in front of her and ease the tip in as she sucks in her breath. “You okay?” I don’t want to hurt her, although she’s still saturated.  
 
    “Yes. My goodness, yes. You feel so good, Jack.” 
 
    “Spread your legs for me, sweetheart. That’s it...nice and wide, so you can take all of me.” I grit  my teeth as I slide in—holy idiot, she feels incredible, and it’s so hard—literally—not to plunge in deep.  
 
    “I’m going to fill you up.” I lean over her, gathering her into my arms as I begin to harass her harder. My mouth finds hers, and our kissing becomes rough and wet and messy as I pound into her. She hooks her heels on my rear, gasping with every thrust, digging her fingernails into my skin as she grips my shoulders. Her pussy is tightening around me, and I wonder if she’s almost there, too. Any thought of pacing myself is out the window. I can’t stop, can’t hold back—she feels so good, and my teenaged toe trumps whatever willpower I’d like to think I have.  
 
    “Idiot, Madeline—you’re so tight...oh, baby, I’m gonna come.” I grunt as I give a final hard push. I feel my release in every part of me—my blood, my bones—and I’m rattled by how intense it is. Not sure what’s that about, but I’m guessing it’s partly due to how turned on she is, combined with her off-the-chart sexiness. 
 
    I give her a kiss on the forehead as I carefully climb off her and prop myself up on my elbow. She’s breathing hard and her eyes are closed, her lashes thick and curvy. I brush away a lock of her hair that’s crept over her face. “Are you okay? Sorry if I was a little too...much.”  
 
    Madeline opens her eyes and she shakes her head. “You don’t have to apologize for anything. It was amazing. I—I came a second time.” She’s blushing as a small smile brightens her face. “That’s never happened to me before.”  
 
    Well, there. Pride and pleasure bloom in my chest. “I’m glad, Callaway. I was worried I was a little too rough. I never want to hurt you.”  
 
    Something in my voice makes us lock eyes. I’ve surprised her—surprised me, too. I look away first and get off the bed. I feel like I want to lay here with her for a little while, which is exactly why I need to leave.   
 
    As I head into the hall to go clean up in the guest bathroom, I realize that even though it’ll only be for a few weeks...even though I shouldn’t be thinking in terms of possession, I know that after what just happened between us, she’s mine.  
 
    And I can’t deny I like the feeling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 29 
 
    I’m making dinner for Jack. Haven’t used my oven all summer, but looks like I’m going to tonight. I texted him from work asking what his favorite meal was, and after he questioned why and I said I was just asking and he responded with how he didn’t want me to make him anything and I replied that I was going to regardless so it might as well be something he likes, he finally gave up and told me.  
 
    Macaroni and cheese—the homemade kind that’s creamy but crispy on top. With cut-up hot dogs in it. And applesauce—the kind that’s chunky and too sweet to have any health benefits whatsoever.  
 
    I texted back, You seem to be into textured foods. That are bad for you. And also, how old are you—twelve?  
 
    Eleven, he replied. Except when I’m having sex with you. And then I’m seventeen.  
 
    So I rearranged my schedule, told Angie I was leaving a little early, avoided Jordan’s raised eyebrows when I told her my contractor needed to confer with me about the renovation, and went to the grocery store before heading home. I usually loathe grocery shopping, but this time, even pushing a cart with a rebel wheel, I’m enjoying it—like I have a purpose. Shopping for two is much more pleasant than buying for just me. I’ve got to be careful—it isn’t like I have a boyfriend, although the fluttery feeling I have makes me feel otherwise.  
 
    I’m smiling as I put my bags into the car, thinking about Jack and his juvenile food choices. Which gives me an idea.   
 
    I’ll stop at Target on the way home.  
 
    I haven’t seen Jack for a couple days. He was working at another client’s on Monday (he made a point to tell me it was an older man—and I have to admit I was relieved) and yesterday I had to put some final touches on a listing which made me late getting home—so no Ford pickup in my driveway. And I really, really wanted to see that Ford pickup.  
 
    And its driver. 
 
    Naked. 
 
    About that. Oh, my goodness. The sex was unbelievable. Looking down at that tousled hair, seeing his head between my legs, and then how he entered me: slowly, with that big, rigid tip, sliding that huge cock into me… 
 
    I reach toward the dashboard to flick on the AC. Goodness, I need to focus on my driving before I get pulled over. No, officer, I wasn’t drinking and driving or texting and driving...I was distracted because I’m reminiscing about the hottest sex I’ve ever had. And do you have an extra set of handcuffs I can borrow?  
 
    To climax—twice—was amazing, but it was so much more. The way he teased me, kissed me...his scent, his warm tongue, how he held me.  
 
    How he held me. That was one of my favorite parts—that he put his arms around me while he made love to me. Although can you really call it making love, when we have this “alliance” thing going on? Probably not. But it was more than just—there was a connection beyond sex. I felt it, and I’m quite sure he did, too. I saw it in his eyes and on his face, and it was pretty obvious by the way he got right off the bed afterwards that he was a little unsettled. I don’t want him to think I want more than what I agreed to.  
 
    Even though I already do. Needy of me, but it’s true.  
 
    I’m almost to Target when I hear my ring tone. I go from excited to apprehensive in about two seconds flat—first thinking it might be Jack, then thinking it might be Jack telling me he’s not staying for dinner. I pull into a parking space between two minivans and reach for my purse on the passenger seat. Taking out my phone, I see the contact name at the top: Vienna Sausage (my latest moniker for my ex-husband). Just the idea of him intruding like this, in the midst of my daydreamy thoughts, makes me feel resentful. And also, why is he calling me? Did he not get the message when I didn’t send a message the last time he texted?  
 
    I wait, thinking he’ll just hang up, but my voicemail notification chirps. Incredible. Might as well get this over with before going into my happy place. I tap the play button and raise the phone to my ear. 
 
    “Madeline. Hi. I wondered if we could talk sometime. I wanted you to know I’m not with Claire anymore.” (Pause.) “I’m not sure if that even matters, but I would like to talk to you. Give me a call. Thanks.”  
 
    I’m pissed, hearing his voice. And pissed is much better than cringing, which has been my usual reaction. Cringing feels weaker, more like I’m flinching and he has some power over me. I actually like feeling angry. How could he ever think I’d want to talk to him after what he did, or that it would ever matter to me about him being “available” again? This time, I decide to text back and make my stance clear. I have nothing to say to you. Don’t contact me again.  
 
    There. Freshly empowered, I drop my phone back in my purse and get out of the car to go pick up a few things that are guaranteed to make Jack smile.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    No sound of power tools or hammering when I come in, but he’s here. Tingles shimmy up and down my spine as I set the groceries and Target bag on the kitchen counter. Murphy is yowling and ready to eat. I’ll feed him first or else I’ll be tripping over him, and then I’ll start dinner. It’s about 4:00, so I should have enough time to get everything ready.  
 
    Kicking off my pumps, I go to the bottom of the stairs and call up to Jack. “Hey...let me know before you come down here, okay?” 
 
    “Callaway.” Annnd cue the dampness in my panties. Goodness, his deep voice. “Are you planning something?” 
 
    “Just dinner...but I like to have things set up. It’s all about presentation.”  
 
    “I hope you didn’t go to any trouble.”  
 
    “It’s no trouble—I enjoy this. See you in a bit.”  
 
    I bustle around the kitchen, spraying and wiping the counters and table, getting out my L. L. Bean apple corer/peeler/slicer. I’ll do the applesauce first—it’ll smell so good cooking on the stove while I get everything else ready. It’s a couple months away from apple season, so these Macs aren’t local, but homemade is always better than out of a jar. Plus, I can make it chunky, the way Jack said he likes it. Water, quartered apples and a little lemon juice go into the saucepan. While that’s simmering, I get a pan to sauté some onion, then the big pot to boil the elbow noodles. I’m humming to myself, loving the smells of bubbling apples and sizzling butter in my kitchen...loving that I get to make a meal for someone I really, really like and will (hopefully) have sex with later.  
 
    I’m stirring the sugar and cinnamon in the pot of applesauce when I hear Jack call from upstairs. “Callaway...ready or not, here I come.”  
 
    Come. Mmm… “Oh, I’m ready, Decker.”  
 
    Jack enters the kitchen, and I catch my breath. He is wearing just what he always wears—t-shirt and jeans, leather belt, workboots—but there is something about this man that every time I see him, it’s new all over again.  
 
    I have an intensely major urge to hug him right now. 
 
    He raises his chin and sniffs deeply. “Wow. I thought it smelled good from upstairs.” 
 
    “Thanks. I hope it tastes as good.”  
 
    He goes over to the sink and washes his hands while I take the opportunity to look at his muscled backside. I already know what I want for dessert.  
 
    He glances over at the stove and casserole dishes on trivets beside it. “Mac and cheese, applesauce, and green bean casserole? I didn’t even mention that last one, but somehow you knew.”  
 
    “That wasn’t difficult to figure out. Kids like it.” 
 
    Bursting out in laughter, he shakes his head. “Touché.” Suddenly, he’s at my side, pulling me into him. “Mmm,” he murmurs, nuzzling my neck. “The food isn’t the only thing that smells good.”   
 
    I look up at him, my heart thumping, as he threads his fingers in the back of my hair and brings his lips down to mine for a deep kiss. As his tongue fills my mouth, any thoughts of dinner vanish like the steam curling up from the casseroles. Jackson Decker is the only nourishment I need.  
 
    A warm rush begins in my core and starts to spread through me. I feel his excitement through his jeans, and at this moment, I am perfectly fine with him taking me against the counter, or on the kitchen table. But he breaks our kiss, releasing me reluctantly. “Got to stop before I can’t, Callaway.” He winks. “Just wanted to remind you that I wasn’t just a kid.”  
 
    “I know,” I murmur, swallowing. “And thank you.”  
 
    I watch his expression as he turns around and sees the table. His mouth breaks into a huge, heart-melting grin. “No waayyy.” He’s looking absolutely delighted, like I hoped he would be.  
 
    “You like it?” 
 
    Raking a hand through his dark hair, Jack is chuckling as he goes to sit down. “Uh, yeah...you could say that. You are too much.”  
 
    I decided to make his place setting reflect his kid-themed dinner. Courtesy of Target is a plastic Spiderman plate, matching napkin and a small container of one of the happiest childhood scents on Earth. 
 
    “Play-Doh? You got me Play-Doh?” Immediately, he opens the lid and inhales. “Brings me right back. This is the best. I used to eat this stuff.”  
 
    “Oh! I almost forgot. Your drink.” I go to the refrigerator for it and hand it to him, smiling.  
 
    He’s chuckling again. “A juice box. Of course.” 
 
    “Don’t worry—I do have adult beverages in there, also. This was purely for effect.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re the only woman who could get away with treating me like I’m five. And making me like it.” He snaps off the plastic straw, pokes it into the pouch and sips. I start giggling, but something tugs at my heart. Seeing this big man drinking out of a juice box is surprisingly touching.  
 
    “I believe you enjoy being teased.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one. I think I remember a certain beautiful woman who enjoys it, too.” 
 
    Goodness Superstar. I’m blushing like mad and trying to come up with a witty retort when he continues. 
 
    “It was this blonde I used to date,” he muses, his expression thoughtful. “She really liked it.” 
 
    “What? Are you—” I’m spluttering as he bursts into laughter. “You are absolutely incorrigible.” 
 
    He flashes his panty-dropping grin and then holds me in his warm, smiling eyes. “You’re right—I’m sorry; I couldn’t resist. I really do love teasing you, Madeline. In several ways.”  
 
    And just like that, he melts me. I’m amazed at how quickly my feelings change with him. I ricochet from turned-on to amused to exasperated—like I’m a billiard ball and he’s the pool cue, only a lot thicker—and then all of a sudden he does something...like smiles or looks at me, or let’s be honest, breathes, and boom, I’m in the pocket.  
 
    His pocket.  
 
    “It would be wise not to bite the hand that feeds you. Just saying.” I wink as I take his plate to get his food. 
 
    “Sage advice, Callaway.” He puts his Spiderman napkin across his lap as I set the full plate at his place. “This is seriously so awesome of you. I haven’t had a home-cooked meal in I don’t know how long.” He pokes his fork into the mac and cheese. “You even remembered the hot dogs.” 
 
    “They’re actually veggie dogs...healthier, and I don’t like eating pigs.”  
 
    He chews thoughtfully, nodding. “Fair enough. Charlotte’s Web was one of my favorite books as a kid, so I’m good with that.”  
 
    I get myself a plate, put my Bose Wave radio on the local soft rock station, and sit down. I’m relieved that he is a quiet chewer, even when he is very obviously enjoying his food. I’m hoping he doesn’t see me sneak glances at him, but I can’t help myself. Everything this man does is sexy, including eating. The bulge in his triceps as he brings his fork to his mouth. His lips parting as he brings his fork to his mouth. Everything.  
 
    Goodness, I am in such serious trouble. The thought of just how much trouble makes me shift to harmless small talk. “How did things go today with the bathroom?” 
 
    His eyebrows lift as he nods enthusiastically. “Really well. Got the sheetrock all sanded and I’m ready to start building the shower.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I’ll have to see it later.”  
 
    “You’ll need to pick out tile pretty soon. Fixtures, too. I’m pumped to see it starting to take shape.”  
 
    “You really enjoy what you do, don’t you?”  
 
    “Absolutely. It’s a good feeling to leave something better than I found it.” 
 
    “Does that also apply to women?” 
 
    He grins, and something uncurls inside of me. “Ha! Never thought of it that way, but I hope I do in that regard, too. After working for a company, I like working for myself. I like to be in charge and call the shots.” 
 
    “That also definitely applies to women.” 
 
    “It does. This applesauce is amazing, by the way.”  
 
    “Thank you. There’s plenty more.”  
 
    “You’re spoiling me, Callaway. I’m not used to being taken care of like this.”  
 
    Let me take care of you. The words come from way down deep inside me, nestled in my well of secrets. I don’t say it, of course, but I think it hard.  
 
    “Your pouch looks deflated,” I tell him, smirking, as I point to his juice box. I get up to pour us some Chardonnay and set a glass in front of him. “So you don’t have any regrets about leaving the company?”  
 
    “Tricky question. I have regrets, yes, but it was the right decision to leave.” 
 
    “Was it risky, going out on your own?” 
 
    “Not really. I’m fortunate to work because I want to, not because I have to.”  
 
    “Oh.” I don’t know quite how to respond to this. So he’s well-off financially. This is a bit of a surprise. Not that it matters to me, given that I’m well-off financially.  
 
    “Where did you used to work?” 
 
    He dodges my question by asking me one. “What about you? It seems like you’ve done well for yourself—owning a realty company.” 
 
    “Yes...thanks. It wasn’t my plan to be sole owner—I’d expected to keep growing the business along with my husband, but he had other ideas.”  
 
    “What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “He had an affair with one of our clients and left me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know that kind of betrayal.” Jack’s jaw muscle flickers as he sips his wine. He’s studying me intently, and between the wine and what his eyes are doing to me, I’m feeling quite warm. I’m just about to ask him for more details when his face suddenly becomes relaxed and easy. “But enough of our sad stories.” He lifts his glass and grins. “To happy endings.”  
 
    I burst out laughing at the double entendre but raise my glass and clink it against his, trying to ignore the pang I feel at the word ending.  
 
    Jack tells me about the widower he’s working for, his eyes lighting up and revealing a side of him I haven’t yet seen. “Ed’s a little eccentric, and he’s obviously lonely. But I’m also coming to the realization that he’s got a heck of a lot of wisdom. So I make sure to listen.” 
 
    “I bet that means a lot to him.” 
 
    “I hope so. He’s a great guy.” 
 
    We’re just starting on the chocolate pudding cake and I’m thinking of what might happen after dessert when “Back in Black” starts playing from Jack’s belt. He puts down his spoon, reaches into the holster to silence the phone and then goes back to eating.  
 
    “You could have answered that, you know,” I tell him. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Nope. I don’t want anything to distract me from the chocolate heaven in my bowl. Or the company, because that’s pretty delicious, too.” 
 
    His words go down as easy as the wine. How many times has he used this type of line on other women? Too many to count, probably. But at this point, I don’t care. Because right now, his words are for me. 
 
    Jack’s phone rings again. He sighs and reaches for it, and as he looks at the screen, his face seems to darken. “I might have to get this.”  
 
    “Of course.” I watch as he pushes back from the table, the chair scraping loudly against the tile. He walks into the living room, and I hear him answer in a low tone. I begin to clear the table, anticipation rippling through me as I think about being with him later tonight.  
 
    Not more than a moment later, Jack comes back in the kitchen. His face looks somber, and I’m instantly concerned. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “My father’s had a heart attack. He’s at Maine Med. I’m sorry...I’m going to need to drive down there.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry, Jack!” The urge to offer to go with him is strong, even though the hospital is at least two and a half hours away, and it’s a work night, and it’s not like I’m his girlfriend. At all. But still. “You’re okay to drive?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be fine. I just had one glass of wine.” 
 
    “Would you like me to ride down with you?” 
 
    “No. Thanks, though. I appreciate it, but with the distance and my family dynamics, it’s better I do this by myself. I’m sorry—I hate to leave you with the clean-up.” 
 
    And I hate for you to leave.  
 
    “Absolutely no worries. Please drive safely, and let me know how your dad is doing, if you get a chance.”  
 
    “I will. Thanks again for dinner.” His face looks like carved marble. Unexpectedly, he reaches out and strokes my cheek, and just as unexpectedly, my hand comes up to hold his against my face. We stare at each other for a few seconds, and I don’t have to wonder if he feels this magnetic pull between us, because his eyes tell me he does. Then he’s gone, and as full as I am from dinner, I’m left feeling… 
 
    Empty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 ~ Jack 
 
    July 29 
 
    I’m trying not to be a total jerk by resenting my father for having a heart attack. Of course I hope he’s all right, but having to see him and face my brother is not at all what I want to be doing right now, and all the good feelings I had at Madeline’s tonight are being corroded by dread with every mile I drive away.  
 
    I hated to leave her. I didn’t want her to know this, but I’ll admit that much to myself. The fact about her going to that much trouble cooking for me and making me laugh with the whole little kid thing really got to me. She’s unlike any other woman I’ve known.  
 
    Don’t want her to know that, either.  
 
    I jump on Route 1 and head toward Belfast to pick up Route 3. Since it’s a Wednesday night, the traffic isn’t bad, so I should be there a little after 9:00. I pick up my phone, command Siri to call the Hilton in Portland and make a reservation for tonight.  
 
    There’s a sprinkling of light rain on my windshield, so I flick on the wipers. Tonight will be the first time I’ll have seen my father and brother since I left the company two years ago. So there’s that.  
 
    Goodness.  
 
    James sounded uneasy talking to me on the phone. He should, given what he did to me. And this brings up another potentially nasty situation: what if Brianne’s there, too? It’s not like I’m stressed that it’ll open up new feelings—any feelings I had for her died the second I learned she was banging my little brother. It’s more about the battle inside myself between knowing I need to be civil and really wanting to rip both of them a new one. But bottom line, my father is in the hospital, and I’m going to do my best to put all my negative feelings aside for him because it’s the right thing to do.  
 
    I hear my text notification, and I glance down at the center console to see my phone screen. It’s a short text from Madeline that makes me smile, despite my mood: I may or may not have opened your Play-Doh #sorrynotsorry. Thinking of you. 
 
    Man, I really wish I hadn’t had to leave.  
 
    I pull into the hospital parking garage at 9:07 and text James to ask what room our father’s in. I’ve been to Maine Med twice in the past ten years: once when I broke my wrist playing men’s league basketball, and once to sit beside my mother when she took her last breath. Hard to believe that was almost eight years ago.  
 
    Honestly, we all kind of fell apart after she died. She’d been the glue that held the family together. Small in stature, but one of the strongest people I’ve ever known—able to put up with Dad’s trash and temper tantrums, sometimes taking the brunt of it to spare James and me. My father changed after she died—his good moods, which were already few and far between, became basically non-existent. He worked ten to twelve hour days during the week and drank heavily on weekends, so my home visits from UNH became less and less frequent, even though I felt badly for James, who was still in high school and living at home.  
 
    I don’t want to make it sound like my father has no redeeming qualities. He’s a fiercely competitive, impressive golfer. He’s tough on the higher-ups in the company (like James and me) while being surprisingly kind and generous to people like his secretary, forklift operators and warehouse workers, and he donates a lot to charity. And obviously, he’s a brilliant business man. A toe most of the time, sure, but he took what was a family hardware store and turned it into a multi-million dollar corporation in a span of fifteen years.  
 
    So it’s the positive things about my father I’ll try to focus on as I walk through the sliding doors of the hospital’s main entrance and head to the elevators. It feels like I’ve got C-clamps all along my spine. I’m not a fan of hospitals anyway, but tonight’s got me all kinds of uneasy. The smell of antiseptic, medical staff hurrying past, the tense faces of family members...then throw in my traitor of a brother and a father I don’t like or speak to, and watch Jack lose his trash. 
 
    But I don’t. Not when I get off the elevator on the cardiac floor, and not when I see James down the hallway. He’s alone, thank goodness—no Brianne. I walk toward him, vaguely aware that the walls are painted a sage green, undoubtedly to promote a feeling of calm. It’s not working. James is dressed in business casual—a royal blue golf shirt and tan khakis.  
 
    I’m in what I guess you’d call “carpenter casual.”  
 
    My younger brother looks uptight, and I’m not sure if it’s because he’s worried about Dad or stressed about seeing me. Probably both. I don’t care.  
 
    He gives me a quick nod but avoids my eyes, casting his gaze on the tile floor. It’s a jab to my gut, seeing my mother in him. He has the same light brown, wavy hair, same big hazel eyes.  
 
    I won’t do small talk. I mean, it’s been two years. “How is he?” 
 
    “He’s alert—insists that he’s fine, wants to go home...his usual grouchy self. Guess that’s a good sign.” James gives a quick, nervous laugh. “The cardiologist was just in—said it was a mild heart attack that’s a result of coronary artery disease. The EKG showed one blocked artery.”  
 
    “Is the doctor thinking surgery?” 
 
    “Fortunately no, not at this point. They’re going to try adjusting his meds, get him to make some lifestyle changes, and if those don’t work, he’ll probably have an angioplasty and a stent. Hopefully he’ll listen, but you know Dad—he pretty much does what he wants.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Call me a stubborn grudge-holder, but no way am I ready to be all in agreement with my little brother. “I’m gonna go in and see him,” I mutter, turning toward the door.  
 
    “Jack.” James’s voice has a hint of desperation to it.  
 
    I don’t look at him, but I stop.  
 
    “I just wanted to say that I’m sorry...Goodness, it sounds so inadequate, but it’s all I’ve got. I really am sorry. About everything.”  
 
    A little zinger in my chest, right about where my heart is. Part of me is thinking, this is your little brother—the one you used to make blanket forts and open Christmas presents and play HORSE in the driveway with—but the other part of me that still simmers with anger is telling me I’m not ready to forgive, not yet—not with all the trash he did to me both personally and professionally. So I tell him, “I don’t know what to do with that, James. I’m going in to see Dad now.”  
 
    I push open the door, the back of my neck feeling prickly as I take in the sight of John Decker lying in his hospital bed. He’s aged—I’m not sure if it’s from the heart attack or that I haven’t seen him in a long time, but he seems a lot older to me. Even frail, which is shocking, because after all, this is John Decker. His black hair, salted with gray, looks disheveled, but this isn’t out of the ordinary—he’s always been one to rake his hands through it when stressed out or pissed off, which was often. His skin looks a little pasty, and that, along with the absurdity of the hospital gown on this man is a bit unsettling. But his eyes are the same—dark, snapping with unwarranted disapproval and irritation. I may be imagining it, but it seems like they brighten up a little, seeing me.  
 
    “Jackson. You’re here.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “It wasn’t necessary.” 
 
    “This is where I should be. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Good enough to go home.” Scowling, he lifts his arm and gestures at the IV. “And like I want to be unhooked.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ll be able to avoid an operation, if you make some changes.”  
 
    “Yes. Easier said than done.” 
 
    “Staying out of surgery should be your motivation.” 
 
    He regards me closely and changes the subject. “Are you still working for yourself?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Is it satisfying?” 
 
    “Very.” I don’t want to go down a road that will inevitably lead to a detour involving the past. Two can play the changing-subject game. “When are they going to let you out of here?” 
 
    “Tomorrow, most likely.” 
 
    “And you’ll have a follow-up appointment?” 
 
    “Jackson...you sound as though you care.” His eyes are veiled with sarcasm, but there’s some amusement in them, too. 
 
    “You’re my father.”  
 
    A dry laugh from the hospital bed, and suddenly, it feels like there is nothing more to say. Which is ironic, given that there’s so much we could say. But I don’t ask about the company, and he doesn’t bring up James, so the two of us sit in stale, awkward silence until thankfully, a nurse enters the room to check his vitals, and I use this as my cue to leave. I smile at her and address my father. “I’m staying in Portland tonight. I’ll have James keep me posted on how you’re doing. If it looks like you’re getting out tomorrow, I’ll head back early in the morning. I’m assuming James will be checking on you at home?”  
 
    He flicks a hand at me. “I’ll be fine. Won’t need anyone checking on me.”  
 
    The nurse catches my eye as she wraps the blood pressure cuff around his arm. I give a little shrug and grin. This is so my father.  
 
    I tell him goodbye, and the door is closing behind me when I hear him call my name. I push it back open and look at him. I wouldn’t call it softness, because nothing about John Decker is soft, but his expression is lighter, somehow. He’s leaning slightly to look at me around the nurse.  
 
    “Thank you for coming.”  
 
    “You’re welcome, Dad.” I feel my voice start to catch a bit, realizing that I’ve called him Dad, and Goodness, I hope he didn’t hear me falter. I go quickly into the hallway, glad that my brother isn’t there anymore, because I just want to get out of here. I don’t know what the heck I’m feeling. A whole bunch of trash, really, swirling around and around inside me. I came to see my father more because I felt I had to, not because I wanted to, and that makes me feel guilty—but then I think back on what went down, those ugly feelings resurface, and I’m resentful and don’t want to deal with it. And then it’s back to the guilt.  
 
    Guess you could say I’m a ways from putting everything in the past, but mixed in there is a kid—the ten-year-old Callaway sees in me—hoping his dad will be okay.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 ~ Madeline 
 
    July 31  
 
    “I wish the granite was a lighter color.” My client Sydney is frowning as she looks at the kitchen countertop, which I personally find gorgeous—a dramatic display of blacks, golds and grays that look like someone scooped up stones out of a riverbed and sprinkled them across the slab. She drums her perfectly-manicured, shell-pink nails along the edge of the counter as her frown deepens. “I suppose I could have it replaced.”  
 
    As awful as this sounds, if she had a penis, or at least was plainer looking, matronly or old, I’d consider recommending Jack as a contractor, but given that she’s a smoking-hot blonde with a Kardashian rear, I’ll keep quiet.  
 
    Sydney’s heavily-fringed eyes brighten. She appears to be having a light-bulb moment. “Ooh, now there’s a thought...I could hire Jack again.” 
 
    Idiot.  
 
    There are lots of Jacks, I tell myself firmly. There are men named Jack who work on houses.  
 
    I don’t want to know, so I don’t ask. But she confirms it for me anyway.  
 
    “My contractor is amazing. He did some really good work for me.” And now she’s smirking—like she has this delicious secret. Even though she’s a client looking at a $400K house and we stand to make sixteen grand in commission, I find myself loathing this woman. The way she said my contractor is the icing on a very bitter cake. Jack Decker doesn’t belong to anyone.  
 
    Including me.  
 
    Reminding myself helps me hate her a little less. But just a little.  
 
    Two more showings and one signing of an offer later, I arrive home at the end of a sultry summer day, which calls for iced tea. One for me, and one for “my” contractor. If Sydney can use that term, so can I.  
 
    Jack was gone before I got home yesterday—he’d texted me he was playing in a men’s league softball game and was going to leave a little early. I wasn’t sure he would even work, but his father had been discharged yesterday and doing well. So even though I didn’t see him, I was glad he got to do something fun after the stress with his dad. And the thought of him in an athletic uniform (especially the tight white pants) definitely assuaged my disappointment.  
 
    Walking up the stairs with two iced teas, the ice cubes softly clinking against the glass, I try to make myself promise that I will not bring up Sydney from this morning. But the part of me that’s really good at ignoring myself feels like it’s going to win out. Just a hunch I have.  
 
    I walk into my bedroom. Murphy looks up at me, curled contentedly on the carpet, apparently wanting to be near the man in the house. He’s not the only one.  
 
    The new bathroom door is partly open. He’s back-to me, smoothing out some sort of orange fabric on the shower wall, but that’s not what I’m focusing on. He is shirtless. I take a moment to stare unabashedly at him—the rippling of his muscles as he reaches and stretches, the slight dip running along the center of his smooth, tanned back, his tapered waist. He’s jacked (or maybe it’s Jacked) and muscular, but it’s a natural kind of muscular—not steroid-y. Everything looks good on Jackson Decker.  
 
    I’m standing there with the drinks cold in my hands—other parts of me growing warmer—when he turns around. A grin drags across his face, like he’s not at all surprised that I’m watching him.  
 
    “I brought you something to drink,” I say, because stating the obvious is all I can do right now. 
 
    “Thanks. It’s hotter than hell today.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “I don’t usually work shirtless, but I didn’t think you’d mind.” He winks at me, flashing me another toothpaste commercial grin.  
 
    “I see you brought your arrogance with you today. As usual.” I’m trying unsuccessfully not to smile.  
 
    He walks over to take one of the glasses from me, leaning down to brush his lips against my cheek and making me shiver involuntarily. He smells delicious, his deodorant mingling with a hint of male perspiration. I watch him tip back his head and drink the amber liquid slowly, and I want to crawl inside him.  
 
    “What’s the orange stuff for?” I ask, needing to shift the focus to anything but what is going on in my pants.  
 
    “Waterproofing membrane. So when you’re taking your long hot showers and masturbating while thinking of me, you won’t flood the house.” 
 
    I open and close my mouth in exasperation as he bursts into laughter and raises his finger to make two imaginary marks in the air. “That one’s worth at least double, maybe triple, points.”  
 
    “We’re still keeping score?” 
 
    “Always.”  
 
    “Speaking of scoring...I met someone you may have done that with.”  
 
    “Really.” He arches an eyebrow with interest. “And who is that?” 
 
    “A client I had today for a showing. Sydney. Blonde, big boobs, big butt.”  
 
    “Ah, yes.” 
 
    “Let me guess...she wanted a bigger deck?” 
 
    “Ha! Impressive, Callaway.” He nods appreciatively and chalks up a point for me.   
 
    “She’s very attractive.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you done any...work for her, lately?”  
 
    “Nope. She’s in the past. History.” 
 
    “Just like I’m going to be.” Incredible. Did I really just say that?  
 
    He holds me with those crystal-blue eyes until I drop my gaze. “Ground rules, Callaway, remember?” His expression is soft, almost rueful.  
 
    I nod, even though inside my head I’m stomping, burning and burying the ground rules. His eyes are roaming over me now, and my body responds almost as though I’m being caressed. “Come with me,” he says, his voice edged with huskiness as he takes my hand and leads me into the bedroom.  
 
    My heart is a wild bird fluttering in my chest. He sets his empty glass on top of my bureau and holds out his hand. “Can I take your drink?”  
 
    “Yes,” I whisper, giving it to him. You can take my drink, my mind, my soul, and most definitely, my body. Right now. Any way you want.  
 
    “I’m thinking of calling it a day with the bathroom. That okay with you?” He traces my jawline with whisper-soft fingers, a hint of a smile toying with his lips.  
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Just want to make sure that I keep on schedule with the project,” he says, with feigned, wide -eyed innocence.  
 
    “There is absolutely no rush with the bathroom,” I tell him. “Take all the time you need.” 
 
    “So generous of you, Callaway,” he chuckles. “It’s almost as if you don’t want me to leave.” 
 
    There’s a flicker of something in his eyes, then.  
 
    His hands on my shoulders, he guides me to stand at the edge of the bed. I watch as his broad chest expands with each deepening breath.  
 
    I have to touch him.  
 
    I trace his pecs, running my fingers lightly over his glistening skin as he bends forward and captures my mouth in a slow, deep kiss. I am drowning in his lips, and too soon, they leave mine to kiss my neck and nuzzle behind my ear.  
 
    He laughs softly as I scrunch up my shoulder in a shivery protest. “I know firsthand that other parts of you are even more sensitive.”  
 
    Thinking of what he will do to me—what I hope he will do—makes me ache.  
 
    “Take off your clothes, but leave on those sexy shoes.”  
 
    I shudder again at his commanding tone and the rasp in his voice. The idea of him wanting me in my black high heels is a tremendous turn-on.  
 
    I unbutton my professional silk blouse and step carefully out of my professional black skirt, letting both slip to the floor, so that I’m standing in front of him in my cream-colored bra. And matching lacy thong. I planned this, of course, with him in mind, and from his expression, I did a good thing.  
 
    “Jeeesus,” he breathes. “You look amazing, Callaway. All professional on the outside, but underneath, a different story. I like that. But a thong...that’s a little risqué, don’t you think?” His voice is husky with want.  
 
    I swallow.  
 
    “There may need to be a little consequence for that. Just sayin.” He arches a playful eyebrow, but his eyes are smoldering as he begins to unbuckle his belt, working it free from the loops.  
 
    Holy fuck. I can feel my chest heaving, and he’s staring at my breasts as they rise and fall.  
 
    “I’ll never ask you to do anything you’re not comfortable with, Madeline,” he assures me gently. “But I think you might like it.” 
 
    I think I might, too. I think I might like anything you do to me, Jack.  
 
    Holding the belt in one hand, he slides off his jeans and briefs. His erection is enormous, and even though I’ve seen it before, I can’t stop staring at it, at him—at this beautiful, statuesque, muscle-rippled man that’s hard in all the right places.  
 
    He takes his cock in his free hand and slides it along the shaft. “Do you see what you do to me? How badly I want to forget you?”  
 
    I cannot speak, so I just manage a small nod. My thong is already soaked. I am so ready for him.  
 
    “Do you think you can take a little consequence?” 
 
    I nod again. I’m a little fearful, and this adds to my arousal. But even with the apprehension, I realize that I trust him, and the awareness of that creates a bloom of elation in my chest.  
 
    “Lean over the bed,” he murmurs. “Get on your elbows, and keep that beautiful rear up in the air.”  
 
    I obey him, my heart thudding wildly. I’m trembling as he steps closer to stand directly behind me.  
 
    I have never felt more vulnerable or more turned on in my life.  
 
    “First, my hand,” he tells me. There is a pause, and then I feel the sharp slap of his palm across my buttocks. The sound and the sensation make me drip with desire.  
 
    “Again, for my naughty girl.” His use of the word my sends thrills coursing through my body. Two more spanks, and I bite my lip. I am throbbing, burning, and I silently beg myself not to come.  
 
    “Last one—this time with the belt. All right?” 
 
    “Yes.” I’m practically moaning.  
 
    “Goodness, Madeline...I can’t wait to forget you.”  
 
    I feel the cool leather of his belt as he drags it across my rear. Unexpectedly, I feel his finger slip inside the thin strip of material between my legs and stroke along my opening. I have all I can do not to explode.  
 
    “You’re saturated. Such a naughty girl.” One more drag of the belt across my butt, and then it comes down to strike me, and I gasp—not so much because of the pain, but because of the pleasure.  
 
    Jack’s voice is heavy with desire. “Got to forget you now, sweetheart.” 
 
    I hear the tearing of a wrapper behind me, and then everything happens fast—pulling down my thong, a quick fingering of my clitoris which almost sends me into climax, rubbing the head of his cock against my opening...putting his hand on the back of my neck and pushing me down on the bed.  
 
    And then he’s inside me...grunting, pushing, filling me up. The angle allows him to penetrate me deeper, and there is some pain with the very first thrusts, but like the brief spanking, it’s a hurt that I welcome. It is sexy, it is primal, and I raise myself up on the bed, parting my knees even more so he has full access to me. This seems to put him over the edge. He says my name in a ragged groan, and hearing him like that sends me into my own glorious release, my very being shattering into a million tiny shards of ecstasy.  
 
    “Take my big cock, baby,” he rasps. “Take all of it.”  
 
    Clenching the comforter in my hands, I brace myself as he thrusts harder, deeper, his exhales hot on the back of my neck as he comes. 
 
    His breathing slows. He kisses the back of my neck once, twice, nestling into me while fresh pleasure courses through me at this unexpected display of tenderness. He is still propped up, his hands on either side of my face. I look at the long, strong, tanned fingers and marvel that everything about this man is beautiful.  
 
    A final gentle kiss on my upper back as he sighs deeply and pushes himself away from me. I climb off the bed, post-climactic high still thrumming in my veins, and retrieve my thong. Jack is looking at me almost in bewilderment. “Callaway…” he trails off, raking a hand through his hair. “That was—I don’t even know how to describe it.” 
 
    “I know.” I manage a smile, blushing. “I feel the same way.”  
 
    The silence is soft between us—comfortable, like two people who have known each other for years instead of a few weeks. We both begin to dress. I sneak glances at him, ignoring the flash of despair at the realization I am not going to be able to look at him like this for many more times. I swallow down the words climbing to my throat—will you stay with me tonight?—because I know what the answer will be. 
 
    He’s putting on his jeans now, sliding his foot crisply into each leg with speed and purpose. He bends down to pick up his belt—Goodness, the belt—threading it through the loops with deft fingers. He wants to leave, fast, and this pushes hot tears into my eyes.  
 
    I know why. I am so sure of why that it stuns me. He’s feeling the intimacy of what we just shared and realizing it was more than just sex. For him, it is obviously too much. But for me… 
 
    It’s just right.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 ~ Jack 
 
    August 3  
 
    Let me just say very clearly that roofing sucks. You’re climbing up and down a ladder, carrying heavy rolls of tar paper and bundles of shingles. Your ankles hurt because they’re always at weird angles. It’s dirty work, and when you’re on top of a house in the middle of summer, you feel like you’re going to melt into the shingles. For some houses, especially a Cape like this one, you have to take the extra step of using roof jacks since the pitch is so steep. So for all these reasons, I rank roofing right up there with root canals.  
 
    But...this is Ed King’s house, and since Ed has become the king in my book, I’ll gladly do it. And it’s not that bad, really—it’s almost like my mind needs to do something orderly like [line up shingles—lay, staple, repeat--], to counteract the snarled thoughts in my brain stemming from the house on Newbury Neck—or more accurately, from the owner of the house on Newbury Neck.  
 
    Callaway wanted me to stay Friday night. She didn’t say it, but she didn’t have to—I could feel it, just like I could feel my own similar wish rising up in me till I was practically choking on it. It put me into panic mode, because it was so close to spilling over into need, and I can’t have that. So I left.  
 
    And felt like trash about it.  
 
    Man, I’ve got to get her bathroom done. Which will mean the end of my alliance with her. But, as I keep telling myself, it’s better that than the end of Big Deck as we know him. 
 
    Right?  
 
     I’m nailing down the last row of shingles when I hear a voice from below.  
 
    “Mr. Decker. I’ve made lemonade.”  
 
    “Okay, sir. Thank you. Be right there.” I climb down the aluminum ladder and walk into the side entrance, unlacing my work boots and leaving them on the doormat before walking into the sunny kitchen. Ed’s in his standard plaid shirt—this one navy and white and short-sleeved, the top button undone—and tan pants, his sparse, silver hair parted and neatly combed. He’s got a tall, oscillating fan whirring in the dining room, and it’s lifting the edges of the stacked newspapers on the table. There are clear plastic tubs, and blue ones, on the oak floor.  
 
    Opening a cupboard door, Ed takes out two tall glasses and turns to see me looking into the dining room. “I’ve been putting off the inevitable. Got to start packing up the things I don’t need. Which is most everything.” He gives a dry laugh. “Thought I’d ease into it, bit by bit. My son’s coming to help me this weekend. I told him I didn’t need it—he’s an accountant in Boston and has a family to take care of—but he insisted.” 
 
    “That’s good, Ed. It’s a big task, packing up a house.” 
 
    “I’ve accumulated a lot. I’ll need to weed through things since I can’t take it all to the retirement home.” He nods toward the kitchen sink as he walks stiffly across the linoleum floor with the glasses and a couple of white napkins. “Clean up if you’d like, Mr. Decker.”  
 
    I wash my hands, drying them with a paper towel so I won’t get his kitchen towel dirty, and sit down at the small antique table in front of the sliding glass doors that lead to the deck. Even without AC, it’s cool in this house, due to what I’m guessing is a solid insulation job. It’s a very well-made Cape; Ed shouldn’t have any problem selling it, if he prices it right.  
 
    Walking stiffly, Ed carries the pitcher of lemonade over to the table, his hands shaking. I want to jump up and take the pitcher, but he’s independent and proud, and I don’t want to insult him. So I sit while he fills my glass, and we both ignore it when a little lemonade splashes on the table. As he starts to take the chair across from me, he seems to remember something. He goes over to the pantry, takes out a blue tin and brings it to the table. Royal Dansk butter cookies—a classic old person treat. I have to hide my smile. I remember them, from when I was young. With trembling fingers, he lifts the lid and offers the tin to me. I take three while memories of my grandparents pour into my brain.  
 
    “Ever have these, Mr. Decker?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. They were a staple at my grandmother’s house.”  
 
    “Marian and I would have them with tea in the afternoons, and she used to tease me that I liked them better than her homemade ginger snaps.” He takes a sip of his lemonade, his eyes brimming. “She was wrong.”  
 
    It hits me, as we’re sitting here, that Ed is no longer the first part of Impatient Perfectionist Hoverer. He hasn’t been pressing me to get things done like he was, and he’s encouraging—sometimes insisting—that I take drink breaks with him. It’s like he wants me to take my time on this project. 
 
    Like another client I have. 
 
    “Do you have family in the area, Mr. Decker?” 
 
    “My father and brother live in southern Maine.” 
 
    “And your mother?” 
 
    “She passed away about eight years ago.”  
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t mean to pry...I was just curious.”  
 
    “No worries, sir.”  
 
    “Do you see your father and brother often?” 
 
    “Uhh...” I gulp more of the lemonade, which is a little too sweet and probably a mix, but it’s cold and refreshing, and Ed made it. “Not much. Unfortunately, we had a falling out a couple of years back. My father is what you’d call a difficult man.”  
 
    And then I find myself telling Ed King the whole story. It shocks me, how easy it is to talk to him. He doesn’t make any judgments, just sits there nodding and eating butter cookies as he listens. He smiles when I tell him James’s latest update about my father ignoring the doctor’s recommendation and working more hours than he’s supposed to.  
 
    “So you’re in communication with your brother.”  
 
    “Only about my father’s health, but yes.” 
 
    “It’s a start. How does your brother act towards you?” 
 
    I haven’t really analyzed this, but I tell Ed that James has been keeping me informed on Dad’s progress without my needing to ask, and he’s seemed interested in how I’m doing.  
 
    “It sounds like he’s trying to open a door. Are you going to let him?”  
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know. Not sure if I’m ready yet. Or if I ever will be, after all that happened.” 
 
    Ed nods, dabbing at the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “That’s quite understandable. I would just hate to see you with regrets, Jack. There’s an old proverb that says, ‘a bitter heart eats its owner.’ I would hate to see that happen to a good heart like yours.”  
 
    There are lots of sayings about bitterness and forgiveness, and I’ve always considered them kind of cliché, until hearing this in Ed’s gravelly voice. Somehow, his advice hits home. There is a pause in our conversation, so the only sound in the house is the clicking and whirring of the fan.  
 
    His pale eyes soften and take on a shine. “When people get near the end of the road like I am, they want to pass on their wisdom, because they realize how precious life is. And how fleeting. So I’d tell you, Mr. Decker, that opening doors can lead to other doors opening. A good heart like yours shouldn’t be closed.” He stands up and takes my empty glass. “Of course, you can tell this old man to go fly a kite.” 
 
    “I’d never tell you that, Ed. I respect you and appreciate the advice. And by the way, I don’t see you at the end of the road. I think you have a few more miles left in you.”  
 
    He’s smiling as we clear the table. I’ve pleased him, but I have to think that I’m the one getting the most out of working for him.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Later that night, I’m celebrating our men’s league softball win with Drew at Louie’s, a dive-y little bar with plank trestle tables, dollar drafts and stale popcorn. Drew’s on vacation and came to see me for a few days, so I roped him into playing tonight since our shortstop’s hurt. We kicked rear in the game—9 to 1, and yours truly went two for three with a two-run homer and a double. So I’m feeling good after a few pints of Sam Adams and hardly notice the little pocket of hollowness that the beer hasn’t been able to fill.  
 
    Drew raises his glass of Coors Light. “To Big Deck, who crushed it tonight.”  
 
    “You did all right yourself, buddy—turning two double plays.” I clink the top of my bottle with his glass. “To Maritime Energy, the greatest bunch of glory-days athletes ever.”  
 
    The waitress comes by with our order, a heaping plate of Insanely Hot wings. She takes a stack of napkins from her apron and sets it on the table. “Something tells me you might be needing these,” she says, winking before leaving.  
 
    Drew dips a wing into the container of bleu cheese. “Is there a phone number written on one of those napkins?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Buddy. You’re going to pretend you haven’t noticed that she wants you?” 
 
    “I haven’t noticed.”  
 
    Snorting, he bites off a piece of celery and chews in exasperation. “She wants you. They all do. I need to stop hanging out with you if I wanna get laid, because all the chicks want Big Deck.” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “It’s true.” Drew’s on a roll. His eyes are mischievous as he picks up a chicken wing, dripping with sauce, and a small stick of celery. “This is you and me. I’m the sidekick, the celery...the thing you don’t really need. But you...you’re the meat. You’re the delicious, juicy, finger-licking meat that everyone wants to put in their mouths.” He waggles his eyebrows at me as he takes a big bite of the wing and chews vigorously.  
 
    Shaking my head, I snort with laughter. “Go to perdition.”  
 
    “Just speaking the truth, Deck.” 
 
    I eat another wing. My mouth’s on fire, and I swallow the rest of my beer. I catch our waitress’s attention and signal for another. She nods and smiles back at me. She’s cute—small and athletic-looking, with bright eyes and delicate features—and it’s kind of surprising that I didn’t pick up on her looks when she first came over, or that she was (as Drew says) into me. Somehow, it doesn’t matter.  
 
    I turn my attention back to my buddy. “So what’s the latest in the world of New England Home Supply?”  
 
    “You’ve probably heard that your father’s back at work part-time. He’s a tough mongrel—you’d never know he was in the hospital last week.”  
 
    “One benefit to having a heart of stone is that it’s impervious.”  
 
    “Impervious, huh? Stop trying to make me feel sub-par with your sophisticated vocabulary.”  
 
    “Sorry. I’ll admit that I’m glad the old man is doing all right.”  
 
    “Yeah, he is. Your brother, though...he’s not looking so good.” 
 
    “Really. How so?” 
 
    “Dark circles under his eyes, looks like he’s lost some weight.” Drew wipes his mouth and reaches for his beer. “Maybe being with that tramp is taking its toll on him, or pressure from your dad. Or both.” 
 
    I shrug. “Could be.”  
 
    “You know...” He points a stick of celery at me, his face thoughtful. “You’re lucky that James saved you from a jerk like Brianne. Goodness, you could be married right now, and unhappy as idiot.”  
 
    “I guess that’s true, although maybe we would have broken up anyway.”  
 
    “Did you ever really love her?” 
 
    I don’t even hesitate a second. “Nope. I can see that, now.”  
 
    “Then it was for the best. And you’re free to pursue...other endeavors. Right?” 
 
    “Right.” I know he’s fishing a little here, but I’m not going to bite.  
 
    We go on to talk about the upcoming softball tournament. I feel a little stab of guilt, knowing how this will impact my seeing Madeline, but I committed to being on the team. And I might as well get used to it—the not seeing her—because soon, I’ll have to get used to not seeing her at all.  
 
    Goodness, I need another beer.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

   Chapter 20 ~ Madeline  
 
    August 4 
 
    This has been a particularly hectic Tuesday, and honestly, I couldn’t be more grateful, because hectic means I don’t have time to think about other things. The day started with an early morning run around Newbury Neck in the cool fog, and what better way to celebrate burning calories than to put them right back on? I stopped at Sweet Dreams, the adorable little bakery in Surry with lavender clapboard siding and yellow trim, and bought two dozen bagels for the office.  
 
    I may or may not have eaten a chocolate-frosted donut in the car.  
 
    Arriving at work, I was on screech the moment I walked through the door. Reading through the latest MLS Hot Sheet and feeling proud to see Maine Coastal with so many pending listings. Meeting with the IT guy to discuss updating our website. Phone call to the new advertising exec at the local radio station. Chatting with Angie about finding some office space for two new associates who just passed their sales agent test. A forty-five minute meeting with a mom contemplating which of three houses had the best finished basement for her thirty-year-old son, while I tried my hardest to keep the but he’s thirty out of my face.  
 
    Near the end of the day, I’m on my computer answering emails when a little thought starts worming its way into my brain. I try to ignore it because I know I should, but it’s persistent, and before I can stop myself, I’m Googling Jackson Decker. I can’t help it. I’ve had this urge before but have held off because it’s felt almost like an invasion of his privacy...even though it’s not like I’m looking through his medicine cabinet or sock drawer. I haven’t even been to his house. But when he told me about how he didn’t have to work, it got me curious.  
 
    Within seconds, I have answers. Jackson Decker, Decker Renovation is at the top of the search. I scan quickly for more. Jackson Decker, vice-president of sales of New England Home Supply...Jack Decker announces he will be resigning effective immediately to “pursue other professional endeavors.” John Decker, CEO of NEHS and Jack Decker’s father, could not be reached for comment.   
 
    New England Home Supply? The New England Home Supply? So in another life, my gorgeous handyman was a business executive of a highly successful company. His family’s company.  
 
    I click “Images,” because of course I want to see photos of him. There is one of him at a charity golf tournament, standing between two men—an older man with rugged good looks, graying hair, and dark eyes (I assume his father), and another man close to Jack’s age—also handsome, with lighter hair and a few inches shorter than Jack. They are all wearing polo shirts with the company logo and tan slacks, and all of them look happy and relaxed.  
 
    So what happened? I’m mulling over this when there’s a knock on my door—Angie, coming in with a bouquet of blue and white hydrangeas and beaming with delight.  
 
    “Someone got flowwers,” she croons in a sing-song voice.  
 
    My heart does a little backflip. Jack? Angie is watching me as I open the envelope with eager fingers.  
 
    Happy Anniversary...I will never forget that day or how I loved you.  
 
    Goodness! I recoil in disgust, hastily stuffing the card back in the envelope.  
 
    Angie peers at me anxiously from behind her red glasses. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    I wrinkle up my nose as if I smell something. “They’re from my ex-husband. And it’s our anniversary, which I had totally forgotten until now, and which he shouldn’t even be acknowledging.”  
 
    “Ohh, Madeline.” Her expression is a mixture of pity and anger. “I’m sorry. I was thinking they might be from someone else. And how rude and arrogant of Paul to think you’d want these.”  
 
    “He is completely oblivious to what I think of him. Why can’t he see that it’s over—that it doesn’t matter what he wants?”  
 
    “I don’t know. It’s maddening. What do you want me to do with the flowers?” 
 
    “Is there someone you can think of who wouldn’t actually feel like throwing up looking at them?” 
 
    Angie stifles a giggle. “I have an elderly neighbor who would love them.” She takes the flowers from me, holding them out at arms’ length in an attempt to make me laugh. It works.  
 
    I pick up my phone to send Paul an angry text and then decide against it, not wanting to open up any dialogue between us. I can only hope this fades away on its own.  
 
    I want to go home. I check my weather app for the temperature. 91 degrees. I decide that salt water therapy is just what I need, and maybe I’ll catch a glimpse of my contractor which will be equally as refreshing. I neaten up my desk, thank Angie for re-homing the flowers on my way out and head home.  
 
    His truck is in my driveway, and my eyes skim over it fondly. I think I even have a crush on his vehicle. Pathetic. I fight the urge to go running into the house and upstairs and instead slip quietly into the downstairs bathroom and take my bikini off the hook on the back of the door. It’s a coral color, with a twist bandeau top and high-cut bottom to make my legs look longer. I have a one-piece hanging up as well, but my slutty self is hoping I’ll see Jack—and that he will see me.  
 
    Changing into my bathing suit, I arrange my hair into a messy bun and grab my flip-flops from the entryway before heading down to the beach. No need for a towel; with this heat, I’ll air dry in minutes.  
 
    I love how the sea looks in the sun this time of day, like millions of diamonds bobbing on the surface of the water. Coming closer to the shoreline, I see the short stack of gray, flat rocks I built the other day. I’d made sure to place the cairn out of the tide’s reach.  
 
    I hear my name being called and turn toward the sound. It’s Kelly, down at her own little beach area with her toddlers. I step across the pewter-colored carpet of rocks, tumbled and smoothed by the ocean. They are strewn with dried seaweed and small, expired crabs and make a satisfying clack-y sound as they meet each other under my feet.  
 
    Kelly waves at me from her beach chair as I approach. She’s looking relaxed, happy, and pretty amazing in her tank top and short shorts—not at all like someone who gave birth to twins. Her daughters, Mia and Maura, are crouched on the slick gray sand with their red plastic pails and little white shovels. They are absolutely precious in their polka-dot bathing suits, life vests and sun hats, ringlets of blonde hair curling at their necks. They squint up at me briefly and then go back to the very serious business of scooping sopping sand into their pails. 
 
    “Hey, girl! The water feels great. Warmest it’s been yet. We’ve been out here all afternoon.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Is your, um, handyman working today?” Kelly lifts an eyebrow behind her sunglasses.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, he is.” 
 
    “Then I’m a little surprised you aren’t in the house.”  
 
    “I thought I’d take a quick dip first.” 
 
    “Oh, I see...maybe flaunt your awesome bod that, unlike mine, has absolutely no stretch marks or droopy boobs?” 
 
    “You do not have droopy boobs.”  
 
    “A year of breastfeeding twins says otherwise. But enough about my boobs. How are things going with your Renovation Romeo?”  
 
    “Fine,” I answer brightly.  
 
    Kelly slides her sunglasses down her nose so I can see her eyes and lowers her voice. “Fine, as in he knows his plumbing, or fine, as in he knows yours?” She looks down at her twin girls and sighs. “Goodness, I hope they’re not going to remember this years later when they’re in therapy.” 
 
    I shake my head and laugh. “Things are fine. Period.” I crouch down beside Mia and Maura who are now picking up mussel shells and dropping them in their pails, and we find pretty rocks that I shape into an M for our shared first initial, until one of them says she needs to go potty.  
 
    “Good girl, Maura!” Kelly praises her. “So good to tell Mommy. Pick up your pails and shovels, and let’s go inside. Maybe Maddie will come, too?”  
 
    “Not this time, thank you—I’m going for a quick swim.”  
 
    “And maybe you’ll get wet later, too,” she smirks.  
 
    “Therapy. Your children. Remember?”  
 
    Kelly makes a face at me as she picks up her beach chair, and I grin as I watch her and the girls walk up toward their house.  
 
    I’ve learned that the only way to get in the Atlantic Ocean is all at once—none of this taking your time to ease into it and get used to the temperature. I brace myself with a silent ohhh shiiit as I splash in, and then am pleasantly surprised that it’s actually more refreshing than cold.  
 
    It’s only about a hundred yards from Kelly’s property to mine, so it’s an easy swim. I settle into the rhythm of a freestyle stroke: reach forward...pivot the body...pull the water...extend arm behind. I should do this more often—I love that swim strokes are smooth and purposeful. I’m a little rusty, but it feels good, and soon I’m back at my place, swimming inland and enjoying the pockets of warm water as I straighten and slosh out of the ocean, approaching the expanse of rocky ledge sprawling across my beach area. Slicking my hair away from my face, I squeeze out the excess water, shift my bikini top back in place and sink down on the flat, black picnic rock, caressed smooth by the water. It’s deliciously warm on my legs, and I lean back on my elbows, closing my eyes and sighing. For the thousandth (millionth?) time, I say a silent thank-you that I live here.  
 
    I tip my face toward the late afternoon sun, still beating down with intensity. It is so incredibly gorgeous out here, I’ve been able to ignore the incredibly gorgeous image of Jackson Decker, who should soon be finishing up for the day. Have hardly thought about him at all. 
 
    Total. Lies. 
 
    And I’m feeling like a needy little high school girl, wanting to go see him but having this (ridiculous) need for him to come to me first.  
 
    “Playing hard to get?”  
 
    I startle, my eyes flashing open at the sound of his voice. My wish—one of them, at least—has come true: Jack Decker, in the flesh—standing in front of me on the black ledge in a surprisingly spotless white t-shirt and faded jeans. He’s wearing aviator sunglasses, smirking at me like he knows what I’ve been thinking.  
 
    I decide to go the coy route, because it’s what a woman does when she wants a man but doesn’t want the man to know, even though he does. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “You know exactly what I’m talking about. You didn’t come upstairs.”  
 
    “I didn’t want to...bother you.”  
 
    He snorts. “Bother me, Callaway? I think you know better.” 
 
    “Well...” I climb to my feet, hoping I don’t look as awkward as I feel, and fold my arms across my chest. “I just didn’t know if I should go running up there every time. Like maybe you need space.”  
 
    “If I needed space, I’d tell you. Nice bikini, by the way.”    
 
    “Thanks. You’re looking good yourself. And very tanned.” 
 
    “I’ve been getting a lot of sun shingling a roof at my other job.”  
 
    I don’t like the idea of him working up high. “You do roofs? Are you careful?”  
 
    He chuckles. I can’t see his eyes, but I can imagine they are crinkling behind his aviators. “Are you worried about me?” 
 
    I’m hoping I can pass off the blush in my cheeks as a reaction to the steaming hot day. I know he doesn’t want emotions to snarl our otherwise smooth alliance. “I wouldn’t want you to get hurt and not to be able to finish here,” I answer lightly.  
 
    “So it’s purely about my value to you as a handyman.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “I see. And yes, Callaway. I’m always careful.” He flashes his teeth at me. “What a view out here. It’s really quite spectacular.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “And the setting isn’t bad, either.” He is smiling and smiling at me, and did someone just turn up the sun, because oh my goodness.  
 
    I am trying to figure out something clever to say back when he tilts his head and points over my shoulder. “Did you make that?” 
 
    I turn to see what he’s referring to and then realize it’s the cairn. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Very cool. I used to hike quite a bit, and I’d see them sometimes. I like the whole making art from nature thing.”  
 
    “It’s called a cairn.” 
 
    “It has a name? I always called it a rock stack.” 
 
    I smile. “Yes, it has a name. C-a-i-r-n.”  
 
    “Oh. Didn’t know that.” 
 
    “They’re quite interesting. You should research them.” Immediately, I’m reminded of the Google search I did this afternoon. On him. I do plan to tell him what I found out, but not right now. Because selfishly, I want him to kiss me, and I don’t think kissing is quite conducive to hearing that your client (who isn’t even supposed to be in a relationship with you) went digging for information about your past.  
 
    On second thought, maybe I won’t mention it.  
 
    Jack takes off his sunglasses, holding me captive in his gaze as he walks closer. The sea breeze flirts with his hair. He is rock, sun, wind and water: hard, hot, restless...and slipping through my fingers. I have this ludicrous, overwhelming urge to fling my arms around him and beg him to stay. For the night, the week… 
 
    For forever.  
 
    He’s towering over me, the sun behind him, bathing him in a golden, fiery glow. “You wanted to come see me, didn’t you, Madeline?” 
 
    Do I respond with a flippant remark? Deny it?  
 
    I make the choice of clear honesty. “I always want to see you, Jack.” There’s an unexpected change in his eyes that makes me catch my breath. “I just thought maybe I should keep my distance. I don’t want you to feel like you have to see me every time.”    
 
    “What if I want to?”  
 
    I feel like an uncorked bottle of champagne about to be popped, because this is not feeling like an alliance anymore. It’s feeling like I’m a girl, and he’s a boy, and we really, really like each other and might even hold hands in the hall on the way to gym class. 
 
    “I was watching you, you know.” Jack’s arms drape around my waist, and he leans back a little to lower himself so that his pelvis is more in alignment with mine. I can feel him through his jeans. My bikini bottom is damp, and it’s not just from the Atlantic.  
 
    I look into the small pools of ocean that are his eyes. “Watching me? When?” 
 
    “When you were swimming. You looked good, smooth. Nice strokes.” He shifts against me in a maneuver dangerously close to a grind.  
 
    Strokes. Goodness. “I swam in high school my sophomore and junior year,” I murmur. “I took third in the regional competition.”  
 
    Jack slides one warm, big hand up my wet back and grips my hair. “But not your senior year?” He begins to lower his mouth toward mine. 
 
    “Didn’t like the coach,” I whisper weakly. “He was too hard on me.”  
 
    “Sometimes, hard can be a good thing. Right, Callaway?” Jackson Decker lifts me with ease, holding me against a prime example of how hard can be good. My feet are dangling helplessly a foot off the rock, and all I want to do is for him to unzip his jeans and violate me right here on the beach in front of the seagulls.  
 
    I open my mouth to take his delicious tongue, a soft groan deep in my throat. He kisses me like he is thirst and I am water. Even though I can hardly catch my breath and I might possibly die, I don’t want him to stop. But he does, briefly, to tell me something. 
 
    “Madeline...you don’t need to worry about giving me space. Not now, not while I’m working for you. As long as I’m here, consider me yours.”  
 
    My eyes begin to sting, possibly from the bright sunlight. I blink rapidly, not wanting to make him regret what he just said. “I like that,” I manage, smiling.  
 
    His ocean eyes are deep, soft and earnest. “Me too.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 ~ Jack  
 
    August 5 
 
    So Callaway must have listened to me yesterday when I said she didn’t need to give me space, because I hear her coming up the stairs. It’s a nice surprise, because it’s around noon. I get this funny little feeling in my gut, listening to her footsteps—like the flutter you get Christmas morning as a kid when you wake up and you know it’s going to be amazing, and you can’t wait to unwrap your presents. 
 
    It’s the same with her—I can’t wait to see her. And unwrap her.  
 
    Last night we made out down by the water like a couple of horny teenagers. I couldn’t keep my hands off her and started to unfasten her bikini top, but she stopped me, blushing and laughing and pointing out the kayaker gliding by who would get an eyeful if I kept going. It was probably just as well, though—I had to leave (reluctantly) for a softball game. She acted like she was totally fine with that, but I could tell she wasn’t, because she does this thing with her shoulders and her chin when she’s disappointed and trying to hide it. She pushes her shoulders back a little bit when she exhales, and she lifts her chin just the slightest bit. It’s really subtle, but I’ve noticed, and I have to kind of clench myself inside so it doesn’t get to me. I told her I’d make it up to her and we’d have a night very soon.  
 
    I’m sponging mortar off the tiles on the shower wall when she walks in the bathroom, looking smoking hot in a sleeveless pink dress and heels with her hair up, a few pieces curling around her face. She’s got a glass of lemonade in her hand and a small plate with cookies.  
 
    “You’re spoiling me again, Callaway.”  
 
    Her eyebrow lifts. She has this teasing look on her face. “So you don’t want the cookies?” 
 
    “Heck, yes, I want the cookies. Not sure I deserve this kind of treatment. But I appreciate it.” 
 
    “After how you’ve, um, helped me? Oh, you deserve it, Decker. Believe me.” She’s laughing now, and so am I. It feels good, easy, flirting with her like this.  
 
    I help myself to a cookie. It’s awesome—chocolate and peanut butter no-bake. “How did you know this was my favorite kind?” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard to guess...kids love no-bakes.” She winks as she hands me the lemonade.  
 
    “Are you making fun of me?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I might have to take you over my knee for that,” I warn. 
 
    “That wouldn’t exactly be a punishment.” Her eyes glaze over as she looks at me. My balls tighten. Idiot, she turns me on. Got to watch myself, or I’ll be taking out a very special kind of tool.  
 
    “I’m giving you triple points for that one.” I smile at her, and she blushes like crazy. “You home for the day?”  
 
    “Just for lunch.” 
 
    “Nice. It’s good to be the boss, isn’t it?” 
 
    Madeline nods, leaning against the door frame and folding her arms.  
 
    I want to kiss her.  
 
    “Jack...I’ve got to admit something.”  
 
    “You’re an impostor. This isn’t your house. You really can’t cook. The cookies are store-bought.” 
 
    She giggles, shaking her head. “Seriously, I need to tell you what I did.”  
 
    I set the glass of lemonade on the vanity top and pick up my trowel to start on the next section of tile. “All right. Tell me.” 
 
    “I...um...Googled you.”  
 
    Okay, so this comes as somewhat of a surprise. “Did you find out what you were looking for?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what I was looking for. I was just…looking.” She’s flustered. “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have done it, but my curiosity got the best of me, and I just wanted—”  
 
    “Relax, Callaway. I’m not mad.” 
 
    “You’re not?” Relief smooths out the tension in her face.  
 
    “Nope. I’m kind of flattered, actually, that you wanted to know more about me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Did you find answers? Or did they lead to more questions?” 
 
    “Both, I guess. I found out that New England Home Supply is your family’s company, but you left.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Which does lead to a question...why?” 
 
    I dip my trowel in the bucket of Thinset and smear the mortar on the wall, my motions as smooth as my words. I don’t really want to go into gory detail about all of it, but maybe if she hears about my past, she’ll understand how this has shaped my present.  
 
    So I tell her, and the words spill out like paint from a can. It’s like telling Ed was a rehearsal for this. “New England Home Supply started out as my father’s little hardware store in Scarborough with squeaky hardwood floors and plywood shelves. He sold nails and screws by the pound and wire by the foot. He did so well he opened up a second store in Yarmouth, and then it just took off from there. He bought out a couple competitors, went state-wide and then expanded into New England. I think they’re up to twenty locations now...I’ve lost track. And interest, honestly.”  
 
    I bend over to pick up another tile, back-butter it with my trowel and press it into the fresh mortar. “I worked for my father from the time I was thirteen sweeping up in the old store and stocking shelves. After I graduated from Bowdoin, Dad named me vice-president of sales.”  
 
    Madeline’s eyes widen at the mention of my alma mater. She’s impressed, and probably a little shocked that an Ivy Leaguer would have traded in a corporate career for a tool belt. But she hasn’t heard the whole story.  
 
    I continue. “When my brother James graduated from Harvard three years later, he was made vice-president of operations. Everything was real cozy and nice until my fiancée decided she preferred the younger Decker model. Not only was she James, but she told him the idea I had for expanding the company, and he proposed it to my father. Because of that, he ended up being promoted to president when dear old Dad became CEO.” I laugh. “It was a trifecta of treachery. Fiancée, brother, father…all three of them screwed me over.”  
 
    She’s not saying anything, so I look over. Her face is a mixture of shock and sadness. I quickly reassure her. “Hey, I’m over it. No worries.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. My goodness, I had no idea.”  
 
    “It’s okay. Really.” 
 
    “So this is what you meant when you were talking about family dynamics, the night your dad went in the hospital.”  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And why you could relate to my husband cheating on me.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Madeline pauses for a few seconds and gives me a sad little smile that just about does me in. “And it’s why you’re the way you are—with women. Because alliances are safe. Friendly agreements where no one gets hurt.” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “You’ve become a master at self-preservation, then.”  
 
     “I suppose you could say that. It’s worked out every time.” So far.  
 
    “But...” She moves toward me, reaching out to put a hand on my arm and making my heart do a little jump. “Don’t you ever get lonely?” 
 
    Sometimes, in the middle of the night, I’ll wake up and roll over, and I feel as empty as the space next to me. Like there should be someone lying in bed with me, with her hair swirled all over the pillow. Mahogany-colored hair.  
 
    Like yours.  
 
    I look into her deep, dark eyes. “No. Not really.”  
 
    She studies me for a few seconds, her earnest expression melting away. It starts to get a little awkward, and I’m thinking of what to say to make her smile when she leans to the right to look around me.  
 
    “Wow—that’s a big one.” 
 
    “That’s what she said.” I grin, glad that the focus has shifted, and turn to look in the upper corner of the shower where she’s staring. “What are you—holyyyy shoot!”  
 
    I leap out of the shower, almost tripping over the bucket of Thinset and the box of tiles. Every hair on the back of my neck feels like it’s standing straight up, and I’ve got shudders rippling through me from my scalp to my shoes like electricity, because my biggest nightmare is crawling across the ceiling.  
 
    “Jack?” Madeline bites her lip. It’s obvious she’s trying not to laugh, and I know I must look like a spineless idiot or a paranoid wack-job or both, but this thing is huge. “You’re afraid of spiders?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. You could say that.” I run my hand through my hair, because who knows if that thing has relatives or friends that might want to use my head for an amusement park.  
 
    “But you’re so...big. And spiders are like whispers with legs.”  
 
    “Whispers?” I snort. “That one’s more like a scream. Goodness, it’s got a belly the size of an avocado.” 
 
    She bursts out laughing. “A small grape, maybe. You’re seriously scared?” 
 
    “No. I’m seriously terrified.”  
 
    “So that Spiderman theme for dinner the other night was quite apropos.”  
 
    “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” I look around for something to smash it with, shuddering all over again at the thought of one of them coming back—you know, for revenge. The broom will work, because it has a long handle so I don’t need to get too close. I start to go toward it, but Madeline steps in front of me.  
 
    “Wait—don’t kill it.” 
 
    “I know, I know—bad luck, or it’ll make it rain...or even worse, sometimes you think they’re dead, but they uncrinkle themselves.” 
 
    She’s smiling again. “Uncrinkle? Is that even a word?” 
 
    “Probably not, but it should be.” 
 
    “Hang on...leave it alone. I’ll be right back. Keep your eye on it. If you dare.” She winks before leaving. 
 
    I take a few steps back and reluctantly watch the cantaloupe with legs from a safe distance. Madeline returns holding some sort of stick-like device—it looks like a grabber that an old person would use, except it’s got bristles on one end.  
 
    “I’m betting you don’t have this tool,” she says, grinning. “But you need one. Watch.”  
 
    She positions my step stool on the shower floor, stands on it, and reaches the bristly end of the stick toward the tarantula. As she squeezes the handle, the bristles open up, and quicker than you can say daddy long legs, the spider’s inside them.  
 
    I’m impressed. Mostly because I didn’t need to do anything.  
 
    Smiling triumphantly, Madeline steps off the stool. “Cool, huh? Safe for the spider, and safe for the scaredy-cat.”  
 
    “Yeah, very cool. Just don’t be waving the bristly part near the scaredy-cat.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that to you. But I have to say, I love seeing this side of you. You’re absolutely adorable when you’re terrified.”  
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment. But thanks.”  
 
    “It is most definitely a compliment.” She tosses me a smile over her shoulder. “I’m going to go set Charlotte free. Be right back.”  
 
    After glancing up to make sure there’s no other creepy-crawlies lurking on the ceiling, I step back into the shower to resume my tiling. I’m pretty sure that this is the first time I’ve let a woman in on my arachnophobia secret. And I’m okay with it being Callaway.  
 
    She enters the bathroom again, and I turn to look at her. She gives me a thumbs up. “Charlotte has left the building.” 
 
    “Probably headed for my truck.”  
 
    “You are cracking me up.” 
 
    “You can honestly tell me that you’re not scared of spiders?” 
 
    “I am not scared of spiders.” 
 
    “Well, that’s unusual. Most women are.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, Jack...” Madeline’s eyes are sparkly as she folds her arms across her chest. “I’m not most women.” 
 
    Oh, I’ve noticed. “So if it’s not spiders, what are you afraid of?”  
 
    The question surprises both of us. She takes a couple seconds to answer. “Betrayal.”  
 
    I nod in understanding. That’s on my list, too.  
 
    “Can we stop talking about scary things, Jack?”  
 
    “Sure. I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to bring you down.”  
 
    “You’re not. I just don’t want to waste any time with you. Because, you know—how you’re finishing up here soon and all. I want to make every moment count.”  
 
    Something grabs in my gut, hearing her say that.  
 
    “You’re making it hard for me to focus on my tiling, Callaway. Literally, hard.”  
 
    She ducks her head, laughing softly as a pink glow creeps into her cheeks. Then she fixes her eyes on me, and the look in them basically pulverizes me. “Maybe we should take advantage of that.” 
 
    My jeans seem to have become tighter in the front. “You think so?”  
 
    Madeline walks over to me in the shower stall and loops her arms around my waist. “I know so.” She tips back her head in a wordless invitation for me to kiss her. I take in the sight of her shining, expectant eyes, her parted mouth, her bare neck...she is girl and woman both at once.  
 
    Madeline Callaway, I accept your invitation to kiss you. I set my trowel on the built-in shower shelf and pull her in to me, liking the way she bends her back to mold herself against me. As tiny as she is compared to me, she feels just the right size.  
 
    I cover her mouth with mine, my cock stiffening as I hear the little sigh she makes when my tongue meets hers. In the back of my mind—the part that pays attention to business—a nagging little thought takes root. I should be finishing the tile, because the Thinset isn’t going to be any good if it sits out much longer. I know I should tell her, but the fact that this girl is a awesome kisser is currently squashing down all other rational thought.   
 
    She’s a client first, Jack. Got to always keep that in mind.  
 
    Yeah, yeah...I know. I grimace inwardly. It’s hard to think of her as anything other than the sexiest woman on the planet right now. But I use all the willpower I have so that Decker Renovation overrules Big Deck.  
 
    I hate to interrupt this, but I pull back a little, breathing hard. “Callaway...I don’t want to stop—believe me—but my mortar’s going to get hard.” I smirk, anticipating her reaction.  
 
    “Isn’t that the whole point?” Eagerly, she tries to pull me back down to her mouth, but I take her wrists in my hands, chuckling.  
 
    “I won’t be able to use this mix. I’ll have to buy another bag. Twenty bucks.”  
 
    “Add it to my bill. I’m more than happy to pay for it.” She wriggles out of my grip, takes my hand in her own and gently pulls me into the bedroom. 
 
    Spoiler alert: I don’t resist.  
 
    When we reach her neatly-made bed, she turns around to look up at me again. “Remember when you said as long as you’re working for me, I could consider you mine?” 
 
    “That’s the deal.”  
 
    “Well...if you’re mine, I have a request. Actually, it’s more like a command. I want—I want you out of these pants.”  
 
    Her hands go to my belt, and I suck in my breath. Goodness, her boldness. I like it. A lot. I have a raging hard-on even before my zipper begins a downward descent. She slides my jeans down and kneels on the floor to unlace my work boots.  
 
    “Ms. Callaway, you are making it impossible for me to get any work done.”  
 
    Her voice is thick with desire as she helps me step out of my pants. “I assure you, Mr. Decker, it’s completely intentional.”  
 
    I close my eyes and spread my feet apart a bit as she reaches in my boxers. Idiot. Her hand is cool cupping my balls. I let out a low groan as she slides it along my shaft.  
 
    “Goodness, Jack—I want you. Right now.”  
 
    You’ve got me, Callaway. You’ve got me.  
 
    My cock is heavy and aching, straining towards her. She started this, and I’m going to finish it. She doesn’t have to say anything; I know she wants me to take over.  
 
    I grasp the bottom of her dress and yank it up over her hips. I’d love to take my time with her, but it’s not going to happen—I’m too horny. I grab my jeans off the floor to take out my wallet, silently thanking God there’s one more condom in there. “This is going to be quick, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Do you have somewhere to be?”  
 
    “Only inside you. And I can’t wait a second longer.”  
 
    Madeline gives a little choked cry that pierces me to my core. She grabs the front of my shirt to pull me down on the bed with her. I devour her mouth with mine, sucking her tongue, kissing her hard. I prop myself up over her so she can wiggle out of her panties (pink, to match the dress) and then slide my hand down to her pussy. Soaking wet, slippery, hot. I’d love to bury my face in it, but the urge to harass her takes over, and after one quick stroke down her slit, I’m on top of her, jamming my cock between her legs and her like my life depends on it.  
 
    We’re both moaning, gasping, our hot breath intertwining as she grabs my shoulders and bucks beneath me, and we become one shuddering, shattering climax that wrecks me so much, the words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.  
 
    “Goodness, Callaway—it gets better every time. I can’t get enough of you.”  
 
    It’s the truth, and the way she looks up at me with those dark, pleading, glistening eyes makes me glad I said it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 ~ Madeline 
 
    August 12 
 
    “I’m thinking of doing it.” I’m multi-tasking on an absolutely gorgeous mid-August afternoon: catching up with Delaney on the phone while shopping at the farmer’s market in Ellsworth after a pre-closing walk-through in Trenton.  
 
    She sighs in exasperation. “Friends don’t let friends get bangs. We’ve been over this.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “You know why they’re called bangs?”  
 
    “Um, no.” 
 
    “Because after you get them cut, you feel like banging your head against the wall.” She pauses for emphasis. “So don’t.” 
 
     “I just feel this urge.” 
 
    “Well, channel that urge into something else. Like banging your handyman.” 
 
    “Very funny.”  
 
    “He almost done the bathroom?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.”  
 
    “Ugh. Sorry.”  
 
    “Yes. Trying to make the most of it, though. I’m making dinner for us tonight.”  
 
    “Ooh, nice. I’m sure he’s impressed with your mad skills in the kitchen. As well as in the bedroom.” 
 
    “I do what I can.” 
 
    “You know, I was all for you having this tryst with him, as long as you didn’t get hurt. But I’m a little worried, because I think you’re going to be.” Her voice softens. “Any chance he’d reconsider this arrangement and actually date you?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. He’s been very clear about that from day one. I’ll just have to...” I swallow hard. “...deal with it.”  
 
    “Well, he’s crazy, then. I’m telling you, you’re the ultimate woman. Gorgeous, great cook, house on the ocean to boot and financially secure with her own business. If I was a lesbian, I’d be all over you like white on rice.” 
 
    Laughing, I stop in front of a stand with bunches of herbs and wildflowers in mason jars. “Thanks. That means a lot. Hey, speaking of business, things any better at Precision Machine?” 
 
    “Meh. Not really. I got a raise, though—I think Stu is worried I might quit. And believe me, if I could, I would. If it wasn’t for that pesky food and rent thing...” 
 
    “Ugh, I’m sorry. Still hoping to open a café someday?” 
 
    “Yeah. Hoping, dreaming, wishing.” 
 
    “You know I’ve told you I can loan you some money toward a downpayment.”  
 
    “I know. And I love you for that. But I can’t stand the thought of taking money from my BFF, or just accepting something without being able to give back in return.” 
 
    “That doesn’t bother me at all. I wish you’d consider it.”  
 
    “Thanks, Maddie—I’ll hopefully find a way.” 
 
    “Don’t give up, Lane. We can talk more about it later. Listen, I have to let you go—I need to get a few more things at the market.”  
 
    “Okay. Do you want to come to Harry Potter trivia tonight at Margarita’s? Amanda’s going, too.” 
 
    “Ohh, I would, but I think Jack is staying for dinner. At least I hope he is.”  
 
    “Understood. Hammer time trumps girlfriend time. Harass his brains out.” 
 
    “Delaney.” 
 
    “I mean it. I want my BFF to be happy. Seriously, I do. We’ll catch up later. Love you lots.”  
 
    “Love you lots, too.” I slip my phone in my purse and check the purchases in my basket. Red and yellow peppers and sweet onions to grill, a loaf of French bread, half dozen ears of corn...I’ll get a couple lobsters from the seafood guy and pick up some flowers to dress up the table. Maybe a bag of mixed greens for a salad, with my homemade vinaigrette dressing. Jack says since he’s met me, he’s eaten more vegetables in the last few weeks than in all his life. I remember how his eyes looked when he said that—crinkling around the edges and glowing with warm affection, like he appreciated me looking out for his health.  
 
    It’s because I care about you, I had told him, and broke eye contact with him before anything got awkward. I don’t want to scare him, even though I know he won’t stay anyway. It’s funny; at the beginning, I was the one who was cautious. But now...I feel like I could keep on this same path, to see where it takes us.  
 
    If only Jack would want to walk with me.  
 
    Madeline. My inner voice berates me, and rightfully so. Shut up. Seriously. You are sounding pathetic. Enjoy the flirting, his company, and of course the sex, but be ready to let him go.  
 
    You don’t have a choice. 
 
    Maybe that’s what I’m having a tough time with—that it’s out of my hands.  
 
    Something tells me that it’s more than that.  
 
    “Miss? Did you want to buy those?” A college-age girl with two long braids and a nose ring is smiling at me expectantly. I realize that I’ve been standing in front of her holding a bunch of wildflowers in my hand, probably looking like I was in la-la land.  
 
    “Yes! Sorry.” I smile and hastily reach into my purse for cash. After paying, I walk down the row of stands, soaking up the fiery colors of peppers, the frilly bursts of flowers, the easy words of people with summer on their tongues, and I think, this. This is what I need to be focusing on. The here and now, with no glance in the rearview mirror or worry for what might lie ahead. The present, which right now includes Jack, who is probably almost done for the day.  
 
    But Jack, if I have my way...you’re not done for the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 ~ Jack 
 
    August 14 
 
    Did you know you can shut your eyes and still see someone else’s? You can. I know this, because when I was trying to go to sleep last night, I kept seeing Madeline’s: large and shining, the color of dark chocolate—eyes that can go from vulnerable and pleading to burning with pure lust in a split second. When we were saying our good nights, I stared into them under the flickering light above her garage, and what those eyes were doing to me was so intense, I had to think about boring basic things like picking up a replacement bulb for the flickering light, or else I would have lost my trash. Especially since I was still feeling the effects of her. Especially since every time, it gets better, and like I want to take her again as soon as I’m physically able.  
 
    The sex Wednesday night—it was un-frigging-believable. We were sitting on her patio drinking a couple beers after dinner, with the fire pit going. We were talking about states we’d visited, she was looking comfortable and relaxed leaning back in the chaise lounge with her hair draped down her shoulder, and I was taking in the sight of her with the orange glow of the fire illuminating her like she was some kind of angel. She was telling me about her trip to Arizona last winter to visit her parents, and I’ll be honest, I started looking at her rather than listening to her—watching the curve of her lips as she smiled, and definitely the curve of her breasts under her tank top. When she paused in her story to take a sip of beer, I fixated on that beautiful mouth on the top of the bottle, and suddenly the bottle became my cock. I got this major urge to take her, right then—got out of my chair without a word, took her drink out of her hands, set it on the patio floor and climbed on top of her, unbuttoning my pants before I started to kiss her. She didn’t protest at all, which was even more of a turn-on, because I know Madeline Callaway is not the type to be into having sex outside, where someone might see. The night was calm and still, the only sounds being the little snaps and pops of the fire, my heavy breathing and her tiny little gasps, which made me harass her harder.  
 
    I know she wanted me to stay—I could see it in her eyes—and I quickly kissed her goodnight and walked to my truck before she saw that I didn’t want to leave her.  
 
    If she’d had the chance to ask me, I would have stayed.  
 
    I’m over at Ed’s again today. His house is under contract, and the home inspection came up with a couple items that needed attention: drippy faucet in the downstairs bathroom, which was an easy fix—replacing the O-ring in the faucet cartridge. The other thing was a sticky door in one of the bedrooms, so I drove a long jam screw through the top of the hinge and brought it back in line. So that should wrap up what I need to do for Ed. I’m really gonna miss this gentleman.  
 
    He’s in a talkative mood today. Seems a little anxious, like he’s got a lot on his mind, which I’m sure he does. He asks me twice if I’d like to have a cup of coffee, and I answer yes both times. It’s breezy but not too hot today, so we sit on his back deck at the glass-topped table and cushioned chairs, with our mugs and a plate of blueberry muffins which taste like store-bought (Callaway has definitely spoiled me).  
 
    “So, Ed—congratulations on the sale pending.”  
 
    He nods, lifting his mug to his thin lips. “It’s a good thing.”  
 
    “Mixed feelings, though, right?” 
 
    “Most certainly, Mr. Decker. Although with every box I pack, this place is feeling less like home.” He pauses to take another sip of his coffee. “Truth be told, I hate to leave.” His voice quavers. “I feel Marian here, and I don’t want to lose that.”  
 
    I have no clue what to say, but I feel like I should say something. “That must be very comforting for you, sir.”  
 
    “Yes. It has been.” 
 
    “She’ll follow you, Ed. I know she will.” As I say the words, I’m pretty amazed to find out I actually believe them.  
 
    He gives me a small smile. He seems to have aged since the last time I saw him. His face looks a little thinner, and his hair’s hanging down his forehead instead of combed back like it usually is.  
 
    “My Marian,” he sighs. “She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. We met at a department store in Bangor as teenagers. I was a stock boy, and she worked at the soda fountain. She always said I kept coming back for her ice cream sundaes—she used to give me extra whipped cream and two cherries—but it was her dimples. And maybe also the sundaes.” He chuckles, and it turns into a cough. 
 
    Grinning, I break off a piece of my muffin. “Sounds like she knew you pretty well, even early on.”  
 
    “She did. We clicked, you know. Like a key in a lock—she opened up my heart, and I was a goner.” He clears his throat a few times. “You’re a handsome fellow, Mr. Decker. I trust you have someone special in your life?”  
 
    I swallow, the muffin sticking in my throat, so I wash it down with coffee. “I don’t do that.”  
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”  
 
    “I don’t do relationships. I’ve been burned in the past.”  
 
    “Ah. So you’ve given up on love.”  
 
    “I guess you could say that.” I realize he’s headed down an avenue I usually like to keep blocked, but surprisingly, I’m not getting up from the table or trying to change the subject.  
 
    Why am I not getting up from the table or trying to change the subject? And why do I say what I say next?  
 
    “There’s this—girl I’ve been kind of seeing. She’s really great. But it’s just going to be a short term thing.”  
 
    “Because you don’t do relationships.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me saying so, that sounds like quite a lonely existence, Mr. Decker.”  
 
    “I understand how it might look that way, sir. But I’ve made sort of a deal with myself. And I’m doing all right with things the way they are.”  
 
    Ed brushes a few crumbs off the table into his hand and drops them onto the plate. “You’re a young man, but I don’t want you to be fooled by the illusion of time, and I don’t want you to have regrets. How old are you?”  
 
    “Almost twenty-eight, sir.”  
 
    “Ah, to be twenty-eight again.” There’s a gleam in his pale eyes, like he’s remembering. “Did I ever tell you the butterfly story?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.”  
 
    “Marian and I were watching a PBS special one day. I think it was the mid-1980’s. Now before you get any ideas, our lives were not sitting in front of the TV watching nature programs, mind you.”  
 
    I laugh. “All right, Ed. I believe you.” 
 
    “I’ll be honest...we were in a bit of a rut coming up on our twentieth wedding anniversary, and for me, the days were grinding along in this seemingly endless string of days. I was a professor at Bates and had just been named department head. Quite full of myself, and I’m ashamed to say I’d lost sight of what was most important to me. What really mattered…Marian, my son Garrett. I was putting most all of my time into work—staying late at my office, holding meetings that really weren’t all that important, reading in my study at home instead of talking to my wife and boy, submitting articles for publication out of sheer vanity.” He frowns and shakes his head. “Well, Marian and I were watching that show about butterflies and their life cycle, and it struck me that she was awful quiet. A few days after that was our anniversary, and we exchanged gifts. I gave her flowers and a silver charm bracelet, and she gave me something much more meaningful.” Ed gets up from his chair stiffly and walks into the house. A few minutes later, he comes back to the table, holding out a wobbly hand. “This is what she gave me.”  
 
    I take the object from him carefully. It’s a butterfly made out of crystal—heavy and delicate at the same time, its wings open and frozen in flight. The prism effect throws little rainbows all over the table. 
 
    “Marian never liked confrontations. If she was upset about something, she’d let me know in a gentle way. She put a little card in the box and wrote that she hoped the butterfly would be a ‘crystal clear’ reminder of how fleeting and precarious life is. The show we’d watched had mentioned that the average butterfly species live only a couple of weeks, and only a fraction of larvae even make it to adulthood.” Ed pauses. “She added a note that said twenty years, which was how long we’d been married, felt like a butterfly lifetime. That’s all she needed to say. She made me realize that human life, too, is but a blink, and that I needed to focus on what was most important. Family. Love.”  
 
    He leans forward, his filmy eyes intense with feeling. “What I’m trying to say in a very roundabout way is, Mr. Decker, is don’t be a fool like I was and take for granted what’s most precious in life. Your family relationships, like your father and brother. And having a relationship with someone special. Fortunately, I learned my lesson before any real damage was done, and I guess the teacher in me wants to pass it along, because I like you.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir. I’m honored.” I set the butterfly carefully on the table. “And might I add that Marian was one lucky woman.”  
 
    He waves a hand at me like he’s not used to taking compliments, but he’s smiling. Marian was totally right: time does go by so fast, because it’s like I blinked and I’m done working for Ed.  
 
    And tomorrow, I’ll be wrapping things up for my favorite client.  
 
    If someone could invent a pause button for my life, I’d appreciate it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 ~ Madeline 
 
    August 15 
 
    Even though it’s Saturday and I usually sleep in (if Murphy will let me), I’m awake at six-thirty. I make coffee, eat half a banana, do a yoga workout, change over my laundry, pay some bills, water my potted flowers, try not to think. I’m still restless at 8:30, so I throw on a tank and shorts, lace up my sneakers and go for a run down past the beach area of Newbury Neck. People are setting up oversized striped umbrellas and staking out their spots with Coleman coolers and beach towels, and all of them look like their only worry is whether they’ll get enough of a tan today.  
 
    I wish that was my major source of stress. 
 
    Jack is finishing the bathroom today—right on schedule. Most clients would appreciate their contractor getting the project done on time, of course, but most people probably aren’t having the most amazing sex of their lives with the hottest handyman on the planet.  
 
    He’s coming over around 3:00-ish, after he helps his friend Owen finish building a shed. He still needs to hang the mirror, put up towel racks, toilet paper holder—things like that. He mentioned paint touch-ups, but I haven’t spotted one blemish. Everything looks absolutely perfect, from the tropical blue wall color to the suede gray shower tile he suggested. The big soaker tub will be heaven on cold winter nights—I have plans for a cozy fringe of Boston ferns, aloe and candles—and the white vessel sink (another one of Jack’s ideas) makes a classy, unique statement.  
 
    So I will have my luxurious spa-style bathroom.  
 
    But I will lose Jack.  
 
    As I’m cooling down from my run, the jangle of my phone jars me from my thoughts. I wipe my sweaty hand on my shorts and look at the incoming call and escalate from depressed into pissed. What the idiot?  
 
    It’s Paul. Again.  
 
    I decline the call, and seconds later, he tries again. My blood is boiling. I answer with a low, voice, because there is a young mother walking past me with the most adorable baby boy in a stroller, and I don’t want to scare them by screaming obscenities. Even though my ex deserves my full wrath, at this point. 
 
    “What is it you think you’re accomplishing with this?” I hiss through clenched teeth. “How much clearer can I make it that I don’t want you contacting me?” 
 
    “Linnie.” He uses his nickname for me and my stomach twists, because that was a lifetime ago. “I’m calling to tell you that Corey was in a car accident.”  
 
    My heart freezes. Corey is one of our best friends from college—free-spirit, long-haired Corey with his easy laugh and mischievous blue eyes, who moved out to LA after graduation to pursue an acting career. We’ve kept in sporadic touch, but he’s one of those people you will always feel close to, regardless of the distance or the passage of time. As I’m trying to process this, I get a text from Delaney with a sad face emoji: Did you see on Facebook about Corey?  
 
    “Oh my goodness, Paul,” I manage. “Is he...” 
 
    “He’s alive. Ended up with a broken leg, ribs, concussion and some nasty road rash. He was rollerblading and got hit by a teenage girl who was texting. I just got off the phone with his sister. He’s going to need surgery for his leg, but fortunately, he should recover fine. I thought you’d want to know.”  
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. “Of course I would. Thank you.”  
 
    “Lin...” 
 
    Goodness, don’t use this, Paul. Please be above using this. Don’t go there. 
 
    “Hearing about Corey brought me back to those good times we had in college—lots of great memories, with you.”  
 
    He went there. 
 
    “I’d like to take you out for a drink so we could just talk about things.”  
 
    “No. But thank you for telling me about Corey. I’ll follow up with him.” I end the call with a very forceful finger and text Laney back before I walk home, taking deep breaths of the warm salty air to soothe my stress.  
 
    At 11:45, I get on Corey’s Facebook, read the encouraging posts from friends and relatives and add one of my own. There is an update from his sister thanking everyone on his behalf and adding that he’s in good spirits, is flirting with his nurse and will be having surgery later today. 
 
    At noon, I make a salad with mandarins and cranberries for lunch and discover that I can’t eat it, so I put it in the fridge, pour myself a glass of Chardonnay and sit at the kitchen table with the newspaper while Murphy twists himself around my bare legs.  
 
    At 12:30, I walk down to the ocean and wade in to my knees. Today, the water is a rich navy blue tipped with white froth. I wave to a power boat slicing through the waves and watch a pair of cormorants dip down to the sea in hopes of snagging a small mackerel. 
 
    At 1:05, I go back up to the house and take a leisurely shower—using the guest bathroom, since Jack made me promise not to use the new one until he was completely finished. Shave silky smooth (everywhere), apply baby powder and generous deodorant because my sweat glands will be working overtime given my nerves, then put on a casual yet romantic summer dress—white cotton, off-the-shoulder, above the knee American Eagle—and neaten up my bedroom.  
 
    At 1:40, I call my mom to wish her a happy birthday and see if she got the blueberry jam and Maine cookbook I sent, and then because it’s her birthday, I tell her that I am having someone over for dinner tonight. Judging from her reaction, she likes the male better than the mail.  
 
    At 2:00, I tell myself not to keep checking the time.  
 
    At 2:05, I check the time.  
 
    And then, at 2:55… 
 
    Jack is here.  
 
    His big black pickup rumbles into the driveway. I’m watching from the upstairs window, like a giddy high school junior waiting for her prom date. Climbing out of the truck, he peels the sunglasses off his face and leans into the vehicle to place them on the dashboard. As he does this, I am unabashedly focusing on his rear—his muscular, just-right rear that I will most definitely be groping later tonight.  
 
    I have become a hussy of the highest order, and I have no shame.  
 
    He’s wearing a black t-shirt and faded jeans. There’s a bottle of water in his hand, and he raises it to his lips. I watch that, too. I can see, even from the second floor, that his face looks somber—almost tense. I don’t like seeing him upset, but maybe this means he is also sad about today? My heart does a hopeful little leap and then starts to throb with ache, because sadness on Jackson Decker’s face is like a cloud across the sun.  
 
    I want to run down the stairs, yank open the door and throw my arms around him like he’s a returning war hero, but I wait in my bedroom, trying to rein in my galloping heart. I’m being a bit of an idiot, I know, because he has to work on the bathroom. (Kind of the whole point of him being here, Mads.) Then, it will be play time.  
 
    Although it’s so much more than play.  
 
    I look down on the top of his head and his broad shoulders as he goes up my walkway and toward the side door. I will miss his rumpled, boyishly-sexy hair.  
 
    I will miss everything about this man.  
 
    Hearing his heavy footsteps coming up the stairs makes me feel both comforted and wildly excited. I take a deep, shaky breath as Jack Decker walks in my bedroom, my throat closing knowing that this will be the last time.  
 
    Our eyes lock. His sober expression softens, lightens as a smile spreads across his face, and inside my chest, my heart crashes and burns. “Hey.” 
 
    I can barely find my voice. “Hey.” 
 
    “How’s your day been?” 
 
    “Not so great. But it just got significantly better.” 
 
    “What a coincidence—same for me. Funny how that works, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Very funny. You look—really, really good, Jack.”  
 
    He laughs, but it’s a kind, warm laugh. “I look the same as I always do, Callaway.”  
 
    “And you always look really, really good.”  
 
    “Thanks, but you’re putting me to shame here. Man, you are rocking that little white dress.”  
 
    Heat flares in my face as his eyes rake over me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Makes you look innocent and pure, despite those dirty thoughts I know you’re having.”  
 
    “Presumptuous.”  
 
    “Accurate.” 
 
    “Touché.” I lift up my index finger and give him an air point.  
 
    He walks toward me, his blue eyes deepening with intensity and determination.  
 
    I clamp down on the little cry that’s bubbling up in my throat, raising my chin to look up at him.  “Something on your mind?”  
 
    “Yes. Kissing you.” He sweeps me into his arms and I arch my back, eager to be pressed against him. My lower half throbs and melts because there is hardness. And there is no better high than to be wanted by this glorious man.  
 
    He covers my mouth with his, the warmth of his tongue creating sparks throughout my body. I am instantly aroused, instantly soaked, instantly crazed with desire for him. He’s making soft groaning sounds against my lips. I am undone. All of me, as if he tugged a loose thread I didn’t know I had, unraveling what was once Madeline Callaway into a pleading, helpless heap of want and need.  
 
    He pulls away from my lips, his warm, sweet breath on my face. “Touching you is also on my mind,” he mutters. “And you.” 
 
    My. 
 
    Goodness. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep last night, thinking about it.” His left arm wraps around my waist as his right hand slides down to cup and grope my rear, practically lifting me off my feet. He nuzzles my neck and I shiver, little thrills cascading through me. We kiss again, deeply—he tastes so incredibly good that I cannot bear to think of stopping—but we do.  
 
    “Callaway,” he says breathlessly. “You’re going to destroy me. And I can’t let that happen, because I need to finish your bathroom.” 
 
    I’m trying like mad not to pout. “Okay.” I take a reluctant step back, straightening the top of my dress across my shoulders. “Do you want me to leave you alone, or...” 
 
    He grins. “I don’t want you to leave me alone, no. But today, I need you to, or I’ll never be able to work. You’re too distracting.”  
 
    “Sorry not sorry. I’ll go find something to keep me busy.” Even though I have absolutely nothing in this house I want to do except you. “You can stay for dinner, right?”  
 
    “Absolutely. And I can stay after dinner, too.” He winks, I blush, and I summon all the self-control I have to smile and leave the room.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    “This is delicious, Callaway.” Jack takes another forkful of his salmon fillet. “What’s the marinade?”  
 
    “Brown sugar, soy sauce and rice wine vinegar. I’m glad you like it.”  
 
    “Like it? I want to marry it.”  
 
    The marry stupidly gets to me. I haven’t been able to eat more than a few bites; the caffeinated pelicans in my stomach won’t allow it. I don’t want to be rude, but if I only have a few hours with him, I don’t want to spend them at the kitchen table. I sip at my Pinot Noir and glance at the clock.  
 
    “Do you have somewhere to be?” He’s grinning broadly, teasing me with the same line I’d used on him a week and a half ago.  
 
    I crumple up my napkin and throw it at him. “You are going to drive me insane.” 
 
    “You won’t have to put up with my trash after today. Just think, Callaway—your house and your life will be back to normal.” He’s still smiling, but his eyes have changed.  
 
    I don’t want that, Jack. I want you as my normal.  
 
    I force myself to smile back. “And you’ll be rid of me, too—free as a bird. But for right now, I’d like to take advantage of what’s left in my contract.” I make air quotes around the last word and then stand up to clear the table.  
 
    Jack drains his glass of wine, picks up his plate. I’m setting my dishes in the sink when I feel his arms go around my waist, and I startle. I’m waiting for one of his clever, flirty lines, but he doesn’t say anything—just leans over me, pressing his cheek against my neck and tightening his hold on me. I draw in my breath. It is so surprising, so sweet and tender that I almost choke on the rush of longing in my throat.  
 
    I don’t—can’t—say anything, either, so I slip my hand in his and lead him upstairs, almost like in a dream. I’ve waited all day for tonight to come, yet now that it’s here, I am overwhelmed by how bittersweet it feels. Because it will be our last time.  
 
    When we get to the top of the stairs, I turn around and discover that Murphy has followed us. I shoo him back down the stairs. I love that boy, but I don’t want any distractions. I put my hands on Jack’s upper arms. “Wait here for just a minute, okay?”  
 
    He nods. His sculpted face looks stonily beautiful, tinged with resignation. I stand on my toes and kiss him lightly on the cheek before I go into the bedroom.  
 
    Moving quickly, I grab the lighter out of my nightstand drawer and light the candles that I’ve placed around the room, then step into my closet and slip out of my dress. Earlier this week on a whim, I did something I’d never done before—ordered a black lace bustier with garter straps and matching V-string panty...then took a deep breath, added thigh-high sheer black stockings and clicked place order (thank you, Amazon Prime two-day shipping). It was not me, but it is me, now—the me whom Jack has awakened.  
 
    So the new me, quivering in anticipation, hurries to change into my racy lingerie. I flip my head upside down, run my fingers through my hair and stand up again, arranging it so it fans across my shoulders, the way Jack likes it. Quick dab of deodorant under each arm, then flicking on the ceiling fan and opening the Spotify romance playlist on my laptop.  
 
    Candlelight, soft and sexy music, a big, comfortable bed, and me—all that’s missing is a man. Luckily, I know just where to find one.  
 
    I open the door. Leaning against the wall, he looks up with widening eyes and says exactly what I hoped he’d say, in exactly the tone I hoped he’d say it: “Idiot, Callaway.”  
 
    His hands go to his hips as he shakes his head, looking bewildered, astonished. “My goodness, woman. What you do to me.”  
 
    My eyes immediately flick to his now-bulging crotch. I feel almost giddy thinking he will soon be inside me. The small scrap of fabric that is my panties dampens.  
 
    Jack’s gaze scours me from head to toe, his lips parted. “You look unbelievable. But you do realize you’re not going to be wearing that for very long, right?”  
 
    “That’s okay. This is for you, Jack. It’s all for you. I want to please you, and if you want it off me, take it off.” My voice is low, throaty. 
 
    He shakes his head again, still wide-eyed. “Callaway. I don’t know how I’m going to...” He trails off. My heart skips, thuds, leaps. I’ve never heard his voice layered with so much emotion.  
 
    Jack steps forward, hooks his thumb under my shoulder straps and slides them off, kissing both sides of my collarbone. I shudder. He dips his head down to kiss my lips, one hand going up in my hair to grip it tightly. His mouth is harder, more demanding—there is a raw urgency in him tonight, and I feel it, too.  
 
    Suddenly, he scoops me into his arms as if I were weightless and carries me over to the bed. “I want you on your hands and knees, for starters,” he growls into my hair. Then, in a softer tone, as he sets me down on the mattress: “I’m going to lick you until you can’t walk.”  
 
    My. Idiot.  
 
    I am shaking. I get on all fours. He grasps my hips, pulling me back nearer the edge of the bed. “On your elbows, Madeline. I want your rear and pussy up in the air.”  
 
    I feel his big hands on my bottom, kneading, squeezing, his thumbs just outside my labia. Propped up on my elbows like he asked, I rest my forehead on my fists. My legs are trembling.  
 
    “Relax, sweetheart.” Jack’s voice is gentle but firm as he strokes my rear. “Open yourself to me, in all ways. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes.” My voice is small and muffled. I gasp when I feel his finger slide into the side of my barely-there panties. He drags it along my cleft, sighing when he hears me moan.  
 
    “Goodness, you’re so wet for me. As always. I love that.” He takes his finger away, and his thumbs return to their position on either side of my vulva. I have to tense up my thighs so I won’t start shaking again, but the feelings building up inside me are so strong, I feel like I will shudder, cry out, lose control.  
 
    He spreads me open a bit. I feel his cool breath on my inner thigh, then the tip of his tongue snaking under the fabric to lick my seam. I groan, louder than I mean to.  
 
    “Mmm...you taste so good. I want to devour you, Madeline, and I want you to take it. It’s going to be intense, but I want you to take it. Even if you come, I want you to keep taking it until I’m done with you.” He pauses to lift the fabric away and lick me again, barely grazing my sensitive folds. “All right?” 
 
    My response is practically a whimper. “Yes. I’ll try. I want you so, so much, Jack.”  
 
    “You have me, sweetheart.”  
 
    But just for one last night. The burning between my legs clashes with the aching in my heart, and to my dismay, tears spring to my eyes. I’m quickly distracted, though, by Jack sliding my panties down my legs. The draft from the ceiling fan chills my bare bottom, making me feel deliciously exposed.  
 
    “Spread your knees apart more, and stay propped up like that,” he orders. I obey him, the throbbing between my legs growing stronger. I want to do as he asks; I want to hold off on my orgasm, but I don’t know how the heck I can do that, being this turned on. I am already aching for his mouth.  
 
    I feel his tongue, soft and warm, stretching out along my slit, the tip swirling around my already-hardened clit. He spreads my labia apart with his thumbs and pushes his tongue inside me, making me gasp his name. He uses his tongue like a cock, holding it firm and pushing it in and out, in and out, until I’m squirming so much he gives me a gentle slap on my bottom and tells me to be still.  
 
    “Be a good girl, Callaway,” he croons. “Remember—you’re going to take what I give you.” Flattening his tongue, he begins to lap me firmly from the top of my pussy to my perineum. I have never allowed anyone in the danger zone, and I clench my fists and bite my bottom lip to keep from screaming. Not so much because I want to ask him to stop, but because it feels so.. Incredible. The very idea of where he is and what he might do to me has pushed me to the very edge of a climax. I’m trying so hard to hold off, but my goodness, this is Jack Decker, and Jack Decker’s mouth, and I am going to come.  
 
    He knows this. He starts eating me, hard—practically buries his face in my pussy—and laps, sucks, nibbles, sucks harder, tongues me, until I am twisting, begging, crying out...splintering into a million jagged pieces, and it’s only Jack that can put me together again.  
 
    His breaths are coming in harsh, forceful gasps. “Madeline—I’m not done with you yet. I’m going to make you come again, when I forget you. Get on your back, sweetheart.”  
 
    I crawl toward the top of the bed, feeling the slick heat between my legs. My pussy is burning, my clit is on fire, and I cannot wait to have this man inside me. Settling back against the pillows, I look up at Jack’s face. His eyes are blazing with want.  
 
    “Open your legs for me, Callaway,” he says huskily. “Wider, please. Good girl.” Within seconds, his pants are off, and I am looking at his huge, beautiful, fully-erect penis in all its glory.  
 
    “I want you in my mouth,” I murmur. “Please.”  
 
    Wordlessly, he climbs to the head of the bed and positions his cock near my lips. Eagerly, I take the tip in, reveling in the groans he’s making. His hands reach inside my bustier, fondling my breasts and nipples as I suck him. I keep my eyes open, watching his washboard abs as he idiots my mouth.  
 
    “Callaway—” He pulls away from me, breathing hard. “You’re so good at that, but I’ve got to stop you before I lose control.” He climbs off the bed to retrieve his jeans, taking out a foil packet. I watch, my mouth fairly watering at the sight of him rolling the condom down his hard length.  
 
    And then he’s on top of me, guiding himself into my wet opening. The only thing better than Jack Decker’s mouth on me is his massive member inside of me.  
 
    “My sexy, sexy Madeline,” he whispers, just before he enters me. I wrap my legs and arms around him—I can’t get close enough—and he idiots me hard, giving me the full force of his cock. He’s on his elbows, and we are looking into each other’s eyes as if we’re seeing each other for the first time.  
 
    Or maybe it’s as if we’re seeing each other for the last time. There is a filmy haze in his eyes, like he’s intoxicated, and he plunges into me once, twice more before he comes. I dig my heels into his firm buttocks and my fingers into his shoulders, crying out as I feel the ripples of my second release. For just these fleeting seconds, we are one body, one mind, one heart...one soul...and the only thing more powerful than this is the grief I feel at having to let him go.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 ~ Jack 
 
    August 16 
 
    Something soft brushes against my cheek. It tickles. I wrinkle my nose. Man, I’m so out of it...hovering on the fringe of a deep, relaxing sleep, the best one I’ve had in months. I’m warm and comfortable, the kind of feeling like when you’re laying on the couch in front of a fire piled with blankets, or laying on the beach with the sun so warm, you feel like it’s pinning you down. So I absolutely don’t want to wake up.  
 
    Again with the soft thing on my cheek—little more pressure this time. I try to swat at it, but my arm feels floppy and heavy. Now it’s touching my nose...there’s a quick little pinprick feeling, so now I’m sliding into awake mode, forcing my eyelids open.  
 
    It’s a cat. Sitting near my pillow, looking down on me and purring like a motor boat.  
 
    I don’t have a cat.  
 
    A clutching feeling in my chest. Faster breathing, realization setting in, as a bar of sunlight streams through the sliver of space between the shade and the window trim. It shines like a beacon on the face of the woman lying next to me.  
 
    I spent the night with Madeline Callaway. Slept with her, as in literally REM sleeping. 
 
    I broke one of my rules.  
 
    I broke one of my most important rules.  
 
    I’m no longer feeling warm. Everything is suddenly ice-cold-crystal-clear, and every cell of me is on high alert.  
 
    I spent the night with Madeline Callaway. 
 
    The cat—Murphy—is squinting at me. It’s been my experience that cats usually look like they’re plotting your death, but this dude always has a friendly expression, if cats even have expressions. I give him a little scratch between the ears, and he closes his eyes and pushes his head against my hand.  
 
    Beside me, Madeline lets out this deep, contented sigh. I’m lying on my back, stiff but not in the good sense, and I turn my head carefully, slowly, to look at her. I don’t want to wake her up just yet—partly because I don’t want to disturb her, but partly because I don’t know how the heck I am supposed to act.  
 
    She looks beautiful—like take-my-breath-away beautiful. She’s on her side, and there’s a soft pink glow to her face. It’s not like I haven’t seen women sleeping before—I lived with Brianne, and obviously had plenty of occasions to watch her, but it’s funny, I never really thought to do it. With Callaway, it’s different—like time is almost suspended, and like I can’t stop staring at her—looking at the rise and fall of her chest, getting a little morning wood seeing the swell of her breasts peeking out of the black lace top...Goodness. I’m wanting her all over again.  
 
    Last night was incredible. Our best yet. Part of the reason I fell asleep, I’m sure, was because I was totally drained after being with her. Wrecked. Annihilated. We did it three times (the anaconda was definitely up to the challenge, so to speak), our last one being in the shower. We got to break it in together: tested out the Drench rainshower head, which was amazing—so many individual jets streaming down on you with that ten-inch model. Standing in the shower with her, I got hard all over again washing her—lathering up my hands and soaping her beautiful belly, her flat belly, the seductive slope of her hips...sliding one hand down to her sweet heat and getting hornier than hell when she spread her legs and tipped her head back, the water running down in rivulets between her breasts. I lifted the hand-held massager out of its holder, turned the dial to a gentle pulse, and directed the jet at her pussy. I’m all about customer satisfaction, I had explained. I want to make sure everything’s in good working order. Her laugh turned very quickly into a sigh, then a series of heart-stopping moans when I went down on her. She got there within seconds, and she repaid the favor with one of the most phenomenal BJ’s I’ve ever had.  
 
    This woman...Goodness, I’m thinking she’s ruined me for anyone else.  
 
    Scariest thought I’ve ever had. It goes way beyond spiders.  
 
    Some of Callaway’s hair is laying across her forehead in a coppery-brown tangle. I feel like I should push it away from her face, so I reach my hand toward her. But then it hits me that this seems like a boyfriend or husband thing to do.  
 
    Can’t do that. I bring my arm back fast.  
 
    So I’m lying here, still as stone, and I’m weighing my options—wondering if I can slide out of bed and slip out the door without waking her up—maybe leave her a goodbye note or text her from my truck. Nah, that’s trash, a total toe move. She deserves more. I’ve got to man-up and deal with this error in judgment.  
 
    While I’m trying to figure out how to wake her—whether I should clear my throat, or cough, or give her a little nudge—her cat takes care of it for me. Murphy climbs over me like it’s no big deal that I’m laying here and walks along the side of Callaway’s body like she’s a balance beam. She makes a little sound. I watch her eyelids flutter and then open. She’s in that hazy phase in between asleep and awake that I was in just a few minutes ago, but as her senses become clearer and she realizes that I’m beside her, her eyes widen and brighten, like she can’t believe I’m here.  
 
    That makes two of us.  
 
    I decide I’m going to do what I do best—play it cool, keep things light, smile. “It would appear that I, uh, spent the night.”  
 
    “It would appear that way, yes.” She’s blushing and so adorable and sexy, I want to have her for breakfast. And lunch. And dinner.  
 
    Watch yourself, Big Deck. “Guess I liked your sheets.” 
 
    “Egyptian cotton, 800 thread count.”  
 
    “Nice. Although I think it had more to do with the woman in them.” Ahh, rubbish. Rubbish and trash and trash. What the heck am I thinking, saying things like that, especially when I’m supposed to be easing up, backing away? Especially when I spent the night.  
 
    I mentally gut-punch myself and toss off the covers like they’re suffocating me, because that’s kind of what’s happening right now. “So...I’m gonna get out of your hair, Callaway. Didn’t mean to sleep over—sorry about that.”  
 
    She sits up against the headboard, pulling the sheets up to her chest and blinking at me. Her voice is soft. “I’m not sorry, Jack.”  
 
    I get off the bed and go to find my clothes. I’m naked, and I don’t usually get self-conscious about being in my birthday suit in front of women—ever—but we’re talking about this woman, and seeing as I’m feeling like she can see right through me, I’ve got this need to get dressed and put some sort of barrier between the two of us. Real rational, I know. But I’m not feeling rational, and I haven’t had coffee, and I need coffee and I need to get out of here.  
 
    My plan to drive through Coffee Express on the way home is changed to me having coffee and a bagel at Madeline’s kitchen table, because Goodness, her face. She’s quiet, and I get it—I’m not feeling too talkative myself.  
 
    I’m dressed in last night’s work clothes; she’s wearing a short, silky-looking robe with flowers on it and her hair up in a loose bun. I watch her move around the kitchen: taking the bottle of creamer out of the refrigerator, opening the pantry door to get Murphy’s food dish, reaching up to get two mugs out of the cupboard, her bare, tanned calves flexing.  
 
    She sits down at the table and slides the container of cream cheese toward me. I slather some on my bagel. She has her fingers wrapped around her mug, staring down at her coffee like it’s got answers. A wavy lock of her hair falls forward, dangling over her mug, and without thinking, I do the thing I was debating doing before, in bed: I reach out and brush it away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. She looks up at me in surprise and gives me the smallest of smiles.  
 
    “Jack...”  
 
    “I’ve come to a conclusion, Callaway.”  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Your husband must have been a total idiot.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.”  
 
    “Seriously, a complete moron. But I feel kind of sorry for him, because he gave up such a stunning woman. If I ever see him, I should say thank you, because without his stupidity, I never would have met you.” My throat gets a little clogged so I clear it, and dang, Callaway eyes are filling up, a tear sliding down her cheek. I reach over and give her arm a little squeeze.  
 
    “Hey, hey...no crying, okay? I don’t want to make you sad.”  
 
    She nods, picks up her napkin, dabs it at her eyes, tries to smile. My chest feels full and tight. It’s a weird sensation, and for a second I worry I’m having a heart attack. All of a sudden I’ve got this panicky urge to leave. I can’t drag this out for much longer; it’s too tough for both of us. I have a kind of goodbye gift for her, so I’ll get that and then go home.  
 
    “I have something for you, in my truck. And it’s not the bill.” I grin at her, hoping to lighten the mood. “Be right back, okay?”  
 
    “Yes. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be pathetic.”  
 
    “You’re far from pathetic, Callaway. And don’t apologize.” My chair scrapes against the tile floor as I get up. I bend down to give her a quick kiss on the cheek on my way out.  
 
    I open the door to the breath of August, hot and heavy in my face. It’s the kind of day where around noontime, you’ll be able to actually see the heat, hanging shimmery over the pavement. The kind of day where you’d want to hang out on the edge of the ocean, sinking your bare feet into the packed wet sand, knocking back a few brews.  
 
    In other words, the kind of day that would be perfect to spend right here.  
 
    I take out the package from my truck. I only had single-guy wrapping paper—blue and white stripes—and no bow, but then again, I didn’t want to make a big deal out of giving her something since our alliance is over now. Over—that word kind of feels like an ice cube down my back.  
 
    She’s wiping the table when I come back in and shakes her head when she sees the gift. “You shouldn’t have done that, Jack. I feel guilty now that I didn’t get you anything.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? The dinners you made me, the snack breaks, the great company? Not to mention the...um, you know.”  
 
    I’m glad to see her eyes sparkle a little at that. “That was a mutual gift.”  
 
    “Anyway—here. Open it.” I hold out the package and she takes it, sliding her finger underneath the folded edge and unwrapping it carefully. Her lips part—Goodness, that mouth—as she makes this little surprised inhale and looks up at me. “You took a picture of me?”  
 
    I’m not going to tell her that this is another mutual gift—so I can look at her anytime I want.  
 
    “Yeah. It was that day I met you down at the water—when you explained what that stack of rocks was. Hope you don’t now consider me some kind of creeper.” 
 
    “You mean more than I already do?” 
 
    I chalk her up an air point. “Ha. Score for Callaway. Just so you know, the photo was a spur of the moment kind of thing. I was heading down to see you, and the scene looked like a painting: glittery water, bright sun, girl rocking an orange bikini...the closer I got to it, the more awesome it looked. I had to capture it.” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful shot. I mean, not me—just the scene.” 
 
    “You are what makes it beautiful, Callaway.”  
 
    Incredible. There I go again, letting the words out of my mouth before I analyze what impact they might have. The way she’s looking at me, I have to bring this train back to the station before it gets totally derailed. “Anyway, I think it came out really nice. I like the contrast in it—the gray of the sand with your orange bathing suit, the wildness of the ocean with the solid vibe that rock stack gives off.”  
 
    “Cairn,” she says, the ghost of a smile flickering on her lips. 
 
    “Right—cairn. I still need to look that up.” I’m staring at her, wanting to memorize the little dent between her eyes she gets when she’s troubled or concentrating hard, wanting to remember the renegade pieces of her hair that are always sneaking out of captivity.  
 
    This sucks, because I’m really going to miss her eyelashes. And the dusting of freckles on the bridge of her nose.  
 
    Whoa. Jack, buddy. Time to get off the train. “Hey, I really should be getting home. But thanks for the coffee. And everything.” 
 
    Callaway puts her hand on my arm. My heart feels like I’ve got a woodworking vise clamping down on it. “Jack—before you go, I just want you to know that being with you has been the most intense five weeks of my life. I’m glad you were the first person I was with after my divorce.” Her words sound choked. “And it wasn’t just about the sex. I hope you know that. I—I really like you.” 
 
    I respond slowly, carefully. “I really like you, too, Madeline.”  
 
    “Remember when I told you what I was afraid of? Being betrayed again?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “I’m changing it.”  
 
    I want and don’t want to hear this.  
 
    Madeline’s holding me with her eyes which are big and dewy, like a doe’s. “My biggest fear is losing you.”  
 
    I don’t know what the heck to say. I just stand there, looking down at her, hoping by some miracle I’ll come up with a few words that might make this easier. They don’t come, but luckily she saves my rear and brings this scene to a close by reaching out to shake my hand. This definitely doesn’t feel like enough, so I bend down, breathing in the sweet smell of her hair and pulling her in to me for a tight hug. 
 
    It was at least ten seconds.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 ~ Madeline 
 
    September 5 
 
    “Okay, everybody’s done.” Delaney is sitting cross-legged, rocking from side to side to scoot herself farther back against the couch. “Read the answers, Kel.” We’re playing Loaded Questions. It’s not even the adult version, but we’re making it inappropriate whenever we can, because that’s what we do. Be crude, eat, and drink.  
 
    Kelly peers at us sternly from behind her sexy librarian glasses. “I will, but guys, we have to watch the noise level. It’s tough trying to get Maura back to sleep when she wakes up.”  
 
    “We’ll be good,” Amanda assures her, holding up two fingers in the sign for peace. “Lesbian’s honor.”  
 
    “Did you seriously just make a vag symbol? Like V for vagina?” Laney is incredulous.  
 
    “I totally did.” Amanda flashes us a triumphant grin, and we all burst out in the kind of snickery giggles that even the threat of waking up toddlers can’t suppress. Kelly tries to glare at us, but even she can’t keep from laughing.  
 
    It hits me that this is the first time I’ve laughed, really laughed, since Jack. I’ve been in survival mode these past few weeks. It’s like I’m in a time warp—not moving forward, stuck in what feels like a big pile of sludge, my senses dulled so that food is tasteless, music doesn’t move me...I’ve been going through the motions with no real sense of what day it is, hoping my mechanical smile at work will be convincing. I’m quite confident Angie and Jordan are on to me.  
 
    Kelly leans over in her chair to the end table so she can see the video baby monitor and then clasps her hands in mock prayer. “Thank goodness. They’re both still sleeping. I know this is a sucky place to do a girls’ night, but with Scott on his business trip and me not being able to find a sitter...”  
 
    Delaney shushes her. “No need to explain. I think it’s great that we’re all here, except for Jordan, who ditched us for her title attorney. Again.”  
 
    “Ah, she’s in love,” smiles Kelly. “You’d do the same thing.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll never know, seeing as that’s never going to happen.”  
 
    “Never say never, Laney,” Kelly winks. “Someone might come along and sweep you off your feet.” 
 
    “Nope. I like my feet on solid ground, thanks. Can we get back to the game?”  
 
    “Sorry, yes.” 
 
    “Maddie’s guessing who said what. Here’s the question again: what’s your favorite kind of candy?” Delaney picks up the slips of paper with our answers and begins to read each one. “Suckers...anything chocolate...cream-filled...and eye.”  
 
    We start giggling again, I match all of the answers correctly, the girls give me high-fives, and we take a snack and beer break in the kitchen.  
 
    “I am so glad I took the night off,” Amanda sighs, sliding onto a stool at the high-top table and reaching for the peanut dish. “I’ve been working way too much. My new assistant manager is young and eager—it’s so sweet, really—and you woulda thought I was signing over the restaurant when I asked her to cover for me.”  
 
    “Aw, that’s cute,” says Kelly. “Take full advantage before she becomes jaded like you.”  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry—I plan to. And speaking of the restaurant business...Mads, I know I’ve said this before, but you’d kick some major rear as a chef. You’re slaying this party with the apps you brought. Butternut squash apple bruschetta...mmm, I wish you were mine,” she says, waggling her thick eyebrows.  
 
    “Don’t forget her pumpkin pie dippers.” Kelly takes one off the plate. “When I said bring a snack to share, Maddie, I meant one. Uno. Singular.”  
 
    “You know how I like to cook. No big deal,” I tell her. “Plus, I need the focus.”  
 
    “I’m still mad at that handyman, but the silver lining is more food for us.” Kelly is smiling until she realizes I’m not. “Oh, idiot, Madeline—that was mean, wasn’t it? I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Get me another Pumpkinhead and I’ll forgive you. No rum this time, though.”  
 
    Kelly blows me a kiss as she takes my glass, rubs an orange slice around the rim and then turns it over in the plate of cinnamon sugar. She hands it back to me, refilled, her eyes soft with sympathy that I really don’t want. I can feel the others looking at me, unspoken questions and comments glittering in the air like dust in sunlight.  
 
    Oh, what the heck. I’ll go there. It’ll be less painful if I initiate it.  
 
    “So first of all, I’m okay, I’m functioning. People have been through a lot worse. And it wasn’t even like I was with him for six months or anything. I mean, technically, I wasn’t even with him, right?” 
 
    They are nodding hesitantly, not sure if I want them to agree or disagree with me. I don’t know, either.  
 
    “Right,” Kelly says slowly, as if she’s measuring her words, “but it was intense, and there was a lot packed into that time. So it isn’t surprising that you’d be really affected by breaking up. And you said the sex was amazing.”  
 
    “Yes. But it was more than sex.”  
 
    They slide knowing glances toward each other. I probably shouldn’t have said that. “The whole thing, though—it wasn’t rational. Relationships should unfold more gradually, shouldn’t they?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessarily true, sweetness,” Amanda says, her round brown eyes warm and kind. “There are all kinds of relationships—whirlwind, slow burn, friends to lovers...who’s to say if one is better than the other?”  
 
    “’Manda’s right,” Laney nods. “My grandparents have been together almost sixty years, and my grandfather proposed three weeks after they met. So it can happen.” 
 
    “When you know, you know,” Kelly adds, giving me a gentle, anxious smile.  
 
    “I thought I knew with Paul, and look how that turned out.”  
 
    Laney holds up her hand. “As your BFF from college, I have to disagree. You were on the fence even a few days before your wedding, remember? Your cold feet must have been trying to tell you something.” 
 
    “You’re saying that I should have listened to my feet?” 
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    “I think she’s saying that if you had really loved him, you would have felt it everywhere.” Kelly’s eyes mist over. “That happened when I fell in love with Scott. I loved him with every part of me.”  
 
    Delaney grins, her blue eyes lightening with mischief. “Does that include your shinbones? Ear lobes? Armpits?”  
 
    The rest of us are snickering, but Kelly is undaunted. “Yes, beeyotch. Every molecule of my being fell totally in love with him. And he can still make me weak in the knees, when he winks at me or puts his hand on the back of my neck or whispers dirty things to me, and believe me, when you’re knee-deep in potty-training and Play-Doh...” 
 
    Play-Doh. Jack. 
 
    “...you need to be totally in love, so it can pull you out of the day-to-day stuff and remind you of the nights.” She sighs. “Harass that he’s on the business trip, because I’d be going upstairs right now and riding him like he was a stallion.” 
 
    “Bottom line, you got rid of Paul who turned out to be a prick, and you enjoyed getting hot and heavy with your handyman.” Delaney smiles at me encouragingly. “You’ll always have those memories.”  
 
    “Yes on the memories, but sometimes I don’t think I’ll ever get rid of Paul.” 
 
    “Wha-a-t? Don’t tell me he’s still contacting you.” Kelly looks indignant. “He’s got some nerve, seeing as it was him who wanted to end the marriage in the first place!”  
 
    “My goodness, he’s like a trash that won’t flush,” Laney exclaims.  
 
    Amanda flexes her left arm and smacks her bicep. “Just say the word, Maddie. I’ll pound the garbage out of him.” 
 
    “That’s tempting, but it’s not like he’s stalking me or anything—just texting and calling me every so often and saying he wants to talk. He doesn’t seem to get that I don’t care what he has to say, that I’m over him. I think it’s partly due to the fact he’s no longer with his mistress, and he doesn’t do the alone thing very well. Hopefully he’ll stop soon, or find someone else. It’s not going to be me.”  
 
    “You may have to really confront him, Mads—like a come to heaven meeting.” Laney sighs as she takes a sip of beer. “I hope it doesn’t get to that point, but he’s being pretty persistent.”  
 
    “I’ve thought of that. I’ll cross that bridge when—if—I come to it.”  
 
    “With the exception of Kelly’s husband...” Laney winks at her. “...men are ignorant. I’m surrounded by pigs at work, Maddie’s ex can’t take a hint, and her contractor needs someone to pick up a 2 x 4 and knock some sense into him. I seriously feel lucky to be single.” 
 
    I feel like I want to defend Jack. “I agree with you about Paul. But Jack made it clear from the beginning how it had to be. I went into it with my eyes wide open.” 
 
    “I know. I just can’t stand that you’re hurting. Makes me hate everyone with a penis.”  
 
    “I could never hate Jack.” I don’t know if it’s the three beers I’ve had, or PMS, or the warm sympathy I feel from my friends enveloping me like a soft blanket, but before I can stop it, tears spring to my eyes. I blink them back viciously.  
 
    “I don’t know if anyone told you, pumpkin,” Amanda says, leaning over the table to squeeze my hand, “but there’s no crying at girls’ night.”  
 
    I sniff and laugh and sniff again, and thankfully the talk shifts to safe things like binge-watching One Tree Hill, Kelly’s mother-in-law, if we should go to a paint-and-sip. For now, I tuck away thoughts of Jack like I’m packing a prom corsage in a memorabilia box, knowing that whenever I want, I can take out a memory and hold it, faded but still beautiful.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 ~ Jack 
 
    September 5 
 
    I’m not going to think about her.  
 
    That’s probably one of the dumbest thoughts I’ve ever had, and ironic, too, because trying not to think about someone is, in fact, thinking about them. I’m sprawled out on my couch at home watching the Sox kick some Yankee rear, and about ten minutes in, I start feeling antsy and restless and like I need to be around people. So I end up down at Louie’s to watch the rest of the game, sitting on a wobbly bar stool next to a chatty oil delivery guy who’d just been dumped by his girlfriend. I don’t want to be rude and find another seat, because the poor chump obviously needs someone to vent to, but Goodness, he’s talking my ear off, and listening to someone pining over a girl is probably the opposite of what I should be doing.  
 
    I’m just about ready to excuse myself to the men’s room when this smoking hot girl with shiny black hair and shiny red lips appears out of nowhere and kind of squeezes in beside me to ask the bartender for a Manhattan. She’s wearing a black V-neck with a really deep V, tight jeans, high black boots, and perfume that makes more than just my nose perk up. It’s been three weeks since the python has seen any action other than my hand, and I’m pretty sure that’s a record for me.  
 
    So this girl smells great—fresh, flowery—and she’s sending me some pretty strong messages that she’s into me, with the way she’s standing so close, and how she puts her tongue out a little bit before taking a sip of her drink...man, that glimpse of pink is getting to me. I’m checking her out as best I can with my side view. Chatty Oil Guy seems to sense there might be something going on here because he’s stopped talking to me. And as I’m checking her out, I realize that the most important thing is, she doesn’t look anything like Madeline Callaway.  
 
    Whom I’m not supposed to be thinking about.  
 
    I suck at this.  
 
    Earlier today, I thought about deleting Callaway’s contact info from my phone, but then I thought I’d better leave her number in there, because there might be some issue with the bathroom (you can never predict those sorts of things), and it would be stupid if this number came up on my screen and I didn’t know whose it was. Plus, I have most of my former clients still in my contacts, so it’s no big deal if I keep her.  
 
    Back to the not thinking about her.  
 
    So this girl might be just what I need. I’ve found truth in the expression, the best way to get over someone is to get under someone. It helped me get over Brianne.  
 
    Key point #1: Brianne is not Madeline. Not even close. Comparing my ex-fiancée to Callaway is like comparing nickel-plated to platinum. Cubic zirconia to diamonds. A golf cart to a Cadillac.  
 
    You get the idea.  
 
    Key point #2: I still need to get over Callaway.  
 
    I turn to Black-haired Girl, my eyes doing a quick zigzag from her red lips to her black boots, and offer her up my best panty-dropping grin.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, I’m in my truck following her white Nissan Altima to her apartment. Always better to go to the woman’s place; that way, you don’t have that awkward issue with the woman not knowing when I need her to leave...which, being the toe I am, is usually about five minutes after I’m pulling up my pants. I’m in control of how long we hang out post-coitus, so there’s no danger of spending the night.  
 
    Didn’t work out so well the last time Callaway and I were together.  
 
    Way to go, Big Deck—you just let yourself think about her again.  
 
    F...M...L.  
 
    Thankfully, I’ve got other stuff to focus on now, because Black-haired Girl just pulled into her apartment complex. I learned that her name is Emily, she’s twenty-four, currently works as a paralegal in Ellsworth but just took a job in South Carolina to escape the Maine winters. So really, it couldn’t be more ideal, since she’s not sticking around or looking for anything other than a good time.  
 
    The complex is your typical multi-unit, tri-color, fake brick-and-mortar establishment, with unimaginative shrubs along the foundation. I park in the space beside hers. Climbing out of her Altima, Emily throws me a lipsticked smile over her shoulder as she walks toward apartment 11B and unlocks the door.  
 
    I’ve only just unzipped my jacket when I feel her hands slide up my chest, her fingertips making little indents in my pecs. She’s bold. I like it. She lifts her chin and gives a little head toss so that her hair slips off her shoulders and falls down her back like black water. Neither one of us have said a word since we stepped inside, but there’s a silent expectation that’s ramping up between us. I like that, too.  
 
    “So...Jack.” Her fingers have moved to my upper arms, squeezing gently.  
 
    “So...Emily.”  
 
    “Would you like to see the rest of my apartment?” The words are husky, seductive, curling around me like smoke and reeling me in.  
 
    The heat-seeking missile in my pants awakens. It’s been a long time. Too long. “I would most definitely like to see the rest of your apartment, Emily.”  
 
    She shrugs off her coat and hangs it on a hallway hook. I do the same. Smiling, she slips her hand in mine and leads me through the dim living room, pulling away from me to flick on a table lamp. I watch her rear as she leans over. It’s nice—firm and small, but not even close to Calla— 
 
    Forget you, I tell myself. Focus, for goodness sake. Don’t harass this up.  
 
    There are packing boxes stacked up along one wall in the living room. As stupid as it sounds, this is comforting, because it underscores the fact that she’s moving. Outta here, just like I’m going to be in about an hour or so, if all goes as planned.  
 
    Down the narrow hallway, walking into her bedroom. Emily’s still holding my hand, which is starting to sweat. Kind of weird, since the bedroom has always been my arena.  
 
    She gives my fingers a little squeeze, like she can tell I’m keyed up. Nice of her, but I really don’t want her to think I’m some amateur who needs reassurance.  
 
    Now we’re in her room. She takes a lighter out of the nightstand drawer and flicks it over a group of three fat white candles on top of her bureau. It’s almost like she knew I’d be coming. No pun intended.  
 
    There’s a mirror on her bureau that’s conveniently located at the end of her bed. I’m already imagining watching our reflection while we idiot. Okay, I’m feeling better about this because I’m getting hornier now.  
 
    I scope out her bed. White bedspread with little holes around the fringe, about ten thousand bright-colored pillows piled against the headboard. Man, that’s a lot of pillows. And the bed—looks like a full-size, which is really too small for me. Kind of awkward when my feet hang off the edge... 
 
    “You seem like you’re a million miles away.” She’s smiling, but there’s a puzzled look in her eyes.  
 
    Goodness. I should be thinking about the sex, like how she’ll feel on top of me when she says my name.  
 
    “Sorry.” I flash her a grin and go to stand toe-to-toe with her, resting my hands lightly on her slender hips. “I’m right here.” My tongue feels wooden, like I wish another body part would feel. 
 
    “Much better.” She does that hair-toss thing again and moves her hands up to grip my shoulders. “I’m right here, too.”  
 
    “So I see.”  
 
    Her lips are parting in what can only be described as an open invitation to my tongue.  
 
    I accept.  
 
    I lean down, lifting one hand off her hip to gently cup her chin as I kiss her.  
 
    I taste lipstick...the bittersweet of her Manhattan...a hint of breath mint...and I wait for the sparks to ignite in my mouth and fire up the anaconda.  
 
    There are no sparks.  
 
    She’s eager, bordering on aggressive. Maybe it’s been a while for her, too. We’re basically tongue-wrestling. Her fingers scoot up into my hair. Calla— other women do that, too.  
 
    My hands are now back on her hips, stiff and frozen, like mannequin-hands. I don’t know what to do with them. Hell you don’t know what to do with them, I remind myself savagely. You’ve always known what to do—ever since you were a teenager. You know how to read women—what they like, what they want, how to give it to them.  
 
    I refocus—tactfully pull away a little, trying to get Emily to scale back the way she’s thrashing me with her tongue. That’s probably it; the kissing’s a little off, and unlike some guys, I need a good lip lock to get the engine revved up.  
 
    She takes my hint, softens her oral assault, and we’re finding a rhythm here. After a few minutes, I decide it’s time to head for second base. I thread one hand up under her hair—it’s thin and slippery—and work my other hand up under her shirt, my fingers probing for her nipple. Little false advertising going on here with all the padding in her bra, but it happens, and I remind myself I’ve always been into a variety of women. They all turn me on.  
 
    Only right now, this one doesn’t.  
 
    W...T...F. 
 
    This should be like falling off a log. Actually, it should be like taking out a log, only he’s not ready. I’m stroking the very erect nipple of a very excited stranger, and there’s nothing going on below the belt.  
 
    This has never happened before. Never in the sexual history of Big Deck has there been any situation when my soldier wouldn’t stand at attention.  
 
    Okay, bud. Chill. You’re not going to get anywhere if you’re thinking too much with your big head. Uh, hello...now Emily’s hands are grabbing at my rear, squeezing, and she makes this little mmm sound against my mouth. She’s pulling me into her, ready for more, and I cringe a little bit inside, knowing she’s probably expecting to feel my rigid member pressing against her instead of a squishy giant mushroom.  
 
    Second base didn’t do anything for me, so I’ll go to third. But lying down this time, which is how I should have started the foreplay. I break the kiss, look into Emily’s eyes which are glazed with desire, drop my voice low and raspy. “Do you want me to forget you?” There. That sounds like the Big Deck I know. The guy who makes women wet with just his voice. The guy who makes women come with the flick of a finger. The guy who’s able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. Superhero.  
 
    “Yes. Goodness, Jack—you’re the hottest guy I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I flinch a little, hearing her say my name, because it’s making this seem more personal. I don’t want personal. I’ve just got to get this done—not for pleasure, but to prove something.  
 
    We lock lips again, work our way closer to the bed. My hands wander down to her waistband and I begin unbuttoning, waiting for the python to stir and awaken. There’s a scrabbling, rustle-y sound on the hardwood floor of the bedroom. Emily pulls back, her Manhattan-minty breath in warm puffs against my mouth, and cranes her neck to look around the side of me. “Oh, shoot...I’m sorry. I should have put him in another room.”  
 
    Him??  
 
    I turn to look at what she’s talking about. It’s a cat. Batting what looks like a balled-up piece of paper across the floor, completely oblivious to the fact that two humans are about to get it on—if one of the humans can get it up.  
 
    She has a cat. Which makes me think of someone else who has a cat, and I know now (even though I probably knew the second I walked in here), that there is no way I can do this.  
 
    It feels wrong. 
 
    It’s not about the cat, or Emily’s over-zealous kissing, or her too-small bed. It’s about me. It’s about me and how I’m not ready, even though I feel like I should be, by now.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, I’m sitting on my couch with a Dos Equis, feeling guilty that I just left Emily that way—mumbling something about not feeling well, which wasn’t far from the truth. It was the right choice—if I had stayed, I’d have felt even worse.  
 
    I flick on the TV, scroll through the channels and land on the Angels-Orioles game. Baseball usually puts me in a better mood, and if not, there are more Dos Equis in the fridge.  
 
    The coffee table’s dusty, and there’s some crumbs on it from my meatball sub last night. I swipe my hand across it, sweeping the remnants onto the floor in a classic display of man-cleaning, and my eyes fall on the drawer in the table. I get a little zig-zag feeling in my chest because of what’s in there.  
 
    Sliding the drawer open, I take out the picture. It’s a 5 x 7 copy of the photo I took of this girl in an orange bikini. A girl I used to know.  
 
    Got to put that away. The picture, the memories. My feelings. 
 
    I tuck it back in the drawer and stand up, all of a sudden restless again. This house needs something. It’s too quiet, too plain with its white walls and black leather furniture—typical bach pad, typical carpenter’s house where he’s renovating everyone else’s house except his own.  
 
    I wonder what she’s doing right now. If she’s out with someone...idiot, don’t want to go there or I’ll drive myself bat-incredible. Maybe she’s hanging with her girlfriends, or at home listening to some jazz, or shooing Murphy off the counter. Safe bet with that last one.  
 
    This house is too quiet.  
 
    Maybe I’ll get a cat.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 ~ Madeline 
 
    September 10 
 
    I’m perusing a market analysis for a client and eating a packed and soggy Subway sandwich during a working lunch at the office, waiting for the inevitable drip to find my blouse. Angie insisted on bringing me back something after I declined to go with her and Jordan. You need to take time to eat and relax, she said, sternly. You bring in all these snacks for us, but you don’t have any for yourself. You’re looking too thin, and people are starting to hate you for losing weight without trying. That last part made me laugh, even though I know it’s probably true, and Angie’s eyes softened and crinkled behind her red glasses in a mixture of kindness and concern.  
 
    Laughing still kind of catches me off guard, because it’s been few and far between. It’s been twenty-five days since Jack. Twenty-five days—I glance at my iPhone for the time—two hours and forty-seven minutes. I’ve been keeping a countdown, which is probably the stupidest thing I could do, because countdowns are supposed to be for getting to some sort of end result. But I’m already at the end result. So I’m just counting aimlessly, and for what reason? To keep track of how long I’ve been miserable? And yet still, I count.  
 
    I lift the turkey sub to my mouth, my tongue darting out to catch the drip of sweet onion sauce. Too late. Sighing, I set down the sandwich, dip a napkin in my glass of water and dab at the stain. Jack would be laughing at me right now, eyes dancing, perfect lips turned up in a devastating grin.  
 
    Oh goodness. Shouldn’t have gone there. My eyes begin to sting, and I blink hard. Think of good, life-brightening things, Mads. Good things like the phone call the other night from Corey who is thankfully doing great. Good things like hot apple cider on the stove and great big belly laughs with Laney and sleeping in on Saturday mornings.  
 
    A few raps on my office door before it opens. Jordan, breezing in with her long brown curls springing at her shoulders. It’s virtually impossible to be sad around this ray of sunshine in her shirt dress and jangly earrings. Plus, she has cookies.  
 
    “Angie and I almost forgot to give you the best part,” she grins. “Not that they’re even close to what you make. What were those ones you brought in on Tuesday?” 
 
    “Oatmeal butterscotch chocolate chip.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah. They were awesome.” She slides the cookie bag across my desk. “You, um, change your mind about asking someone to the gala?”  
 
    I can’t help but smile. “You poor thing. Angie put you up to this, didn’t she?”  
 
    Her brown eyes widen in innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. But maybe. Actually, yes.” She smiles sheepishly. “We think you should.” 
 
    “Jordan.” 
 
    “Maddie. Come on. Just think about it.”  
 
    “If you’re suggesting that I ask Jack...” 
 
    “I am. We are. What do you have to lose, seriously?”  
 
    “My pride?” 
 
    “Swallow it. Swallow him, for goodness sake. But just call him. What if he’s thinking the same thing you are?”  
 
    “Which would be...” 
 
    “That being apart sucks. It can’t hurt to ask him, right? If he says no, maybe that’ll give you more resolve to move on. And if he says yes...geesh, Maddie, at the very least, you get to lay eyes on that gorgeous hunk of male flesh again.”  
 
    I reach into the cookie packet, take one out and bite into it. “M & M. Thanks.”  
 
    “Maddie.” Jordan grabs the phone off my desk and shakes it at me.  
 
    I take it from her, huffing in mock exasperation. But I’m not exasperated with her; I’m grateful, because she makes sense. I can tell myself I’m doing this so I can hear him say no, which will give me strength to put him in the past and move forward.  
 
    I will ignore the fourth of July sparkler-feeling in my chest at the chance that he might actually say yes.  
 
    Jordan’s smiling at me. She’s seen the change in my face, gives me a double-thumbs up and blows me a kiss on her way out.  
 
    Deep breaths. Scroll through my contacts. Find him. Tap the number.  
 
    It’s ringing. Of course it’s ringing, because I called him, but God, it’s ringing, and in just seconds, I might even be talking to— 
 
    “Hey, Callaway. What’s up?” 
 
    Even though I’m sitting down, the sound of Jack’s voice again after twenty-five days turns my knees to jelly. More deep breaths so I don’t slide out of my office chair and have Angie find me in a puddle under my desk, although he sounds so casual—like it’s no big deal that I’m calling.  
 
    “Madeline? You there?” 
 
    I clear my throat. “Yes! Sorry—was just...eating a cookie.” Moron! Could I sound any more idiotic? “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m good. And you?”  
 
    Desperately, hopelessly missing you, Jack. “I’m fine, thanks. Is this a good time? Are you working?”  
 
    “I’m driving. On my way to see my father.” 
 
    “Oh...is he all right? 
 
    “He’s fine.” A chuckle. “Back to his old mongrel self.”  
 
    “I guess that’s good, then.” I switch the phone to my other ear, pick up a pen, tap it on my desktop. My hands feel damp and cold. Deep breath. “Well...I was calling to ask you something. For a favor.”  
 
    “All right. Ask away.” 
 
    Just do it, Madeline. Like ripping off a bandaid. “My company goes to this charity gala every year. It’s a fundraiser for pediatric cancer—a big one. Most of the area businesses go. There’s dinner, and dancing. Anyway, I was wondering...if you’d go with me.”  
 
    “When is it?” 
 
    “Next weekend. Friday night. I know it’s short notice, so if you have other plans, I totally understand. Or even if you don’t have plans...I mean, that’s absolutely fine if you can’t.” I’m babbling now, filling up the air space between us with stupid words because I’m so afraid he’ll say no.  
 
    There’s a layer of quiet amusement in his voice that makes me curl my toes. “I don’t have other plans, Callaway.”  
 
    I realize I was holding my breath, waiting for his answer, because I make this little sound that’s like a balloon when you let out just a tiny bit of air. “Really?”  
 
    “Yes, really. That sounds like fun.”  
 
    “Okay. That’s great, thank you. It’s formal—black tie. I hope that’s all right?”  
 
    “I’ll have to dust off my tux, but that’ll be fine.”  
 
    “I’ll get in touch with you mid-week about it, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “And Jack...um, just so you’ll know...” I don’t know how to say this except for to just come right out and say it. “I’m not expecting anything other than your company. This is just...platonic.” The word tastes metallic on my tongue.  
 
    Another soft chuckle. “I’m not worried, Callaway. Talk soon.” 
 
    I end the call and sit there, trying to process what just happened as a thrill skates up my spine. Platonic, I remind myself firmly. Two acquaintances going to a charity event. One person doing another person a favor. That’s all.  
 
    Platonic.  
 
    Okay. With that settled, I turn my attention back to the market analysis. Two and a half baths...check. Two-car garage...check. Full basement...check. Pressure-treated deck...check.  
 
    Deck. 
 
    Big Deck...charity gala...next Friday. Check.  
 
    Eight days. Eight days until I see Jack again.  
 
    This is a countdown I’m going to like.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 ~ Jack 
 
    September 10 
 
    So today brings another unexpected phone call. My father called early yesterday morning while I was at the gym to ask me (uh, correction: order me) to meet with him today. His voicemail was to the point: Jack. I need to see you tomorrow. 1:00 at the office. He’s famous for that—expecting people to just rearrange their schedules on virtually no notice to accommodate his needs. Never mind that I’m one hundred and forty-five miles away and have my own job, my own life. Mere trivial details—none of this matters to him, so here I am on 295 south, on my way to see him, pissed off at myself for following his orders. I was able to clear my afternoon since all I had was a couple of rooms to paint in Dedham. I did refuse to meet at the office, though—I’m still not ready to go back there yet.  
 
    Contrast my father’s demanding tone with the phone call I just got from Callaway, who was just cursed sweet, honestly, wanting to ask me to the charity thing but making it clear I had a way out if I wanted. 
 
    Like I’d want a way out of seeing her.  
 
    Seeing her name on my phone screen made my heart flop around like a caught fish on a dock. I had to wait a few seconds before answering to try and clamp down on how stoked I was feeling so it didn’t make its way into my voice. Just listening to her—that little intake of breath right before she said “really?” made my toe harden.  
 
    Funny how I was pelvis pals with a hot girl last weekend and couldn’t get anything started, but Callaway can have an effect on me over the phone.  
 
    And I’m going to be seeing her next week.  
 
    Man, I’m in deep, deep trash.  
 
    There’s that restlessness again, rising inside of me like a flock of sparrows taking flight. I have to keep my wits about me before I meet with my father. I’ll think of something grounding. Like Ed King.  
 
    I’ve been checking in on him more often lately. I know he’s keyed up with the impending move. The original sale fell through because the buyer wasn’t able to get financing, but another offer came in shortly after it went back on the market. The new closing is set for mid-October. Ed was scheduled to move into the retirement home since he had most of his stuff packed up, but he’s pushed that back. Something tells me he’s a little relieved he gets to spend more time in that house.  
 
    I’m coming up on Exit 10, Falmouth. The old man and I are meeting at a Cuban restaurant for lunch, but I’ve left my appetite back in Otis. My stomach feels like it’s folded in on itself, anticipating seeing him again. I tell myself to suck it up, that it’s just a quick meeting and I’ll be back on the road soon, driving away from him.  
 
    The hostess greets me with a smile. My father’s apparently already here; he left a message that I would be joining him. I flinch a little at this, because he’s going to act like I’m late, even though it’s 1:00 on the dot.  
 
    He’s looking down at his phone as I approach the table. He’s looking good, and I have to admit I’m a little glad about that. Good, healthy color to his cheeks, and his face seems surprisingly smooth and relaxed when we make eye contact. I thank the hostess and reach out to shake my father’s hand.  
 
    “Dad. You’re looking well.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ve been exercising, and delegating more. Following some of the doctor’s orders.” 
 
    Got to smile at that one. Typical John Decker. 
 
    “I ordered us empanadas for appetizers, and sweet tea. Nothing alcoholic, because I’m going back to work, and you’re driving.”  
 
    “That’s fine.” I open the menu, waiting for him to tell me what was so urgent that I had to meet him. I don’t have to wait long. 
 
    “You’re probably wondering why I called.” My father picks up his glass of ice water, sips, sets it down. His eyes are flickering with anticipation. “The heart attack caused me to reevaluate things. I suppose that’s true of most people in similar situations.” 
 
    “I would guess so, yes.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten old, Jack. Crept on me while I wasn’t looking. I’ve had a heck of a business career—as you know, it’s been my life—but I want to spend some time with my feet in the sand and the sun on my face. I’m done with these New England winters, so I’m looking at buying a condo in Florida—Clearwater Beach.” He pauses. “I’m planning to retire next year. Possibly announce it at the Christmas party.”  
 
    I try not to look surprised, because I know this is what most people of my father’s age do. It’s just that my father is not most people. I guess I always thought he’d be working till the day he died—that his secretary would find him face-down on his desk, a yellow legal notepad nearby with scrawlings of figures, ideas, plans.  
 
    An image of my father in Bermudas, a Hawaiian shirt and a floppy straw hat flashes across my brain. Goodness.  
 
    “My heart attack affected your brother as well.”  
 
    I tense up a little at this reference to James.  
 
    “It shook him up,” my father continues, looking at me intently. “Made him think about family, and how you’re the only brother he’s got.”  
 
    Funny, this didn’t seem to cross his mind when he was my fiancée… 
 
    “He’s been thinking a lot over these past several weeks. He ended his relationship with Brianne, and he told me that the idea about how to expand the company was yours, not his.”  
 
    Well. As surprising as my father’s retirement announcement was, this definitely tops it.  
 
    “I owe you an apology, Jack. I remember you had tried to talk to me about that, and I brushed it off thinking it was a case of sibling rivalry that I didn’t want to deal with. I apologize for not listening. James is very sorry as well. He’s planning to reach out to you again, try to explain. Not justify, just explain. He doesn’t expect you to forgive him, but he’s offered to resign as president at year’s end.”  
 
    Our waitress shows up with our teas and appetizer and takes our orders. Ropa Vieja for my father and Pollo Al Caldero for me, with a side of what the heck. I don’t know how to react to all of this.  
 
    “I told him I’d be meeting with you. I hope to name my replacement by early spring. I’d like you to come back with the company. Short term, I need someone to run the new store in Concord. It’s scheduled to open at the first of the year. You’ve been out of the business world for a while—I thought it would be wise for you to get your feet wet before you jump back into upper management.” 
 
    “Upper management?” 
 
    “I want you to take over for me, Jack. I want you to be my replacement.”  
 
    Goodness.  
 
    I start to open my mouth but my father raises his hand to cut me off. You don’t question John Decker.  
 
    “Think about it, Jack. I don’t need an answer right now. I realize this has come as a surprise. But I see it as a win-win for both of us. I would get the peace of mind knowing the company would be in good hands, and you’d have a secure future.”  
 
    My father settles back against his chair, looking serene and confident as he pops an empanada into his mouth, chewing vigorously as I try to make sense of what the heck has happened today.  
 
    Asked on a date by someone I need to put behind me.  
 
    Asked to come back to a company which I thought I had put behind me.  
 
    I said yes to the first offer and haven’t responded to the second.  
 
    And now I’m wondering if I should have said no to both.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 ~ Madeline 
 
    September 18 
 
    Fifteen minutes. This is all that stands between Jack and me, because he just texted that he’s on his way to pick me up. Earlier in the week, I had wanted to give him an out, so I drafted and deleted eleven text messages. I was going for light and friendly with a generous sprinkling of absolutely no pressure, and I finally decided on Hey Jack! LMK if we’re still on for Friday – no worries if not!  
 
    Heart pounding, I’d waited for his reply and received one within minutes: Of course we’re still on. Looking forward to seeing you. The relief that had washed over me then left me feeling weak and grateful, and I’d chided myself for being so needy and not keeping this in perspective. I sent another text telling him I’d meet him there, and he responded that he’d be picking me up in his truck if I was okay with non-glam transportation.  
 
    I am more than okay with non-glam transportation.  
 
    Eleven minutes. I’m in the kitchen, looking down at Murphy who has finished his dinner and is contentedly washing his face with his paw. I pick up his food dish, put it in the pantry and then hurry upstairs to put on my dress. I did my hair and makeup an hour ago and have been wearing my L. L. Bean robe since I knew I’d be a bundle of nervous energy and didn’t want to sweat through my gown (current number of deodorant applications: five). With my penchant for clothing stains, I figured I’d give myself every advantage.  
 
    I enter my walk-in closet and slip the dress off the hanger. It’s a Badgley Mischka that I found online—more than I usually spend, but when I tried it on, it fit perfectly and made me feel sexy and elegant. I really needed to feel that, especially since I was going to the gala date-less when I ordered it. And now...the person I would most want to see me in this dress will see me in it.  
 
    My iPhone chimes from the bureau. Oh goodness—what if it’s Jack, texting to tell me he’s changed his mind? Sweating again, I go to pick up my phone and am simultaneously relieved and pissed. It’s not Jack, but Paul. Hi. Thinking about you and wanted you to know.  
 
    Goodness. The only thing keeping me sane about this unwanted text is the fact that it’s been a while since he’s contacted me, so maybe his persistence is fading. I can only hope. I clench and unclench my fists, delete Paul’s text without responding and trash any thoughts of my ex-husband. I have much nicer things to focus on.  
 
    Eight minutes. I’m in in my bathroom—the bathroom that Jack built. Over the past few weeks, I’d come in here to just stand and look, brushing my gaze over his workmanship, my eyes lingering on the shower and my thoughts lingering on what we did in there. Wallowing a little too much in the past, but right now, I have to be grateful for the present, which for a few hours will include Jack Decker. 
 
    I’d told Mum about the gala—mentioned that I was going with “just a friend,” and my tone caused her to tactfully refrain from asking me any of the questions I know she was dying to ask. She always loved being there for my semis and formals and proms, so I take a selfie and send it to her. Seconds later, I get a text back with BEAUTIFUL – Daddy agrees xoxo and three red hearts. I smile. Guess you never outgrow parental approval.  
 
    I lean in to study my reflection in the mirror over the sink. Hair down, loosely-curled...eyes look decently enhanced but not overdone with a little taupe shadow and mascara. I add a little lip liner and melon-colored gloss and then take a last look in the full-length mirror in my bedroom. The dress is chiffon and mermaid-silhouette style, off the shoulder with a sweetheart neckline. There’s some cleavage, which I’m quite sure Jack will notice. And it’s coral, like the bikini I was wearing when he took that picture of me.  
 
    Of course, all of this is irrelevant since this is purely a platonic date, right? 
 
    I am choosing not to answer that. It’s my own question, so I can totally ignore it and put on my sterling silver, coral cuff bracelet and matching earrings, slip my feet into my silver, pointy-toe pumps, and this Cinderella is ready for the ball.  
 
    All I need is my prince.  
 
    And right on cue...the doorbell.  
 
    My heart is doing back handsprings as I hurry down the stairs, gathering my dress up a little so I  won’t trip. Murphy is at the kitchen door, tail up and rubbing his nose against the door frame as if he knows who’s there. I try to force the corners of my lips down in an attempt to keep from looking like the Cheshire cat, but when I open the door, I can’t keep from smiling as a rush of what can only be described as joy pours through me.  
 
    I am so not prepared for Jack Decker in a tuxedo. My. Goodness. He is heart-stoppingly gorgeous. Everything about him is crisp, sharp, sexy, from his white shirt and black bow tie to his shiny black shoes. He looks red carpet-ready, smooth and confident...I half-expect to see paparazzi jump out from my shrubbery to snap photos. Even his usually-unruly hair looks in place, which makes me smile even more to think he used a hair product in it.  
 
    The only reason I don’t feel embarrassed about smiling like a crazy person is because Jack is smiling, too. It’s as though we haven’t seen each other in years instead of weeks. It feels like there’s a current running between us—electric, almost palpable. There is a lightness in his eyes that I can almost feel skipping across me as he does a visual body scan. I watch his Adam’s apple move up and down as he swallows once, twice. Just having him in my house again, not to mention looking like the hottest celebrity Hollywood could ever imagine, makes me want to rush into his arms, stand on tiptoe and kiss him until I can’t catch my breath. I feel my self-control slipping out of my silver pointy-toe pumps when he takes two steps forward and gathers me against him in a tight hug.   
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut as unexpected tears threaten to trickle out. He feels so good, smells so incredibly delicious that I throw caution to the wind, wrap my arms around him and bury my face in his lapel. I feel his lips on the top of my head, and I don’t think I’m imagining the sigh he makes as he breathes in the scent of my hair.  
 
    He steps back—much too soon—and looks down at me, still smiling. Murphy rubs against Jack’s legs, purring, and Jack bends down to pet him.  
 
    “I have a lint roller,” are the first words out of my mouth, which is probably the safest thing I can think to say at this moment.  
 
    Straightening, he grins at me. “Looks like someone missed me.”  
 
    I’m blushing furiously, but I’m determined to remain cool on the outside. “Yes, my cat seems really glad to see you.”  
 
    He puts his index finger to his mouth, licks it and makes a scored point sign in the air. We both laugh, and I’m trying very, very hard to ignore that I just saw his tongue.  
 
    “So, Callaway. You look great. It’s nice to see you again.”  
 
    And you look like a Greek god. I’ve missed you more than you know, more than I can say. I am clinging to all the willpower I have not to jump you right now, beg you to take me right here on the kitchen table... 
 
    “Thanks, Jack—you look great as well. It’s really nice to see you, too.” 
 
     I go to the pantry for the lint roller and hand it to him. He gives Murphy one last scratch behind the ears before using the roller on his pant legs.  
 
    “Is this an event where you want to arrive fashionably late?”  
 
    I have discovered I don’t even care about going to the gala. If it were up to me, I’d stay in. In bed. With Jack. 
 
    “We can go anytime you want. There’s a cocktail hour before dinner. And dancing later. I mean, if you want.”  
 
    He lifts an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting that I might not want to dance?”  
 
    “I’m suggesting it’s totally up to you.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. And I’m looking forward to dancing as well as eating. I’m guessing the food is good?” 
 
    “It’s excellent.” 
 
    “Not as good as what Madeline Callaway makes.”  
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I do know that. I’ve already had the best.” He flashes me a devilish grin. “And your cooking, too.”  
 
    I chalk up a point for him. “We’re even.”  
 
    “Not for long. You know how I like to be on top.” He winks.  
 
    I can’t help but giggle because that one-liner just put him ahead. And I can’t help the little tingles I’m getting because he’s flirting, which is going to make it very difficult for me to see this as a platonic date.  
 
    “Your chariot awaits, Callaway. If you have a vivid imagination and can picture a Ford Super Duty a chariot.”  
 
    “I can’t imagine a nicer ride.”  
 
    His big black truck is gleaming in the overhead garage light. I have missed that big black truck parked there. Jack follows me to the passenger side and takes my hand as I carefully step up on the running board. It looks spotless on the inside, too, like he’s had it detailed. I find this—him—irresistibly sweet.  
 
    “So this shindig’s in Ellsworth?”  
 
    “Yes, at the Tarratine Club.”  
 
    “Short trip, then.” He gives me a half-smile before backing out of the driveway.  
 
    It is then that I really wish the ride was longer so I could keep him all to myself. I’ve discovered that when it comes to Jack Decker, I am not good at sharing.  
 
    We ride along the lengthy stretch of Newbury Neck Road, Jack fiddling with the heat control and asking me if I’m warm enough. There’s a rock radio station playing, the cab of the truck smells heavenly with the scent of Jack’s cologne, and I’m brimming with eager anticipation.  
 
    Goodness, I already don’t want this night to end.  
 
    “So how are things at Maine Coastal? Slowing down any since summer is over?”  
 
    “It’s still been pretty steady, but I do expect the usual cold weather lull. How about Decker Renovation?  
 
    “Going strong as well.” 
 
    “I’m guessing your customer satisfaction is still, um, very high?” I can’t help myself. There’s a slightly jerky edge to my tone, and I can’t help that, either.  
 
    Decker Renovation takes it all in stride, chuckling and shaking his head. “You crack me up. I’ve been keeping my clients happy, yes, but not in the way you’re insinuating.”  
 
    We reach the yield sign at Morgan Bay Road. Just before pulling onto Surry, Jack turns his head to look at me. 
 
    “I’m on a self-imposed hiatus, Callaway.” His gaze is earnest, sincere.  
 
    Just the fact that he tells me this, that he cares enough to want me to know, pushes tears into my eyes. I smile as though I wasn’t worried at all, turn toward the window and blink hard.  
 
    Jack insists on dropping me at the lobby entrance while he parks the truck, so I wait and smile at the couples entering: the men in black tuxes and the women in gowns of varying lengths and styles: fuchsia cocktail, rose gold sequin, the vibrant statement of flowy red chiffon. A couple of the men dart their eyes in my direction—quickly, so their dates won’t see. I am mildly amused but quickly turn my attention to the male coming in the door now, getting stares of his own from the women. Girls can play that game, too, boys.  
 
    My breath catches in my throat at this beautiful man...my date for the night. As he walks toward me, I can feel the jealous eyes of women, gay men and even a few straight ones, and I know I’m being hated a little bit.  
 
    I’m okay with that. 
 
    Jack puts a hand lightly on the small of my back as I present our tickets to the smiling woman at the table outside the ballroom entrance. We go to the silent auction room first to make a few bids—Jack on a ski weekend at Sugarloaf, an Old Town canoe and Patriots tickets, me on two nights at the Samoset, a pub crawl for four and a gorgeous watercolor painting of an apple orchard—and then we enter the grand ballroom.  
 
    It’s classic, elegant, opulent—stunningly-remodeled and 19th century with regal, dark mahogany woodwork, ornate chandeliers glittering with crystal teardrops and antique paintings of racehorses. Jack is looking overhead and nodding in approval, clearly impressed with the coffered ceiling. “Wow—beautiful workmanship.”  
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Just seeing this is worth the price of admission.” 
 
    “Would you like to be alone with the ceiling? I could step out for a minute, or...” 
 
    “Ha! Nicely done, Callaway. Speaking of the price of admission...I’m just remembering that I still haven’t paid you for my ticket.”  
 
    “And you aren’t going to—I invited you. You’re doing me a favor by coming.” I pause, smirking. “And yes, I realize what I just said.” 
 
    “Coming is my absolute pleasure. Believe me. I love to come.”  
 
    I burst out in completely unladylike, snorty laughter, and Jack is grinning from ear to ear. This is utterly juvenile and totally silly, but I love it. I love being like this, with him.  
 
    We’re standing there smiling at each other. I’m vaguely aware that there are lots of other people around, walking past us, and that all of us have a purpose for being here. But right now, all I can see, all I can think of, is this beautiful tuxedo-ed man with uncharacteristically well-behaved hair, standing in front of me.  
 
    Deep sigh, and then I reluctantly come back to reality. “Want to find our table and then get a drink?”  
 
    “Sure. You’re in charge tonight.” He winks. “I’ll go along with whatever you want.”  
 
     Oh goodness. Here we go again. “Whatever I want, Jack? Are you sure you won’t regret that statement?” 
 
    He bends down, puts his lips next to my ear. His breath tickles, his words ignite me. “Highly doubtful, Callaway. Because there’s a very good chance that what you want is what I want as well.”  
 
    The fire that he started within me has apparently seared my brain so that any rational thought is fried. Goodness, I wanted to stay cool tonight, but Mr. Mercury here is making that virtually impossible.  
 
    Cue the sweating. Again.  
 
    Thank goodness Jordan suddenly appears to rescue me, like some angel sent from Heaven.  
 
    “Hey, Maddie! Have you seen any other Maine Coastals yet?” She’s smiling brightly at me, trying like mad not to gape at Jack. I have to bite my lip to hide my smile. 
 
    “Not yet—you’re the first.” I introduce her to Jack, the two of them shake hands, and when Jack is distracted by a waiter with an appetizer tray, Jordan catches my eye and mouths oh my goodness! Blushing, I nod and smile, remembering I had a very similar reaction when I saw him for the first time. And basically every time after.  
 
    We each take a stuffed mushroom, and Jordan points out her boyfriend sitting at one of our two reserved tables in the far corner before heading over there herself.  
 
    I turn to my date. “Ready for that drink?”  
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    As we walk to the bar, he again places his hand at the small of my back. It fits just right there.  
 
    “I’ll take a Jack and Coke, please.” Jack turns from the bartender to wink at me, grinning.  
 
    “I have no doubt that drink was named after you. Cosmo for me, please.”  
 
    The bartender prepares our drinks. I look up to smile at Jack and discover that he is looking at me with an expression I can’t quite place—humor blending into something else more intense, serious. It rattles me a little, so I sweep my gaze around the ballroom. There is so much to fill the senses, tonight. Color, sparkles, candlelight. Tables set in gold and ivory, with a bright burst of fall flowers at the center. Jazz music from the ensemble in the corner, the rustle-y sounds of women walking in dresses, fairy lights twinkling in the potted ficus trees. So much, and yet none of it compares to the man next to me.  
 
    I want to fill my senses with him.  
 
    I want to taste him. 
 
    I slam on the brakes before this streetcar named desire goes careening out of control. Platonic. Platonic. P-l-a-t- 
 
    “Your Cosmopolitan, miss.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I smile at the bartender, take my drink and have a generous sip. I can feel Jack’s eyes on me.  
 
    We mingle for a bit. Most of Maine Coastal has arrived, and some of them casually wander over to be introduced. Angie clasps his hand warmly, beaming. Jack charms them all, including my senior agent Walter, who can be a bit on the grouchy side. Conversation flows easily, with topics ranging from house flipping to rental properties to a question one of my agents has about installing plank flooring. The emcee, the director of economic development for Ellsworth, goes to the mic at the podium and thanks a list of sponsors before announcing that dinner will be served soon. The jazz trio starts up again, and we go to our table, Jack sliding out one of the cloth-covered chairs for me.  
 
    “You are a true gentleman,” I tell him. “If this was an actual date, I’d be very impressed.”  
 
    “Don’t be fooled, Callaway. I’m not thinking very gentlemanly thoughts right now.” He raises his water goblet to his lips, looking past me benignly, and I have to wonder if anyone actually went into cardiac arrest from being flirted with, because I feel like I could.  
 
    The mouth-watering aromas of warmed bread and baked chicken, mingling with the essence of Jack Decker, are doing glorious things to me. I am feeling delicious, relaxed...like everything is right in the world. And the night has only just begun. Even though I know I shouldn’t have any expectations, I allow myself to stray from the present moment and think about the possibility of slow-dancing with Jack—to be in his arms, next to his body. His hard, masculine body... 
 
    Dang it.  
 
    “Wow.” Jack dips his spoon into the lobster bisque. “Hands down, best I’ve ever had.”  
 
    “First the ceiling, now the soup...I’m starting to feel like a third wheel.”  
 
    “How do you know I was talking about the soup?” He arches an eyebrow.  
 
    “Now you’re just going for more points.” I wrinkle up my nose at him and give him a little shoulder bump. I’ve done well so far keeping my hands off him; I figure touching him with my shoulder doesn’t really count.  
 
    The servers bring the main course, and I give myself a silent high-five for keeping food off me—made it through the stuffed mushrooms and the smoked trout cucumber cups with only a few brush-able crumbs on my bodice, and no drips from the orgasmic lobster bisque. We toast to the steadily-improving real estate market and decreasing interest rates; we eat, laugh and drink. I’m on my second Cosmo, and between that and champagne, I feel a pleasant buzz starting to spread through me. The alcohol may be clouding my senses, but it seems like Jack is leaning into me an awful lot—talking to me with his lips practically brushing my ear or his mouth inches away from mine. Closer than necessary, really.  
 
    I’m not complaining.  
 
    We’re finishing our chocolate mousse when the emcee takes the mic again, thanks the jazz band and introduces the deejay. The dancing will start momentarily. I take my last spoonful of heavenly dessert. Most of it makes it into my mouth, except for the dime-sized splotch that’s found itself a home on the coral material an inch above my right nipple. My goodness. Jack is engaged in conversation with Walter about mill rates, so maybe he won’t notice. I discreetly dip the corner of my napkin into my water glass and dab the spot.  
 
    “I’d consider it a victory, Callaway.” 
 
    I look up to meet Jack’s gaze.  
 
    “You got all the way to dessert without a wardrobe malfunction.”  
 
    I try like mad to glare at him, but the amusement on his face is contagious.  
 
    “The way you wear food is one of the cutest things about you.”  
 
    “Stop.” I’m dabbing at the stain which seems to be spreading a bit. 
 
    “I’m serious. And if it’ll make you feel better...” He takes his dessert spoon, scoops up the remaining bit of chocolate in the dish and swipes it against his shirt. “There. Now we’re twins. Mine’s even a little worse—brown on white.”  
 
    I start to giggle. “My goodness. You’re crazy.” 
 
    “You have that effect on me.”  
 
    He flashes me a dazzling smile that makes me feel like I have champagne in my knees. Still giggling, I wet the corner of my napkin and clean up his spot as best I can. “I’m not taking you on the dance floor looking like this.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re going to dance, are we?”  
 
    “Yes. Right now.” 
 
    “Bossy.”  
 
    “In charge. Remember?” 
 
    “I do.” He takes a sip of water and stands up to follow me to the dance floor, which has become quite crowded. Jordan and her boyfriend join us. The alcohol, AC/DC and my dance partner have all combined to make me totally intoxicated. Jack, not surprisingly, has great rhythm and hot dance moves. 
 
    And then, a slow song.  
 
    We are both breathing hard. Jack is looking at me, half-smiling. Suddenly, I feel a flicker of guilt. I don’t want this to be forced. I don’t want him to feel like he has to slow dance with me. We’ve had fun tonight, and this is supposed to be just a low-key, friendly date of two people who used to have no-strings sex with one another. Slow dancing is intimate and something we’ve never done before. I don’t want Jack to feel pressured. 
 
    But oh, I want to dance with him. 
 
    I’m just about to say something that will give him an out when he steps forward and pulls me against him, wrapping his left arm around my waist and taking my right hand in his. He is holding me unexpectedly, breathtakingly close. I feel both my heart rate and my arousal climb to the coffered ceiling.  
 
    “I’m supposed to be in charge,” I whisper.  
 
    “Sorry. Old habits with you, I guess.” He pulls me in tighter. I can feel him. I can feel him there. “You don’t really mind, though, do you?”  
 
    “No.” I breathe in the warm scent of him, my nose pressed against his lower chest. His chocolate mousse sympathy spot is just above my head. There is a sweet, sweet ache in my stomach, radiating into my chest. And between my legs. Most definitely, between my legs.  
 
    He dips his head lower to murmur against the nape of my neck, making me shiver. “I lied, before.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “At your house, when I said you looked great.” 
 
    “I don’t look great?” 
 
    “No. You look absolutely stunning. Enchanting. I just couldn’t find the words, then.” The tips of his fingers press into my waist. “Still can’t.”  
 
    I have to fight the gasp that’s climbing up my throat. “Thank you,” I manage.  
 
    “Thank you, Callaway, for inviting me. I haven’t enjoyed myself this much since...” He trails off and doesn’t finish, but he doesn’t have to. I think I get it.  
 
    The song ends, and it is the very last note when we gently disengage from each other. It’s hot on the dance floor with all the people; Jack loosens his bow tie and takes off his jacket, going back to our table to drape it over the back of his chair. I feel a thrill spiraling up my spine as he walks toward me. I can’t stop myself from thinking that tonight, he is mine alone.  
 
    “Jack Decker?” A squeal from behind me. I turn to look. A brunette in a low-cut, form-fitting bright blue dress is heading for my date. She’s carrying twins—her infant-sized boobs—and teetering rather dangerously in her stiletto heels. I’m trying to clamp down on the jerk inside me that’s silently hoping she’ll trip, because who is she, and what’s her connection to Jack?  
 
    I need to know, but I don’t want to know.  
 
    “Hey, Tonya.” Jack is smiling like seeing her is no big deal. This makes me feel a bit better, because I don’t want it to be a big deal. 
 
    Tonya is apparently oblivious to me standing there. Throwing her arms around him, she crushes her twins against his chest. “It’s soo good to see you,” she croons. “How long’s it been? A year?”  
 
    “Pretty close to it. Still liking your kitchen?” He gives her a quick, stiff hug and takes a step back.  
 
    “Oh, definitely. You were amazing. In the kitchen, and in, um, other rooms.” She giggles, and I decide I hate her. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m glad I was able to do some work for you.”  
 
    He tries to sidestep around her, but she’s not having any of it.  
 
    “I’ll be calling you soon, Jack...I’ve still got alimony payments coming, and I thought I’d put those toward more renovations. That way, I’d get to see you.” She sidles up to him, lays a perfectly-manicured hand on his arm—the arm that tonight, is supposed to belong to me.  
 
    “My schedule’s pretty full, but sure, give me a call.” Jack looks at me over Tonya’s head, lifting his eyebrows at me as if to say, can you believe this chick?  
 
    What I can’t believe, Jack, is that you slept with her.  
 
    The delicious, warm feeling inside me has soured and cooled. But I can’t let Tonya and her bouncing baby girls ruin tonight. I have no right to be pissed about someone before me. And honestly, no right to be pissed about someone after me, because I am not with Jack.  
 
    Say it with me, Self: I. Am. Not. With. Jack.  
 
    So I will do my best to just enjoy the rest of this evening, and I’ll dance and laugh and drink and drink some more and be glad for the chance to have seen him again.  
 
    It’s good in theory, of course. But in reality?  
 
    I’m not very good at faking things. 
 
    We do dance and laugh and drink, but Jack keeps sneaking quick glances at me, like he’s checking to see if I’m okay. When it’s over, we say goodbye to the Maine Coastal crew and walk to the parking garage. This time, he doesn’t put his hand on my back. 
 
    He catches my eye as he’s looking over his shoulder to back the truck out of the parking place. “Thank you, Madeline.” 
 
    “You’re using my first name. This sounds serious.”  
 
    “I am serious. I had a great time. I’m glad you invited me.”  
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The question is, are you glad you invited me?” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    He turns on the radio, motions for a BMW to cut in front of us and grins at me. “Callaway, you wear your emotions the way you wear food on your clothes—right out there for everyone to see.”  
 
    “That’s not—why would you—” I’m sputtering, trying to find words to deny it.  
 
    “If you’re thinking I’m going to hook up with Tonya again, I’m not. I’m not even going to do any more work for her. The only reason I said she could call me was to make her go away. So I could get back to you.” He pauses. “Do you believe me?”  
 
    I nod. “Yes. I do.” I’m kind of astonished to realize that I do believe him.  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    But there’s more going on here than just Tonya.  
 
    I hate that this night is almost over, that the ride home is only ten minutes long. I hate that he knows I’m upset.  
 
    Most of all, I hate that he’s being so calm about all of this.  
 
    It slaps me, then—an icy-cold wave of wake up, Madeline—that maybe Jack is acting like he doesn’t care BECAUSE he doesn’t care.  
 
    And this is what I hate most of all.  
 
    I reach toward the dashboard and stab the volume button with my finger to turn down the music. “Okay. How do you do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” He looks bewildered, wary.  
 
    “Just—just move on from relationships, like they don’t matter.” Like I don’t matter.  
 
    I’ve hit a nerve. I can only see the right side of his face, but the muscles in his cheek are tight.  
 
    “It’s not that they don’t matter. It’s just that...I don’t know. I guess I’ve trained myself to let go. It’s a matter of protection. Survival.” His voice softens. “We’ve talked about this.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. But you’re not the only one with trust issues, remember?” 
 
    “I never said I was.” 
 
    “Bad things happen to people, Jack. It hurts. It sucks. But you learn to move on.” I feel this crazy sense of desperation, like I need to convince him of this right now. “You learn to move on so you can enjoy your life. So you can be happy.” I feel a stinging in my nose. “I want you to be happy, Jack.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Madeline. And I’m fine.”  
 
    “Fine and happy are not the same thing.” The clench of his jaw makes me realize I need to stop. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “It’s okay.”  
 
    But of course, it isn’t. I’m trembling inside my coat, hoping he won’t notice. By the time we pull into my driveway, the sense that I’ve messed everything up is bubbling inside me like hot lava. There’s nowhere for it to go but out.  
 
    He puts the truck in park and starts to take off his seatbelt. Since he left his vehicle running, it’s clear he’s not staying but just wants to be a gentleman and open my door for me. This brings me to my boiling point. He probably went tonight because he felt sorry for me and didn’t want to hurt my feelings. Little did I know that this charity gala would also turn out to be a charity case. For me.  
 
    I don’t need his pity.  
 
    In the way back of my mind, I know there’s a very good chance I’m completely wrong, but when you’re feeling this sorry for yourself and in the throes of PMS, rational thought takes a back seat. 
 
    “You don’t need to walk me to my house, Jack. I’m fine—just like you.”  
 
    “What is going on with you?”  
 
    “I don’t need your charity.”  
 
    “Charity? What the heck are you talking about, Madeline?” His eyes are stormy—the ocean in January kind of stormy. He turns off the ignition and gets out of the truck, slams the door.  
 
    I walk quickly to the side steps, fumbling in my purse for my house key. Jack is right behind me. I push open the door, furious with myself for ruining what was a really wonderful night, and he follows me into the kitchen, banging the door closed behind him.  
 
    I turn to face him. I’ve never seen him angry—there is a wildness about him that’s disconcerting. And sexy.  
 
    “This hasn’t exactly been a cake walk for me, you know.” He’s glowering.  
 
    “Really? I thought you were ‘fine.’”  
 
    His mouth opens as if he’s going to shout at me, but all that comes out is an unintelligible growl. He shakes his head in frustration, raking a hand roughly through his hair so that it’s back to looking untamed.  
 
    “I shouldn’t have asked you to the gala, Jack.” 
 
    “I could have said no.” 
 
    “You’re probably wishing you did.” 
 
    “Stop putting words in my mouth, Madeline. This isn’t all your doing. If I hadn’t gotten involved with you, we wouldn’t be in this situation.” 
 
    For some reason, I find that word offensive. “Situation? Is that what we are? A darn situation?”  
 
    The tears come then. I feel like crumpling into a pathetic heap on my kitchen floor, me and my tear-stained, chocolate-stained dress. “Just get out. Please leave, Jack. Go be fine somewhere.”  
 
    I can’t stand it anymore. I hate having him see me like this. I turn away, practically running toward the living room when I’m grabbed from behind.  
 
    “Madeline...don’t. Please don’t.” He spins me around, clutching my shoulders, his face blazing with anguish.  
 
    “This is so stupid, Jack.” I’m sobbing. “So stupid.” I put my hands on his chest, try to push him away, but his grip is tight. “Let go of me.” 
 
    “You don’t want that.”  
 
    His voice has changed, thickened. Through a teary haze, I can see that his eyes have changed, too. They’re burning, but not with anger or concern. “You want me to forget you.”  
 
    He drops his hands to my waist, pulling me against the growing hardness in his pants. It’s as if he is electricity and I’m the wire, helpless to do anything but take what he gives me. It doesn’t matter that he’s arrogant, or that I hate both of us, or that my tears have ruined what was a darn good make-up job...all that matters at this moment is that he wants me, and I want him, and we’re going to do something about it.  
 
    But there is still the matter of my pride. “I don’t want anything from you,” I choke out, trying to ignore the surge of wetness between my legs. “Not one thing.”  
 
    “Incredible,” he says softly, smiling, and bends down to crush my mouth with his own. He kisses me, drinking me in like he has this insatiable thirst, with lips that are both strong and soft. Oh goodness! How I have missed his mouth, and everything attached to it.  
 
    The truth in me escapes in a low moan. His hands go to the back of my gown, and I feel his fingers working to undo the clasp. He’s breathing hard against my mouth, his tongue probing mine, and then he pulls back to mutter, “Goodness, Callaway...you rocked this dress tonight, but right now, I just want it off you.”  
 
    Hastily, I reach my own hands behind my back to unhook. He slides the zipper down, and I step out of my dress so I’m only in my push-up bra, panties and heels, my bare skin and anticipation making me shiver.  
 
    Jack wrestles off his coat, unbuttons his shirt to reveal those chiseled pecs and abs. I have missed those, too. There is a thin sheen of sweat on his chest and impulsively, I press my nose against him, loving the clean, masculine scent of his skin.  
 
    His voice is low, gravelly, full of desire as he spins me around, bends me over the back of the couch and presses his now rock-hard bulge against my rear. “I wanted to forget you the second I saw you tonight. And you wanted that, too. Didn’t you?”  
 
    I can barely breathe. “Yes,” I whisper.  
 
    “I’ve got to forget you now, Madeline. Got to forget you hard.”  
 
    My goodness. I am drenched—a helpless, hopeless pool of arousal. I couldn’t get away from him even if I wanted to. And I don’t want to. Ever.  
 
    His hand goes to the back of my neck, twisting my hair around his fingers and holding firmly. I feel him yank down my panties, and the flesh on my bare bottom prickles with the cool air. His fingers curve under my mound, lightly tickling my clit and then pushing inside my vagina. He expels a sound that’s a perfect blend of sigh and groan. “Goodness...you’re soaked.”  
 
    I feel his hard, smooth head poking against my wet opening. His hard, smooth, bare head. I tense up for a second. We’ve never done it unprotected before.  
 
    “Madeline...I didn’t bring anything. I didn’t know we’d...Goodness, I just want you so bad. I’ll pull out, I promise.” His voice is ragged, raw.  
 
    I’m a few days away from my period, so I don’t worry about pregnancy. And I trust him. “It’s okay.” I can hardly breathe. “I just want you. Please, please just idiot me, Jack.”  
 
    I spread my legs and he groans again, tightening his grip on my hair. Grunting, he slides his bare cock into me. I gasp. He feels so big, so hard, so good.  
 
    “Take it, sweetheart,” he’s groaning. “Take all of it.”  
 
    And I do. I open my legs wider as he idiots me, his thrusts becoming harder and deeper as though he’s trying to prove something—like this is an urgent reclaiming on the fringe of desperation.  
 
    “Madeline...Goodness, you feel so good. So hot, so wet...” He pounds into me over and over. I have to bite my lip not to cry out, because I feel like I’m being stretched to my max.  
 
    I am turned on beyond belief.  
 
    He’s holding my hips as he idiots me. He’s hard as steel, and I know he’s almost there. I’m riding the crest of my own crescendo, tightening around him, begging him to mess me harder. With a few more deep thrusts, he groans my name and pulls out of me just before we both come.  
 
    I lean over the couch, trying to catch my breath. When I turn around, Jack is standing there with hands on hips, pants still down at his ankles and his massive erection slowly waning. There are damp pieces of his hair curling on his forehead. I go to him, looping my arms around his firm waist and feel his lips on the top of my head.  
 
    “Jack...” My eyes are burning. I’m not sure what else to say.  
 
    He takes my chin in his hand, tipping my head back so I’m looking into his eyes. I look deep, deep—searching for something I hope is there.  
 
    “We’re quite a pair, huh?” He smiles ruefully.  
 
    After a moment, I respond with another question. “Where does this leave us?”  
 
    He doesn’t answer. But from what I see in his gaze, I can guess what he’s thinking.  
 
    Nowhere.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 ~ Jack 
 
    September 25 
 
    I’m driving to Ed’s house, having a major attack of the should-haves. They’ve been slamming me hard over this past week, like someone’s taking a sledgehammer to my gut, and I deserve every blow for messing up my life and more importantly, Callaway’s.  
 
    I should have dropped her off at her house without going inside.  
 
    I should have been friendly, not flirty, at the gala thing.  
 
    I should have said no to the gala thing. 
 
    I should have kept it in my pants when I was working for her.  
 
    But no matter how much you know what you should have done...when you look into big, dark, shimmery eyes that make your knees wobble and your gut twist, common sense is out the door, down the road and flipping you off when you try to chase after it.  
 
    Yeah. I’ll blame it on her eyes.  
 
    Today’s gloomy and windy, the wind kicking up leaves along the sides of the road and turning them into mini-tornadoes. It’s Friday. I could ask Owen to get a couple beers later, if I feel like being social. Or maybe I’ll just stay home like I’ve been doing all week. Grab a take-out at Pat’s Pizza, maybe some breadsticks. Don’t know, don’t care. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    Before I left Callaway’s house, I apologized. She didn’t like that. I told her, as nicely as I could, that I got caught up in seeing her again and didn’t intend for things to go as far as they did. I stopped short of saying that it never should have happened. I was practically begging her to see what I am—anything to change that look in her eyes.  
 
    Look, Callaway...I’m all wrong for you. You don’t want me. I’m a player. I can’t give you a commitment.  
 
    She didn’t say anything at first—just stood there in her underwear (which made her look even more vulnerable) staring down at the floor and kind of hugging herself. Pieces of her hair were falling into her face. I went up to her and brushed them away—couldn’t help myself; she looked so small and lost. She turned those big dark eyes on me again and then said, okay.  
 
    And that was it. I felt this major urge to hug her, but I was scared if I did, I wouldn’t let go. So I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek—she didn’t move a muscle—and left.  
 
    There hasn’t been any contact since.  
 
    It was even harder to leave her that time than it was before. Leaving sucks. And no one knows that more than Ed King. Today is his last day in the house, which is why I’m going over there. I figured I could rake up some leaves or do some yard work for him—just give him some company while the movers pack up his life.  
 
    There’s a Dunkin Donuts about a mile away from Ed’s. I go to the drive-thru and get a couple of coffees and Boston Kremes, and when I pull in Ed’s driveway, he’s standing at the front door. Almost like a little kid, excited that someone’s coming over. It makes my throat tighten up, honestly. Old people get to me, and Ed—he’s the epitome of a gentleman. Class and character.  
 
    The movers are here—couple of big, burly guys who nod at me as they carry Ed’s dining room table into the open mouth of the van. It’s about half full already.  
 
    “Mr. Decker. How are you this blustery morning?” Ed’s wearing a dark green flannel shirt with his Chinos—little more casual than he usually dresses.  
 
    “I’m stellar, sir. How are you doing?”  
 
    “I’m fine, thank you.”  
 
    Fine. The word jolts me back to when I said that very same word to Callaway. Apparently, Ed and I share an affinity for using words that mask what’s really going on.  
 
    I hand him one of the coffees and the bag of donuts, and he makes a big deal of how I didn’t need to do that. We go into his kitchen and stand at the bar. Our voices bounce off the walls and there’s a loud echo, but it seems like the silence is even louder.  
 
    Ed catches me looking around. “Strange, isn’t it, to see it empty like this? Feels like the spirit of the house is gone.”  
 
    He’s right. The house definitely has a different vibe to it now.  
 
    “I don’t feel her here anymore,” he sighs.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Ed. I know this isn’t easy.”  
 
    “No, it’s not, but it’s the way it must be.” He takes the lid off his coffee cup, brings the steaming cup to his lips and blows on it. “I can still picture everything here, though—ghosts of how things were.” He points with a slightly-hooked index finger in the direction of where the dining room table used to be. “This morning, I was remembering the holidays—how the table would look. Marian had these dishes that she loved—white with beading around the edges. Everything had to be just so...she wanted holiday meals to be special, and it was all in the details. She loved taking out her mother’s silver, dressing up the table. And centerpieces—she’d make them herself the day before. Mums and gourds for Thanksgiving, clipped green boughs and red berries from the woods behind the house for Christmas.” His eyes warm up and brighten, remembering. “At first, I wasn’t too fond of my part in the preparations—peeling the onions to boil, cutting up the squash—but I caught on pretty quickly that it meant spending time with her and seeing her about as happy as could be, so those ended up becoming some of my most favorite memories.”  
 
    Ed’s eyes are brimming. I’m racking my brain for something to say to him when the movers come in again, clumping up the stairs in their work boots, most likely oblivious to the fact that this man’s entire life is about to change. Ed gives me a sad little smile and sighs again. We drink our coffee, talk about the Sox’s chances in the playoffs, and then Ed narrows his eyes at me. “Things going all right for you personally, Mr. Decker?” 
 
    “They’re going fine, thanks.”  
 
    I’m basically owning that word.  
 
    He’s still looking at me closely, so I feel like I have to explain—playing right into his hands. Crafty, that Ed.  
 
    “I met with my father a couple weeks ago.” 
 
    “And how did that go?” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure how to characterize it, actually. He told me he’s planning to retire and wants me to run one of his new stores. And then step in to head the company.”  
 
    “Well, now. That’s an interesting turn of events, isn’t it?” Ed takes the last sip of coffee and pushes the lid sideways into the empty cup. “What was your response?” 
 
    “I didn’t give him one. Not yet. But I plan to tell him no. I like working for myself.”  
 
    “And you wouldn’t have to deal with your father, or your brother.” He arches a thin eyebrow.  
 
    Grinning, I shake my head. “It’s more than that, sir, but you’re right. I wouldn’t.”  
 
    “Even if you decide to decline your father’s offer, I do hope you can come to some sort of mutual understanding with him, and with your brother. For your sake as well as theirs, so you can have peace. I want that for you, Mr. Decker. Peace in your heart and mind.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ed. I appreciate that.”  
 
    “And that young woman you were seeing?”  
 
    Knew this was coming. “It’s over.” I say it quickly, maybe a little too abruptly from the looks of Ed’s expression.  
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    This time, my response takes a second to come, and from Ed’s face, he’s onto that, too. The guy doesn’t miss a beat. “It just—wouldn’t have worked out. It’s totally my issue. This girl, she’s...” I trail off. God dang that I trail off, because Ed notices.  
 
    But he doesn’t push it, and I appreciate that. Maybe, though, he just wanted to bring it up—have me think about it.  
 
    Something tells me that Ed King knows exactly what he’s doing.  
 
    I stay for an hour or so—bag up some leaves and put them by the curb. Before I leave, I tell Ed I plan to come visit at his new place, once he gets settled. We’ll stay in touch, I assure him.  
 
    “I would enjoy that, Mr. Decker,” he says.  
 
    I stop in at Lowe’s to get some supplies for Monday’s job and catch up with Owen. He and Dayna are going out tonight for her birthday, which is just as well since I’m not really in the bar mood. I head home, do some laundry that’s been piling up, run the vacuum around the living room. I’m making myself a grilled cheese sandwich when the phone rings.  
 
    It’s my brother.  
 
    If I hadn’t talked to Ed today, I would have ignored the call. But I did talk to Ed, and talking to Ed puts things in a sort of perspective for me. So I answer it.  
 
    “Hey...Jack. Is this a good time?” 
 
    I put down my sandwich. Might as well get it over with. “It’s fine.”  
 
    A pause. A sigh. “I know that Dad talked to you a couple weeks ago. I meant to call before this, but I guess I needed to get my head together and figure out what I wanted to say.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “Look...I don’t expect you to forgive me, ever. I was wrong. I never should have gotten involved with my brother’s fiancée.” 
 
    “We don’t need to go over this, James. In fact, I’d really rather we didn’t.” 
 
    “Just hear me out. Please. I wasn’t in a good place. Lydia had just dumped me, and Dad was on my rear about the expansion plan not being what he expected. Telling me I needed to be more innovative like my older brother.” He laughs dryly. “Comparing me to you, like he always has. He hinted that I might not keep my position for long if I couldn’t produce. I guess I panicked a little. The night you went to the sales meeting in Providence, Brianne shows up at my place. She gives me this big sob story about how you’ve been neglecting her, and said you were trying to convince our father to replace me.” 
 
    So this is news. The jerk. “James, I never did that. She was lying.”  
 
    “I know that now. But I believed it at the time. I got paranoid, started to stress out that I’d lose my position in the company. I knew I needed to come up with something, and then Brianne tells me she can help me—only she wants me to sleep with her first. She starts coming on to me, we’d been drinking, and...well, I was weak. She tells me your idea about how to acquire competitors. And you know the rest.” 
 
    “Yeah. I sure do, little brother.”  
 
    Another deep sigh. “I’m not trying to make excuses here, Jack. Just trying to give you a little perspective. Bottom line, I was totally wrong. I know Dad told you I’m not with Brianne anymore. It took me a while, but I figured out what a conniving jerk she is. And I’ve been applying for jobs. I’m planning to leave the company. I hope that might help improve things between you and me. Dad’s heart attack shook me up and made me think about family. You’re the only sibling I have, and I want to fix what I’ve messed up. If that’s even possible.” His voice breaks a little then, and I shift in my chair, feeling a little zinger in my chest. “Anyway...I won’t take up any more of your time. Thanks for hearing me out. I hope we can somehow get back to being brothers.” 
 
    He ends the call. I put down my phone and go to the fridge for a Guinness. I don’t know what the heck to think. About James, about anything. I’m not going to rush things. I feel like I’ve got time to figure everything out. But then I flash back to Ed’s philosophy about how you shouldn’t take things for granted, and his butterfly story about how life goes by in a blink.  
 
    So there’s that.  
 
    I toss the rest of my now-cold grilled cheese in the trash, feeling more like drinking than eating. Taking my beer into the living room, I sink into the couch and ignore the jabby-type of feeling that’s demanding I open the drawer of the coffee table and look at her picture again. Clench my fingers in fists to fight the urge to pick up my phone and text her.  
 
    I know I’ve got some serious thinking to do. And I will, so I can get myself back on track. This feeling of floundering sucks. It’s not how I roll. I’ve got a lot of projects coming up to keep me busy and grounded—laying tile in Trenton, building a closet for an elderly woman in Blue Hill, turning a basement into a man-cave for a guy in Bucksport.  
 
    I’ll be fine.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 ~ Madeline 
 
    October 15 
 
    It’s Thirsty Thursday so I am out with Delaney, because as she says, this is what people do. They go out. Last night, she persuaded me to go to Zumba with her. I both love and loathe her for pushing me, because there have been days lately that just getting out of bed is an effort.  
 
    Everything has a sense of hollow automaticity. Get up, shower, make coffee. Feed Murphy. Pet Murphy. Get dressed. Put on a smile at work. Come home. Feed Murphy. Pet Murphy. Lather, rinse, repeat. On better days, I pull on my lined windbreaker and fleece headband for a five mile run, putting one foot in front of the other in a dull, joyless rhythm, counting the telephone poles as I pass and focusing on each frosty breath so I won’t think. Even baking feels mechanical. I made homemade cinnamon rolls for the office yesterday, and there was no usual pleasure when I peeked in the oven door and saw them puff up into thick golden spirals, no little burst of mouthwatery satisfaction when I drizzled homemade icing over the top.   
 
    But I keep going, keep doing, because it’s all I can do.  
 
    And despite my best efforts, I keep missing Jack.  
 
    Laney and I are at New Moon in downtown Ellsworth, listening to a local country rock band and drinking margaritas. The lead singer is undeniably attractive, with thick brown hair to his shoulders and muscles bulging beneath his tight white t-shirt. Laney keeps nudging me whenever he looks over at us. 
 
    “Not interested,” I tell her.  
 
    “How can you not be? Look at him. Even I have to admit he’s sex on a stick. And he’s in a band.” 
 
    “If you’re so into him, why don’t you go for it?” 
 
    “You know I don’t get involved with men. I’m not as brave as you are.” 
 
    “I think you mean not as stupid.” 
 
    “No. I mean brave. You took a risk, but you had every reason to think it would be a good thing. No strings-sex with your insanely attractive carpenter? I want to be you when I grow up. If I grow up.”  
 
    I smile in spite of myself and tilt my head in the singer’s direction. “You can be. Save a horse, ride a cowboy.” 
 
    Laney giggles, shaking her head. Her curly blonde hair is pulled back in a high, breezy-looking ponytail, and with her red flannel shirt and snug jeans, she looks like a teenage girl. She’s both gorgeous and adorable, and I’m not the only one who’s noticing. A tall, blond man in a rugby-striped sweater and jeans sitting at a high-top across from us is looking at her. “Looking” is really too mild of a term; this guy is staring like he’s trying to memorize her cell structure. He’s even better-looking than the country singer: catalog cover-worthy, broad-chested, with his sleeves pushed up to reveal strong biceps. Golden is the word that comes to mind as I study him: his skin, like he’s been somewhere tropical; his hair, a shade darker than Laney’s.  
 
    He is clearly into my BFF, who is clearly not aware he’s watching her as she sways back and forth in her chair to the music.  
 
    “Hey.” I poke her gently. “You seem to have a fan in Golden Boy over there.”  
 
    Puzzled, she wrinkles up her nose at me. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    I tilt my head slightly in his direction, and Delaney turns to look. Her reaction is immediate. A vivid pink blush races up her neck to her cheeks. I’m instantly intrigued, because Laney doesn’t get flustered over guys. Ever.  
 
    “Goodness, Maddie.” She sweeps her gaze back to me. “Give a girl some warning next time, will you?” 
 
    “I thought that’s what I was doing.”  
 
    “I didn’t know he was staring, and I didn’t know he looked like that.” She seems to be struggling to compose herself. “I mean, he’s not really my type. If I even had a type, which I don’t. He looks too—too perfect. Like a walking Malibu Ken doll.” 
 
    “I wonder if he’s anatomically correct. Maybe you can take him out to play.”  
 
    “Ughh, stop! Seriously.”  
 
    I am grateful for this distraction, to be focusing on something other than my aching heart. “Why are you so keyed up, Lane?” I tease.  
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not,” she snaps. “Look away. Nothing to see here.”  
 
    “I beg to differ. This is a first.”  
 
    “Well, it’s going to be the last. This is ridiculous. I don’t even know him. It’s just some weird, exaggerated reaction, I guess...probably because I haven’t been with anyone in so long.” Her eyes are round, anxious. “Do you think that’s it?”  
 
    She is genuinely agitated about this—so much so that I want to comfort her rather than tease her. I’m just about to reply when I’m interrupted by someone approaching our table: Sean, our newly-hired agent at Maine Coastal. He’s extremely likable, tall and lanky with an easy smile and kind eyes. He has the perfect temperament for an agent—in tune to his clients’ needs and eager to help without being pushy. Angie has noted on more than one occasion that he seems to be “highly-appreciative” of me as a boss. I know what she’s trying to sell, and I’m not buying. Nothing against Sean—it’s just that he’s not Jack.  
 
    No one is Jack. 
 
    “Hey, Madeline.”  
 
    “Hi, Sean. Great band tonight.”  
 
    “I know, right? The drummer’s a buddy of mine.”  
 
    I have the very distinct feeling that the tables have turned, and Delaney is now eyeing me with interest. I’m not flustered, however, because you can’t get flustered when your heart is closed. “Under construction” is what Laney calls it. Which leads me to think renovation, and then… 
 
    A poke in my side from Laney. I introduce her to Sean, and he pulls a chair over to sit with us. It’s loud in the bar, people singing along to the band’s version of Margaritaville. Sean is saying something to me but I can’t hear him. I lean in closer, our heads almost touching, just as the last person I expected to see tonight walks in.  
 
    Jack. Decker. Is. Here. 
 
    My heart does a flip-twist, and then clutches as I realize he may not be alone. Within seconds, I can confirm that he’s with someone, but it’s a guy—short and rugged with a beard, both of them scoping out the place.  
 
    He sees me. Recognition, surprise flashing across his face, and then a fierceness I haven’t seen before.  
 
    What is that about?  
 
    And as soon as I think the question, I know the answer.  
 
    He thinks I’m with Sean.  
 
    There’s a glowing in my chest from the realization that Jack is jealous. Because in order to be jealous, you have to actually care.  
 
    He cares.  
 
    “Um, Maddie?” Laney lifts one perfectly-shaped eyebrow and smiles at me anxiously. “Sean was just asking you a question.”  
 
    I snap my attention back to Sean. He’s looking at me with puzzlement and a hint of embarrassment, since it’s obvious I haven’t been listening. I apologize without giving an excuse, thinking it might make it worse if I said something like, my former lover’s standing over near the doorway, and all I can think about is his mouth and hands and— 
 
    “No worries, Madeline. I was just asking if I could buy you and Delaney a drink. Unless there’s something in my Maine Coastal contract that prohibits it.” He grins, and dang, I really do feel badly, because he’s so nice and eager.  
 
    I laugh and tell him there’s nothing against it in the contract, but I’d feel like I’d have to pay him more if he starts buying his boss drinks, and I really don’t want to pay him more. He laughs, too, and I’m vindicated for not listening earlier.  
 
    When Sean turns to look at the band, I get Laney’s attention. JACK, I mouth. Her eyes widen, and I’m trying to figure out how to discreetly let her know where he’s standing.  
 
    Only I don’t need to worry.  
 
    He’s not there anymore.  
 
    Quickly, I scan the New Moon crowd,  my eyes flicking over a palette of plaid shirts and fringe-y vests and fall-colored sweaters.  
 
    He’s not there. 
 
    A raw, gnawing ache begins to spread in my stomach. Did I imagine him? No. I couldn’t have dreamed up the way he looked at me, what I saw on his face. Did seeing me at a table with another man rattle him to the point of having to leave? Or maybe I’m reading too much into it. Maybe he didn’t like the band...it was too crowded...his friend suggested they check out another bar...or, more likely, he thought it would be too awkward with me here.  
 
    Delaney and Sean are talking easily, comfortably—a good thing, because I can excuse myself to go use my phone and not feel like I’m being rude to my new agent for the second time.  
 
    I push back my chair and sling the strap of purse over my shoulder as Laney looks up in surprise. “I’ll be back in a few. Just need to use the bathroom.” Not exactly a lie; I’m going to head over there to the dark little hallway outside the restrooms for some privacy. I’m feeling brave enough—or maybe it’s desperate enough—to call Jack.  
 
    Approaching the restrooms, I weave past a stocky, thirty-something pseudo-cowboy in a Stetson. He’s weaving a bit himself, grinning at me like I’m a calf he wants to rope. I flash him what I hope is a friendly, non-flirty smile before stepping into the hallway and am just about to take my phone out of my purse when I feel a hand close around my wrist. It is not a gentle hand. And it belongs to the pseudo-cowboy.  
 
    “Hey, little lady...where you off to?”  
 
    Little lady? Who even says that? “The bathroom,” I say coolly, trying to slide my hand out of his grip and hoping he won’t actually notice.  
 
    He notices. His fingers squeeze tighter, and now he’s backing me up into the end of the hallway, toward the men’s bathroom. I can smell the beer on his breath, wafting over me. I don’t want to struggle and let him know I’m scared, but I can’t just let him push me around like this. Fear creeps up my throat like bile, and I swallow, determined to stay calm—telling myself that I’m in a public place, that he won’t be able to do anything.  
 
    “It just so happens that I’m going to the bathroom, too,” he chuckles. “Why don’t we go in together?” Now he has both my wrists, pushing them behind my back so that my arms are bent uncomfortably. He puts his mouth to my ear and drops his voice. “I can lock the door so we can have some privacy. What do you say? Just you and me.”  
 
    This is getting a bit too real. I am just about to introduce my knee to his genitals when suddenly, it’s like he’s ripped away from me. His arms wave wildly, comically, as he struggles to keep his balance and then plops down on the scuffed floor with an astonished oomph.  
 
    It’s Jack. Towering over the pseudo-cowboy, his face darkened with anger. The man scrambles to his feet, his boots slipping on the tile, holding up his hands and grinning nervously. “Hey, buddy...no harm done here...just trying to have a little fun. Wasn’t going to hurt anyone.”  
 
    Jack grabs him by the shirt, shoves him against the wall. He’s easily a foot taller. “Hey, buddy... I suggest you get the heck out of here before I decide to have a little fun with you. Only in this case, hurt would be involved.”  
 
    Pseudo-cowboy looks terrified—to the point I’m almost feeling sorry for him. Almost. Jack steps back, and the guy stumbles out of the hallway and back toward the bar.  
 
    “Moron,” Jack mutters. Immediately, he turns his attention to me, his anger replaced by concern. “You okay?”  
 
    “Yes.” I rub my wrists which still hurt a bit and shift my purse strap higher on my shoulder. “I’m glad you showed up.” I soak in the feel of his intense blue eyes, a rush of longing cascading through me. My goodness, just to look at him again, the strength in his handsome face making me feel weak in the knees... 
 
    “I’m glad, too.”  
 
    “Jack...I don’t even know if you were thinking this, but the man at the table with me...I wanted to explain—”  
 
    “You don’t owe me any explanations, Madeline.” The muscles in his face seem to tighten with a sort of resignation. The intensity in his eyes cools and fades, until it feels like we are just two people who knew each other a long time ago.  
 
    He called me Madeline instead of Callaway.  
 
    Any hope that I had flutters and then stills, like a leaf in a dying breeze.  
 
    I try to hold his eyes with mine just one more time before I manage a smile, whisper okay and return to my table where Laney is sitting alone.  
 
    “Girlfriend! Everything okay? I was thinking I might need to send a search party looking for you.” 
 
    “Everything’s okay. I just saw Jack, who apparently doesn’t want to see me.” 
 
    “Ohh. Ugh. I’m sorry, Mads.” 
 
    There’s a pit growing in my stomach. I want to fill it up with alcohol. Maybe lots of alcohol. “Where’s Sean?”  
 
    “At the bar, talking to a girl he used to date. She called him over, but I think he’d rather be sitting here with you.”  
 
    I shake my head. “He’s so nice, but number one, no office romances, and number two, I’m not interested.”  
 
    “And number three, you’re in love with your carpenter.” 
 
    Her words pelt me like hail. My mouth opens and closes, but no words come out.  
 
    “When are you going to tell him, Maddie?”  
 
    I don’t know how to respond, what to think. All I can do is feel: the burning in my eyes, the aching of my heart. The hopelessness. 
 
    “Just think about it, Mads. It might be what you need to do.” Laney gets up, tightens her ponytail and bends down to give me a quick hug. “I’m going to hunt down our waitress and see about getting us a pitcher of margaritas. Be right back—love you lots.”  
 
    “Love you lots, too.”  
 
    There’s a vibration from my purse hanging on the chair. My phone. A text. Rekindled hope, bubbling up inside me as I fight to tamp it down with cold reality.  
 
    Madeline, I know you’ve been resistant so far, but please say you’ll meet with me. All I’m asking is just for one meeting. 
 
    My goodness. I want to scream, cry, throw my empty glass, tip over the table. Paul apparently still doesn’t get the concept of ex-husband. When will this stop?  
 
    Probably, when I meet with him.  
 
    All right, Paul. I’ll give you what you want. A meeting, nothing more. I may not be able to change things with Jack, but I can with Paul. I need to at least feel like I have part of my life under control.  
 
    I punch out a reply text with savage thumbs. Will you promise to leave me alone if I say I’ll meet with you?  
 
    Yes. I promise.  
 
    I take a deep breath. Better to get this over with sooner than later. Tomorrow night, 5:30. My house. 
 
    Okay. Thank you. See you then.  
 
     I put my phone away as Laney’s words slip back into my mind. 
 
    And number three, you’re in love with your carpenter.  
 
    Curse you, Laney, for even thinking that. 
 
    Curse you for speaking the truth.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 ~ Jack 
 
    October 16 
 
    I guess I’ll blame Owen for my current messed-up state of mind. He’s the one who asked me to go with him to New Moon while Dayna was out with her sister, and if we hadn’t gone there, I never would have run into Callaway. The thing is, I was also happy to see her, after almost three weeks. At least, until I realized she had a guy at her table that seemed into her. Not that I can blame him. Goodness, she looked gorgeous with her hair kind of half-up/half down, big hoop earrings, white blouse and jeans. Jeans that fit her rear perfectly. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, and that turned out to be a good thing after that drunk idiot followed her to the bathroom. After I got rid of him, I had all I could do not to back her up against the wall and show her how much I’d missed her. Luckily, I came to my senses.  
 
    Owen further messed things up by being too observant. He was watching me watch Callaway sitting with that dude and called me on it. “Deck...are you jealous?” And then he kept shaking his head, looking all pleased with himself and telling me buddy, you got it bad.  
 
    The idiot. I tried to brush it off, but his comments were shaking me up, enough that when I got back to my place, I tossed and turned all night, even after jacking off. I couldn’t even escape with that, because the only woman I imagined was Callaway.  
 
    So I rolled over and pulled open my nightstand drawer, where some pathetic idiot stashed a photo of a girl he can’t seem to shake. Moved it from the coffee table so he could feel like she was with him when he slept. Pitiful. Inside my chest there was this feeling of something twisting, and I actually was stressed out that my father’s cardiac genes were making their debut. I stared at her picture and discovered that a person could feel both calmed and wrecked at the same time. Looked at every millimeter of that photo, including the stack of rocks. What was it she’d called it? Cairn. It came to me that she’d told me I should research it, and I still hadn’t.  
 
    So I did. What else am I going to do at 2 a.m.?  
 
    Cairn: a human-made pile or stack of stones (knew that much). A small breed of terrier with short legs and a shaggy coat. Pretty sure that was Toto. The word “cairn” is Gaelic for “heap of stones.” Apparently, Norse sailors used them before there were lighthouses to help them navigate through the Norwegian fjords. Some people use them as a way to say “I was here,” and they might have spiritual significance. A cairn is a pile of rocks, sometimes set along paths by hikers. They don’t name the trail or point in any direction; they mark the path.  
 
    And then I get into some other explanations that kind of hit me—make me think too much, and I wonder if Callaway even knows this info. Maybe that’s why she had me look it up. I don’t know, but the jabs to my chest kicked into high gear, and it was a while before I could settle myself back down.  
 
    I’m somehow able to grab a little bit of sleep before morning and the chest pains subside, but the cairn info and the woman who told me to find it stayed with me, all the way through the final touches on the closet renovation I did today in Blue Hill. So much so that at 5:00, after a quick stop at the grocery store to grab a bouquet of wildflowers, I end up on Newbury Neck Road, pulling into her driveway and wondering what the heck I’m doing.  
 
    Seriously. What. The heck.  
 
     Yet here I sit, trying to figure out what I’m going to say to her that would make any sense after I basically brushed her off at New Moon last night. Probably best to just start out simple—like telling her I was thinking we could go out sometime.  
 
    It’s starting to get dark. I can see the silhouette of her cat in the living room window, like he’s watching me in my truck. I never thought of myself as a cat person, but I’ve missed that little dude.  
 
    I’m contemplating whether or not to let myself inside since I know her security code when two bright headlights pop into my sideview mirror. My heart starts to hammer, a steady, escalating beat just shy of panic. Goodness. Was this the right move? 
 
    Too late now. The headlights behind me make me squint as I step out of my pickup holding the sleeve of flowers. As the lights dim and shut off, I can see the vehicle is a silver BMW—not Callaway’s car, unless maybe she got a new one.  
 
    The driver’s side door opens. A guy gets out and starts walking toward me. Decent-looking, about 5’10”, neatly-combed brown hair. Wearing an expensive-looking, long coat and dress shoes.  
 
    And carrying a huge bouquet of red roses.  
 
    His expression is a mixture of suspicious and pissed. My fingers clench around the stems of the flowers as he flicks his eyes over me. His upper lip starts to curl, but I can see in his eyes that he’s uneasy. Most likely because of my size. I’m glad he’s on edge. I am, too, but I’m not about to show it. Already, I can’t stand him...he’s giving off the pompous prick vibe like it’s his cologne.  
 
    The roses. That’s what’s getting me the most. I’m starting to realize that showing up here was one of the worst ideas I’ve ever had.  
 
    He speaks first. “Who are you?”  
 
    “Jack Decker.”  
 
    “How do you know Madeline?”  
 
    Nosy mongrel. If you want to know the truth, buddy, I know her inside and out—literally. I know her mouth, her hands, her breasts, the sweet folds between her legs. I know the freckles on her nose and the little mole on her belly, just above her navel. And she knows me the same way. “I’m her carpenter. Decker Renovation.”  
 
    He nods, his face relaxing a bit, but his eyes are still glittering and hard. “I didn’t realize carpenters brought flowers to their clients.”  
 
    I arrange my lips in a big grin. I’m not going to let this prick, whoever he thinks he is, get the best of me. “They don’t, usually. But Madeline’s special.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that.” 
 
    And then I know, even without him saying anything, who he is.  
 
    He confirms it. “I was married to her.” He steps his feet apart on the tar, widening his stance a little like he’s ready to take me on. “We’ve been in frequent contact lately. In fact, she invited me over tonight.”  
 
    Invited him?  
 
    “Madeline and I have a lot to talk about. I’m looking forward to spending more and more time with her.”  
 
    The bunch of flowers feels like a dead weight in my hand—similar to how my heart feels in my chest. I’ve heard enough.  
 
    I won’t give this jerk the satisfaction of a response. I turn around and get into my truck, tossing the flowers on the floor in front of the passenger seat. Her ex has left me enough room to back out. My blood is sizzling in my veins. The only reason I don’t go screeching out of the driveway is because I don’t want him to know what his words did to me. Anger, pain, humiliation—they’re all banging around inside of me, climbing one over the other till I feel like I’m going to explode. I’ve got a death grip on the steering wheel, and my fingers don’t loosen up till I’m off Newbury Neck. Idiot, thinking I should just show up at her house. Everything about this night feels wrong—especially the possibility that the dirt-bag ex-husband will end up with her.  
 
    But I can’t control that. I need to look at what I can control. Like viewing this as a sign that I should just let this go for good. Meaning permanently, instead of this waffling back and forth I’ve been doing.  
 
    I know one thing that will help me get that done.  
 
    I reach for my phone on the seat next to me, glance down to thumb through my contacts and make a call.  
 
    “Jackson.” My father sounds surprised to hear from me.  
 
    “Hello, Dad. I’ve made up my mind about the Concord position. If your offer’s still open...” I swallow hard, the words like pieces of cold metal in my mouth. 
 
    “...I’ll take it.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 ~ Madeline 
 
    October 16 
 
    The roses are the first thing I notice; his smile, the second. Both are cringe-worthy because of their assumption. I’m already pissed off, not only because he’s here, but because he let himself into the house. Note to self: change the security code. I have to give myself a little pep talk, stay focused on the grand prize of my ex-husband fading into oblivion. Just a few unpleasant moments—like being under the dentist’s drill—and then the cavity that’s caused me so much aggravation will be gone.  
 
    “You look beautiful.” His gaze crisscrosses over me.  
 
    I feel his eyes like little barbs poking into my skin. I set my Sea Bag on the kitchen table, looking around for Murphy, who is nowhere to be seen. He never liked Paul. Smart cat.  
 
    “Still bringing work home with you?” Paul nods toward the bag. “You were always dedicated.” 
 
    Unlike how you were as a husband. “What is it you wanted to talk to me about?”  
 
    “We were a good team, weren’t we, Linnie? In the business, but also as husband and wife.”  
 
    I am not in the mood for a walk down memory lane. Not when it had some significant potholes, like oh, say, all those times he was screwing one of our clients. “I’d appreciate it if you’d get to the point.” 
 
    He blinks, like he’s surprised at my tone. “Can we go in the living room and sit down?”  
 
    “All right. Fine.”  
 
    Hesitating, he looks down at the bouquet in his hands. Under different circumstances, I might have gotten the Waterford vase out of the top cupboard, filled it with water and displayed the flowers on the center of my kitchen table. But this is my ex-husband, and both he and the roses are unwanted. I have no desire to keep either one.  
 
    Paul lays the flowers on the kitchen counter and walks into the living room. I wait until he takes a seat on the couch, and I sit on the floral armchair across from him, kicking off my pumps and tucking my feet underneath me.  
 
    He stares down at the carpet, flicks a piece of lint off his pants. “I guess I’ll just come right out and say it.” A pause, and then a slow lift of his head, his face etched with determination. “I’m still in love with you.”  
 
    I’d prepared myself that he might say something like this, while marveling that now, after all this time, he could have the audacity to think I’d want to hear these words from a mouth that kissed someone else while that mouth was married to my mouth. Right after we had split up, when I was feeling very broken myself, I would have taken him back. But I put the pieces of me back together to the point where I felt whole enough to risk falling apart again—with someone else. Someone who made me feel things I didn’t know I could. Someone who was worth the pain of losing.  
 
    And even if there had been no one else...there would not be Paul.  
 
    “I made a terrible mistake,” he continues. “I realize it, now. I’ve changed my mind. I want you back.” He exhales slowly. “I want us back.”  
 
    I don’t want to look at him. I don’t want to be sitting here, doing this. I cast my gaze around the room, as though I might find inspiration for the right things to say in the beige drapes, the fireplace, the oak corner tables.  
 
    “Paul...you need to listen to me. You’re not the only one who’s gone through some changes. I’m a different person now. I don’t see you the same way. You may have decided you want me back, but I’ve decided the opposite. I don’t want you.”  
 
    The pleading intensity in his eyes fades into pain. I have to think this is what he saw in my eyes when he told me he wanted a divorce.  
 
    “Madeline. I believe we can save this, salvage what we had...” 
 
    “There is nothing to save, Paul. It’s over.”  
 
    His lips bunch up as if he’s tasted something sour. “It’s because of your handyman, isn’t it?” 
 
    I’m stopped cold, as if someone threw a glass of ice water in my face. The vibe in the room goes from tepid to turbulent. So much for being prepared for what he had to say. I never could have anticipated this. How would he know about Jack? I struggle to keep my composure. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    He’s practically spitting the words at me. “Goodness, Linnie...I would have thought you’d have higher standards than that.”  
 
    “It is none of your business who I choose to date.” A disturbing thought seizes me. “Are you—my goodness, Paul, have you been stalking me?”  
 
    “Goodness. Give me a little credit, will you? Reaching out to you by phone...yes. Hiding in your rhododendrons and peeking in the window? No.” He narrows his eyes at me, his face darkening. “Did you invite him over on purpose? Knowing I’d run into him?”  
 
    “Invite him...” My stomach lurches. Oh my goodness, oh my goodness, oh my Goodness. “Jack was here?”  
 
    “He was. You weren’t expecting him?”  
 
    “No.” My voice is brittle, like it might break. Like I might break. Jack was here. And then I zero in on the was here. He must have left because of Paul. “Did you tell him who you were?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “What did you say to him?” It is a small miracle that I’m able to verbally edit what THE HECK did you say to him? but somehow, I do. 
 
    “You sound concerned, Madeline.” He looks at me, unblinking. He seems to be enjoying my stress, and fresh loathing for him sets my blood ablaze. 
 
    “Tell me what happened, or this conversation is over.”  
 
    A sigh of annoyance. “I told your handyman the truth—we’d been in frequent contact, you invited me over, and that I was looking forward to spending more time with you.” 
 
    The very implication that he and I are on the path to some sort of reconciliation makes me shudder. I can only imagine what Jack felt, hearing this, and I have no doubt Paul laced his words with confidence, arrogance. Add to that the bouquet of romantic red roses. Oh my goodness. Jack. 
 
    I have to call him. But first—I need to get rid of my ex-husband. For good. 
 
    “Paul,” I say, unwrapping each word as delicately as though they were eggs. “You need to hear me. Really hear me. Our relationship was over the moment you decided to sleep with someone else.” 
 
    “You wanted me back. You said so.” There is a growing desperation in his tone, because he knows no matter what he says, I am not going to care. 
 
    Just like he didn’t care when I begged him not to leave me.  
 
    “I am not out to hurt you, Paul. Truly, I’m not. But even if your feelings for me have returned—and I honestly think it’s more about you being lost than being in love—you need to find a way to let them go. To let me go. Please. If you cared about me at all, please, just do that for me.”  
 
    Unwanted tears spring to my eyes. Dang, I don’t want to cry in front of my ex, but I just want him to leave my house, my life. All I can think of is getting to Jack.  
 
    Paul stands up slowly. He raises his gaze to meet mine, and I am startled to see that I am not the only one whose eyes are brimming. Something passes between us, then: a rush of memories from when we both loved and liked each other, spiraling into the realization that we’d both walked far, far away from that place and would never find our way back.  
 
    “Okay,” he says dully. “Okay, Linnie. You have my word. I can give you that much.”  
 
    I wait until Paul has backed out of my driveway, and then I rush into the kitchen to get my phone. Murphy appears, slinking around my legs and purring as though he knows what has happened and approves. My fingers feel thick, clumsy—I’m shaking as I scroll through my contacts and make the call.  
 
    One ring. Two. Three. He answers. His voice is low, flat. Defeated. Oh, Jack! Once you hear what I have to say, it will be all right. It will! 
 
    “Hi,” I say, already breathless with eagerness. “I’m so glad I reached you.” 
 
    “Yeah? Why?”  
 
    “Because I had to make sure you understood.” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain anything, Madeline. I understand.”  
 
    “No, I don’t think you do. Listen, Jack, I know you saw my ex tonight. I agreed to let him come over, but only so I could make it clear that I wanted him to stay out of my life.”  
 
    “I was under the impression he was out of your life.”  
 
    Ughh. Incredible. I never actually shared with Jack how Paul kept contacting me. But in my defense, it wasn’t like Jack and I were in a typical relationship.  
 
    “He was. He is. After he and his girlfriend broke up, he started texting and calling me. He was relentless. But that’s over now.” There is silence. “Jack?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “You came over to my house.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He makes a deep, tired sigh—like it’s coming from the very core of him, where he’s been carrying it. A sigh that has weight.  
 
    “You wanted to see me.” I say it because he doesn’t. Words, like sighs, have weight.  
 
    “I wanted...I wanted to tell you goodbye.”  
 
    I sink down into a kitchen chair. Murphy springs up into my lap, rubbing his head on my arm. “Goodbye?”  
 
    “My father’s opening a store in Concord, New Hampshire. He’s asked me to run it. I said yes.”  
 
    “But—”  
 
    “I know you and I aren’t together, but I just thought I should...I don’t know. Guess I felt like I should say goodbye, since I’m moving.” His voice sharpens. “It’s probably better this way, over the phone. Easier.”  
 
    I pet and pet Murphy, running my hand up his striped tail as he arches his back. He doesn’t seem to notice the teardrops falling into his fur. I manage to form words and speak them. “You’re on better terms with your dad, then.” 
 
    “Yeah—we’ve got a ways to go, but things are definitely better.”  
 
    “I’m happy for you.”  
 
    “Thanks. Callaway—”  
 
    My heart clutches, flutters, at this mention of my name. “Yes?” 
 
    “I want to wish you the best. You’re a great person—a really great person—and you deserve to be happy.” 
 
    These are things you say to someone you don’t plan on seeing again. I can’t listen anymore, don’t want to hear him say goodbye. I choke out thank you and end the call just before the flood of tears, thinking my sobs will frighten Murphy off my lap.  
 
    He stays.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 ~ Jack 
 
    November 1 
 
    Since I made my decision to move to Concord, things have fallen into place unbelievably well. Owen and Dayna were looking for a bigger place now that they’ve got a baby on the way, and they decided to rent my house—furnished, so I don’t need to go through the hassle of moving anything except me and my personal stuff. I’ll miss this place, and the lake, but I’ve got to suck it up and leave it behind.  
 
    Along with other things. 
 
    My father seems much more relaxed, now that he knows I’ll be heading up the company once he retires. We’ve been talking more—mostly about the business, with him asking me for input, but also doing some father and son type of things, like going to the Pats game at Foxborough last weekend, watching from the New England Home Supply box. James was there, too, and even though we’re not what I’d called friendly yet, things are better between us. He seems genuinely sorry and anxious for us to get along like we used to. He offered to help me move in to my new place—a two-bedroom condo with a vaulted ceiling and lots of glass overlooking the ninth hole of the golf course in Canterbury. Definitely want to work on my golf game this spring—be good for me to have something that requires a lot of concentration. And I’m in the best shape I’ve ever been: working out a lot, not eating much.  
 
    So like I said—everything’s falling into place, and I’m anticipating the hollow space in my gut will fill in once I get out of state. Other than finishing up with my last two clients, I haven’t done much except grab a beer with Owen, chat on the phone with Drew to catch him up on everything and visit Ed each week at his new place, which I’m on my way to do right now. He doesn’t know I’m coming—thought I’d surprise him and bring him some spicy lunch from this Thai place he mentioned when he was complaining about the food at the retirement home being bland—in his words, “totally lacking in imagination and flavor.” The aroma from the take-out bag smells good. I’m hoping that might jump start my appetite.  
 
    When I visited Ed last weekend, I told him about my plans. I thought he’d be pleased to hear I was mending fences with my father and brother, but he fixed those pale gray eyes on me and asked if there might be other fences that needed fixing. Before I could stop myself, I let it slip about my last phone call with Callaway.  
 
    What are you waiting for, Mr. Decker?  
 
    Sir?  
 
    Seems to me you’ve been squandering a lot of precious time. You may not be able to verbalize it, but the look on your face is telling the story. I’d hate to see you skip what could be one of the most important chapters in your life. 
 
    I’m afraid it’s a little late for that, Ed. 
 
    Better to realize something late than spend the rest of your life wishing you had the time back. If I could snap these arthritic fingers for emphasis, I would. Time is fleeting, Jack. If she’s worth it, act. Don’t wait.  
 
    I started to get antsy, and I wasn’t sure if it was me feeling like I should do something, or just the fact that Ed King was making me feel uncomfortable, as he tends to do at times. Luckily, the activities director came in at that second to discuss an upcoming trip to the Blue Hill art gallery, so I was let off the hook.  
 
    I expect it’ll be more of the same from him today—little nudges, a poke here and there. I know he’s got my best interests at heart. I also know that one of two things will happen: I’ll eventually either become de-sensitized to his prodding, or I’ll get worked up to the point of spontaneous combustion. I’d be okay with that—anything to get rid of this gnawing in my gut.  
 
    The perky receptionist walks over to greet me when I come in. A couple of employees are working on a pumpkin and cornucopia display near the front desk. I always thought retirement homes would be depressing, but this place, the staff, is great—bright and warm. I feel good about Ed being here, even though I know he’d rather have lived out his remaining years in his Cape. With his wife.  
 
    “Good afternoon. You look like you know where you’re going.” The receptionist smiles.  
 
    “I do. Just here to see Ed King.” I lift up the take-out bag and gesture toward the hallway; his suite is on the first floor.  
 
    And just like that, her face changes. She doesn’t have to say a thing, because I know.  
 
    The ache in my gut climbs upward, digging into my heart and squeezing hard. My mouth drops open, I rake a hand through my hair and shake my head in a silent no. Because it can’t be. I don’t want it to be.  
 
    She reaches out a hand and lays it on my arm, her eyes large and anxious. “I’m so sorry that you’re finding out this way—we do our best to make sure this doesn’t happen, but since we only notify emergency contacts, we leave it up to them to get in touch with others. Are you a relative?” 
 
    “No. Not really. Close friend.” I don’t know what the heck to do. I want to get out of here, or run down the hall to his suite and hope this is a mistake, that he’ll be sitting in his recliner reading the New York Times.  
 
    “Are you all right? Would you like to sit down? I can get you a glass of water.” 
 
    “No. Thank you.”  
 
    “Mr. King’s son is here, packing up some things. If you’d like to go to his suite, you could talk to him. He can give you more details, and seeing him might make you feel a bit better.”  
 
    Part of me just wants to leave, but I know that Ed would want me to meet his son.  
 
    “Thanks. I’ll do that.”  
 
    My legs feel wooden, walking down the hall. The door to Ed’s suite is partly open. I knock before entering, and a man’s voice calls out, “come in.”  
 
    Ed’s son is standing behind the kitchen table. There’s a stack of newspapers in front of him—New York Times—next to an open plastic bin. He’s wrapping up a coffee mug in a sheet of paper and tucks it in the bin, looking up at me expectantly. He’s a junior version of Ed, with the same hooked nose and light gray eyes, only he’s wearing a dark V-neck sweater and jeans instead of a button-down shirt and Chinos.  
 
    He looks pale, tired. I feel almost like I’m intruding, since his dad just died. Somehow, I feel like mine did, too.  
 
    “I’m Jack Decker...I did some work on your dad’s house, and we got to be good friends. I came to visit him today and was shocked to hear the news. I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Thank you. Garrett King.” He holds out his hand and grips mine firmly. “I’m sorry you had to hear this way. You were on my list of people to call, and I apologize for not getting to you sooner. He just passed away last night, so it was a bit of a shock.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, what happened? The last time I saw him, he seemed fine.” The second I say that last word, I’m reminded of how you can say it and act it but not be it.  
 
    “They’re not exactly sure. He died in his sleep. They said he looked very peaceful, so I’m taking comfort in that. This may sound harsh, but honestly, it’s somewhat of a relief that he doesn’t have to face the holidays without my mom. I guess I kind of like the idea of them being together again, even though I’m going to miss him more than I can put into words.”  
 
    I know the feeling. 
 
    Garrett wipes at his eyes, and I feel my own eyes stinging like mad. I can’t stay much longer. “Your dad was an amazing man. I learned a lot from him in the past few months.” 
 
    He laughs softly, his face brightening with affection. “Always the teacher.”  
 
    “That was definitely Ed. I wish I’d met him sooner.” 
 
    “Better late than never.”  
 
    Better to realize something late...Ed’s words, the last time I saw him. This might sound crazy, but I swear I feel Ed in Garrett’s gaze. 
 
    “I don’t want to take up any more of your time, so I’m going to head out. I’d picked up some Thai food...” My voice breaks off a little. My throat feels thick and I clear it. “I’ll just leave it with you, if you feel like eating anything. Could I give you my number so you can let me know about your dad’s service? I’d really like to be there.”   
 
    “Absolutely.” Garrett pulls his phone from his pocket and adds me as a contact. His eyes snap back to mine, his pupils widening. “Hey, I’m just remembering your name. Dad left something for you.” He turns away to go to one of the kitchen cupboards and comes back to the table with a small box, my name and address written in shaky black script.  
 
    I take it, the package surprisingly heavy. “Thank you.” I’m feeling awkward, like maybe I should open it now, although I don’t really want to in case I lose it emotionally. It turns out that Ed’s son must have inherited his dad’s perceptive gene.  
 
    “It’s totally up to you, but it would probably be easier to open it in private.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. Thanks. And again, my deepest condolences.”  
 
    “I appreciate it. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    We shake hands. The receptionist gives me a quick smile as I leave, and I nod at her to let her know I’ll be okay—even though I have my doubts.  
 
    I walk out to the parking lot, the reality of Ed’s passing hovering over me like it’s not quite sure when to land. Not yet, I tell it. Not yet.  
 
    I get a sharp pang in my heart when I open my truck door and the smell of the Thai food is still there. Goodness, how things can change in a blink.  
 
    It’s chilly, so I start up the truck and flick the heater on high. I’m curious to see what’s in the box and slide my finger under one of the flaps, grinning a little, because Ed taped the heck out of it.  
 
    The first thing I see is bubble wrap, and more bubble wrap. I lift out the object—it’s small, but heavy—and carefully peel off the wrap to reveal what Ed King left me.  
 
    It’s the butterfly.  
 
    Aw, idiot. Aw, Ed… 
 
    Marian’s butterfly.  
 
    His words come fluttering back to me, dancing around in the slowly-warming cab of my truck, mixing and swirling with the smell of steamed dumplings and mango chicken and the floaty truth I don’t want to face, that a wise and wonderful old man is gone.  
 
    Life is a blink. I needed to focus on what was most important.  
 
    Don’t be a fool like I was and take for granted what’s most precious in life.  
 
    I lose it, then, the tears falling out of my eyes and onto the crystal wings, and I hope Ed won’t mind that I’m getting this thing all wet. Something tells me he’d be very happy with my reaction.  
 
    Gently, I wipe off the butterfly with the edge of my shirt, glad that the truck’s windows are tinted so no one can see me sitting here bawling like a baby. The ache inside me that’s been there ever since I said goodbye to Callaway is so strong, it almost has a sound. People always say, listen to your gut.  
 
    Between that, and this “crystal-clear” sign from Ed that I’m holding in my hands, there’s no doubt what I have to do. 
 
    And I’m going to go do it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 ~ Madeline 
 
    November 2 
 
    November, I’ve decided as I’m driving home from work, is a cold-hearted jerk. She is my least favorite month for a few reasons: the early darkness, the damp, chilly air, and the colors—or more accurately, the lack thereof. If I had to pick a palette for November, I’d choose hard yellow and mud brown. The only thing good about this month is that it’s thirty days instead of thirty-one. I can’t even count Thanksgiving as a bonus because Thanksgiving means family, and since my parents are planning to stay in Sedona until Christmas, I’ll be spending Turkey Day alone, unless I want to fly across the country by myself on one of the busiest travel days of the year. Hours at the airport and sitting in an aluminum tube 30,000 feet in the air with a couple hundred strangers who may or may not be harboring contagious viruses...no thanks. I’ll pass.  
 
    I guess November isn’t the only cold-hearted jerk.  
 
    I’ve been staying at the office a little later, just so the night at home will seem shorter. Murphy is going to be hungry, and if he were the type of cat to hold grudges, I’d be in for it. I’ll make it up to him with real tuna, not cat food, and we’ll snuggle on the couch with a fleece blanket and a little Netflix. Maybe a little Barefoot Moscato.  
 
    So not only is it November, but it’s dark and misting, thirty-four degrees according to my car thermometer, and I also realize, coming up on my house, that it’s only Monday.  
 
    But all of those gloomy thoughts shrink into wisps of irrelevance, because there is a black Ford Super Duty in my driveway, gleaming under the security spotlight.  
 
    That truck is supposed to be in Concord, New Hampshire. But somehow, it is not. 
 
    It is here. 
 
    I pull in behind the truck, turn off the ignition and climb out of my car. My legs are shaking, and it’s not because of the cold. I walk quickly to the door, my coat flapping and my skirt swishing at my knees, jabbing at the security keypad with fingers that don’t seem to want to work. I am vaguely aware of the warmth of my house rushing around me, vaguely aware of Murphy winding in and out of my legs. Automatically, I go to the pantry and throw a handful of dry Purina on the kitchen floor, my promise of tuna shoved to the back of my mind, because Jack.   
 
    Where is he?  
 
    “Jack?” I call out cautiously, like there’s some enchantment at work here, and I don’t want to break the spell. And then, when there’s no answer, a little more loudly. “Jack?”  
 
    Nothing. I walk a loop around the first floor, checking every room as uneasiness climbs up into my throat. Did I imagine seeing his truck? Is the jerk that is November messing with my mind?  
 
    The bedroom. Could he be waiting for me? My goodness. Yes—my unspoken fantasy, replayed hundreds of times, coming to life. I climb the stairs as fast as I can. 
 
    Only, no. Just my neatly-made bed, an indent on the comforter where Murphy likes to sleep, and the dark en suite bathroom.  
 
    So where is… 
 
    I swing my gaze to the bedroom windows overlooking the backyard. Lights, down near the water.  
 
    Clutching my coat in front of me, I clatter back down the stairs, out the side door, the damp breath of November coating my face. I’m wobbling in my heels as I cross the bumpy, frozen ground, praying that I won’t twist an ankle or fall on my face. Praying that everything is okay with Jack.  
 
    Past the now-dormant bushes of beach roses, there is light. Lights, plural—two sets of work lights on metal tripod stands, hooked up to what looks like a motor on wheels that’s humming steadily. 
 
    I walk along beside the orange extension cord on my way to the sea. And I see.  
 
    Jack is a blurry silhouette in the ocean mist, standing on the flat black picnic rock. His image sharpens and brightens as I get closer. He is not alone.  
 
    Surrounding him are neatly-constructed stacks of rocks of varying heights: fifteen or so, dwarfed even more by their creator’s size.  
 
    He made cairns. 
 
    I draw in my breath and hold it, like you do when you want to believe something so much, yet you don’t quite dare.  
 
    He steps into the glare of the work light, about ten feet away from me. I don’t dare to move. He’s wearing a thick, navy blue coat with a brown suede collar, jeans and work boots. His hair is wind-tossed and damp, a few pieces clinging to his forehead so he looks impossibly charming and boyish as well as insanely gorgeous. His blue eyes are bright and clear, with such depth and intensity I want to fall inside them and never come out.  
 
    I am trying like mad not to dissolve into the big hot mess that’s bubbling within me.  
 
    He starts the conversation. This is a good thing, because I can’t.  
 
    “I didn’t want to mess up your lawn by driving my truck down, even though the ground feels solid. So I wheeled down my generator, set up my work lights. Turned out to be a pretty sweet set-up, to get the job done.”  
 
    “You’ve been busy,” I say, finally.  
 
    “It’s like therapy, making them. I’ve learned a lot.”  
 
    I can see him shiver, beneath his coat. “You should have a hat on.” 
 
    “How do you know I don’t?” His grin is devilish, devastating.  
 
    My entire lower half bursts into flames. I raise my index finger, give him a point in the air. “It’s good to know that some things haven’t changed.”  
 
    “Agreed. But other things have. I have, Callaway.”  
 
    His expression turns so serious that I get scared—like really, really scared. Like maybe I’ve misinterpreted this whole thing. “Jack...if you’re here to say goodbye again...” 
 
    “Hear me out.” He takes a step closer. “I finally researched cairns, and how people use them as markers. One of the coolest things I read was that they let you know you’re on the path, but they don’t necessarily direct you. They just show you the way.” He pauses, takes a breath. I can see his frosty exhale on the air. “I needed to find direction on my own. And the path led back to you.”  
 
    I cannot move. Cannot speak.  
 
    “I learned that cairns are a way to communicate. And that they symbolize connection. And I know you really like them. So I thought I’d use these to communicate my connections to you. Come here.” He reaches out a gloved hand. I take it, my body buzzing with anticipation and curiosity. And fiery arousal, even with this minor physical contact.  
 
    Some things never change.  
 
    He leads me, gently, to the cairns and points as he explains each one. “This one represents my connection to your humor. I tried to make it look twisted, because that’s how our humor can be. And that one next to it is supposed to look like it has a roof, with the pyramid-shaped rock on top. That’s your house, which was our first connection.” He squeezes my hand. “Couldn’t figure out how to make it look like a bathroom, but you get the idea.”  
 
    “The little one with the light-colored rocks...that’s your innocence, your vulnerability. I was drawn to that right off.” 
 
    He walks me from cairn to cairn, keeping my hand in his, until he’s told me about each connection: a cairn that appears to widen toward the top, for the trust I showed in him and for what he’s built toward me. A solid stack for my strength of character, a tower of “the prettiest rocks” he could find to represent how he’s attracted to me. There is even a small cairn for Murphy, with a curve of little rocks in a shallow S for the tail.  And lastly, the biggest stack of all: his feelings for me—complete with a heart-shaped rock on top.  
 
    “So like I said, I’ve learned a lot about cairns, and I saw some posts on line from people pissed off about rocks being moved around and little creatures being disturbed, but since I’m freezing my rear off out here, I figured there wasn’t anything actually living under them. At least, I hope not. And we can definitely take them all down.” He looks so earnest, so genuinely concerned, I have all I can do not to throw my arms around him, hold him tight.  
 
    But there is more that Jack Decker needs to say. He takes my other hand so that he’s holding both, rubbing his gloved thumbs over my knuckles, warming my chilled skin.  
 
    I feel his touch everywhere within me.  
 
    He sighs shakily, that perfectly-sculpted mouth parting. “Goodness, this was a lot easier to say when only my truck could hear me. I’ve got to be honest, Callaway—the feelings I’m having scare me trashless—way beyond my spider phobia. And that’s why I kept pushing you away, until I finally got it through my head that you can’t escape something that’s in your heart. As much as I tried to deny what was happening, I kept taking you with me.”  
 
    His eyes don’t leave my face. They skim over my forehead, down the bridge of my nose and linger on my lips. I can’t stop trembling.  
 
    “When a female client would call me for a job, I’d make a game out of predicting what she would look like. I’m usually pretty accurate, but with you, I was totally wrong. In my defense, though...nothing could have prepared me for your reality. And I was wrong about thinking I could apply my usual rules to you. I couldn’t. Most of all, I was wrong to think I could leave you. Because I can’t.”  
 
    My cheeks are wet, but it’s a warm wet, spilling out of my eyes and mingling with the light rain. I want to wipe them, but I don’t want to let go of his hands. Or him. Ever. 
 
    “I would have arrived at this conclusion at some point on my own, but I had some help from a very wise man who taught me about the importance of not wasting time.” His eyes are glistening.  
 
    I almost don’t dare to ask, but I have to. “What about Concord?”  
 
    Jack shakes his head. “I’m not going. I called my dad today and told him. He took the news way better than I expected. There’s even a good chance he’ll still have me take over for him and stay in Maine. I recommended my buddy Drew to run the store down there, and Dad liked the idea, so it’s a win-win. Drew gets to move up in the company, which he totally deserves, and I get to...stay.”  
 
    The sea breeze whips strands of hair into my mouth, and I reluctantly let go of Jack’s hand to brush them away. My heart soars into the November night, somewhere over the clouds that can’t hold on to the rain any longer, just as I can’t hold on to my tears, or my joy.  
 
    “Oh,” is all I can manage to say, although what I’m thinking is, oh. My. GOODNESS. He’s going to stay. Jack is going to stay.  
 
    He puts a hand on each side of my face, brushing my cheekbones with his thumbs. “Don’t cry, my sweet girl,” he murmurs.  
 
    Which of course brings fresh tears. “I love...your truck,” I sob. “I really, really love your truck, and seeing it in my driveway.”  
 
    “I love my truck in your driveway, too, Callaway. And I love your house. Funny thing about houses...there’s a feeling that each one gives off. When I walked into yours, I was surprised that it felt so comforting and familiar. Now I know why.” His voice grows husky. “Because I felt like I’d come home.”  
 
    With a little choked cry, I stand up on my tiptoes, as high as I can, and wrap my arms around his neck. He bends toward me, making one of the sexiest half-groans, half-sighs that could ever be uttered and crushes my lips with his warm mouth. We kiss and gasp at how good it feels and kiss some more, until he breaks away. “Callaway...I want to kiss you forever, but can we do it inside? Because I can’t feel my rear. Literally, I can’t feel it.”  
 
    Laughing, I slide my hands around to the back side of him and squeeze. “No worries...it’s still there. Still firm, still grope-able, still amazing. But yes, let’s go in.”  
 
    I wrap my arms around myself as Jack races to the generator and shuts it off, then scoops me up in his arms and buries his cold nose in my neck, making me squirm and giggle. And even though there is a frigid wind coming off the water, a hard rain pelting my head, and there’s not a star to be seen in this black, black night, everything is color, everything is brightness, everything is warmth...and I love November, so much. 
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    Thank you so much for reading BIG DECK. If you enjoyed it, I would be immensely grateful if you’d post a review - just a couple of lines would be much appreciated. Reviews are critical in helping new authors get more exposure. 
 
    Want to read the super steamy, 2100 word epilogue to BIG DECK? Sign up for my latest news including works in progress, book releases, sneak peeks, ARC’s and giveaways by emailing me at authorremyrose@gmail.com, and I’ll send you Jack and Madeline’s sexy, romantic bonus scene! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I'm currently writing a companion book to BIG DECK - a stand-alone romantic comedy featuring Madeline’s BFF Delaney - but while you’re waiting, she said slyly, here are links to my previous contemporary women’s fiction books that feature humor and romance, along with a sample chapter. 
 
    CURING CHRISTINE https://www.amazon.com/Curing-Christine-Journey-Jilted-Hypochondriac-ebook/dp/B01D97T556/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1494507711&sr=8-1&keywords=Curing+Christine 
 
    THE MOMENT JUST BEFORE: https://www.amazon.com/Moment-Just-Before-Remy-Rose-ebook/dp/B01DVE3FEE/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1494507748&sr=8-1&keywords=The+Moment+Just+Before 
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 Chapter One 
 
    “So compared to other ones...you're saying it's like, normal-sized?” His face is earnest with a shade of uneasiness.  
 
    I answer quickly, to reassure him. “Oh, yes! Definitely normal.” 
 
    He puts his hands on his hips, and his tight t-shirt strains in protest. I can see very clearly-defined pecs through the white fabric. Nipples, too, and I feel a twinge of something akin to embarrassment. His bright expression fades. “Oh. Okay. I was thinkin' it might be above average, just 'cause it looked so huge. Not like I stare at it all the time or anything, but I was just gettin' kinda keyed up, thinking there was somethin' wrong. Y'know, those boners—I mean, erections—all the time.” He flashes me a crooked smile, color blooming in his cheeks. 
 
    Goodness. He is proud of this. What is he, thirteen?  
 
    His teeth are very straight, very white. He has a dazzling smile—early Tom Cruise, before he got weird. I feel the familiar flutter in my belly. It is starting.  
 
    Stop, I scold myself. He is a redneck. You don't do rednecks. Usually. 
 
    “I got some pictures with my phone so you could...y'know, see what I'm talkin' about.” He walks over to stand next to me, his hip brushing against mine. He is standing much closer than he needs to, and I think he knows this. I can smell his cologne: Gio, one of my favorites. I silently applaud and curse Giorgio Armani.  
 
    I tip my head down to look at the screen on his phone, and in doing so, a lock of my hair slips forward. I am just about to push it back when I feel his fingers grazing my cheekbone as he tucks the stray piece behind my ear. I catch my breath and instantly hope he didn't hear. All of this is unexpected—not only that he touched me, but how: lightly skimming the surface of my skin, curving around my ear, letting his fingers linger in my hair and then slide down my neck. He is surprisingly gentle for a redneck. And his fingertips: soft, not sandpapery, as one might have guessed. 
 
    “Goodness, I'm sorry. I don't know why I just did that.” His wide-eyed, innocent gaze makes him look like a teenage boy. The result is both charming and disarming. I do not believe him for a second. But I forgive him.  
 
    I give a half-smile and wave my hand at him to brush away his apology. I force myself to breathe normally, to make my face appear smooth, relaxed, as I look at the pictures on his phone. His index finger glides across the screen as he scrolls through the menu. I note that his nails are clean and neatly trimmed. Always a good thing. He continues to stroke the screen, and I swallow hard.  
 
    “See?” He taps the phone. “There it is.”  
 
    I look closer at the photo of the erection.  
 
    “So that's normal? Because there’s no rhyme or reason when it happens...one time I was cooking a roast, so I thought he was excited about the smell of that, but it can happen at totally random times. like when my grandmother visits.” 
 
    Relief. He is talking about grandmothers—sweet, spindly, shawl-clad, blue-haired old ladies. Absolutely non-sexual. I can breathe.  
 
    “Given the results of my exam, the absence of any inflammation or discharge, and the fact that urination is normal, I think we can safely say there isn't any serious condition. The erections are frequent, but not persistent, so we can rule out priapism. It seems to be a behavioral issue.”  
 
    The man who will now be known as Frequent Erection is nodding, as if he understands everything I am saying—even the big words. He reaches in his pocket, takes out a small tin of breath mints and shakes one into his hand. I feel a stirring in my belly. He holds out the container to me in an offering. I shake my head. He shrugs, smiles, pops the mint in his mouth and begins crunching methodically. “So...what do we do about this?” 
 
    I look down at the dog, a Malamute, his almond eyes kind and warm. He wags his plumed tail at me, and I reach out to pet the dark grey fur between his ears. He is a majestic and beautiful creature, a perfect specimen of the breed—despite his overly-enthusiastic pink torpedo, which for now remains hidden. Perhaps all this talk has embarrassed him.  
 
    “He's young, so this behavior may subside over time, although it may just be something you'll have to live with.”  
 
    Frequent Erection grins. White, white teeth. “I guess there are worse things, right? Hard-ons aren't so bad.”  
 
    No. Nooo, they are not. I feel the flutter in my belly head south. Grandmothers. Dentures. Orthopedic shoes. The smell of Ben Gay, not Gio.  
 
    Humor. I will use humor. “You could try keeping the show dog magazines away from him.” There, that ought to lighten the texual sension in the room. Texual sension...my goodness, I can't even think straight. That word. Straight. 
 
    His grin broadens, and oh, look...a dimple. I hadn't noticed that before. I give myself a mental shake and smile, stepping carefully around the dog and moving to the computer to type in my notes from the exam. The only sounds in the room are the steady thrumming of the keyboard (in particular, the delete key) and canine panting. And then a very prominent exhale, inches from my ear. Frequent Erection is standing directly behind me.  
 
    “You look like you're concentrating real good,” he says softly. “Are you thinking long and hard?” 
 
    My fingers freeze and hover over the keys as the flutter in my pelvis turns into a steady throb. The thought of old ladies has done little to quell my burgeoning arousal, so I turn my attention to other things which might work: impacted canine anal glands. Oozing feline abscesses. Newt Gingrich.  
 
    I feel Frequent Erection's breath on the back of my neck: cool, steady puffs of air that make my skin both tingle and burn. He removes my stethoscope and places it carefully on the exam table. The Malamute whines softly as he settles his bulk onto the floor. Frequent Erection puts his hands on my waist, turns me around and guides me gently but firmly to the exam room's rear door. I can feel the flame in my cheeks as my breathing quickens. It is happening.  
 
    I find myself pushed against the door, and it suddenly strikes me that what Frequent Erection might be lacking in couth, he more than makes up for in crafty, given how he is using me to block anyone from entering. He is a couple of inches shorter than I am, making stand-up sex perfect.  
 
    Pressing himself against me, he puts his mouth to my ear. His voice is low, husky—husky as in the sound, not his dog. “Want me to go slow, or do you want it quick, like last time?” 
 
    Now there is a question. I want it slow, but I need it fast.  
 
    “Quick,” I whisper. “I have a watery eye scheduled in ten.”  
 
    “Goodness, it turns me on when you talk all medical like that,” he mutters.  
 
    His lips are on my neck, warm and damp, as his arm reaches around my waist to pull me in close. My heart begins to pound as I feel Frequent Erection's erection poking at my thigh through his jeans. His free hand moves under my open lab coat to the top of my pants which he deftly unbuttons, and he covers my mouth with his. His kisses are forceful, insistent—I am only able to take quick, shallow breaths which sound like whimpers, and this further excites him. I smell Gio, I taste wintergreen, and I am lost. 
 
    I bring my hands down from his chest to fumble with his belt buckle. His pants sufficiently loosened, I slip my hand inside to cup his sac, stroking it lightly until he groans against my mouth. His testicles feel smooth and firm, and I slide my hand up his shaft to the head of his penis—my favorite part. For a fleeting moment, I contemplate getting on my knees and taking him in my mouth, but there is not enough time. (Note to self: have Carol and Roxanne schedule his future appointments for a double slot.)  
 
    He hooks his thumbs in the side of my pants and tugs them down. The cool air in the room nibbles at my bare legs and I shiver. Frequent Erection takes his mouth off me, chuckling softly. “Cold, baby? Let me warm you up.”  
 
    “Hurry,” I whisper. He reaches into his pocket for a condom packet, tears it open and rolls the condom down his length while I step out of my pants and panties. Positioning himself to enter me, he crushes my mouth with his. His tongue probes mine just as the swollen head of his member rubs at my opening. This is one of my favorite moments in sex: the anticipation. If there were more time, I would make sure this moment lasted...the kisses would become longer, slower, deeper. Hands in each other's hair, gripping tightly. Hips inches apart, rigid penis tantalizingly close. Both of us wanting, aching.  
 
    But there is very little time, so we need to just idiot. 
 
    I brace myself as Frequent Erection jerks his hips forward. With each thrust, my spine is bumped against the door, and I cringe—both out of discomfort and uneasiness that others will hear. But the feeling below is so good (bonus: ribbed condom) that I ignore the pain in my back and give myself over to mesmerizing coital rhythm.  
 
    He places his hands on the door above my head for better leverage, his breathing accelerated into hot, harsh panting. We are not kissing anymore; this is all business, and I am fine with it. Get 'er done...redneck style. I marvel at the two of us: virtual strangers in an intimate body lock—so in tune, so in sync—sharing, not caring. My style.  
 
    I tilt my hips forward to heighten the sensation, my hands gripping his shoulders. He feels buff, taut...everything about him is hard and fit and sexy, and I can feel the beginnings of my release...the sweet, sweet seconds right before I climax.  
 
    “Unnhh....Gahhhd,” he gasps. I feel him swell inside me as he ejaculates, and this, as always, pushes me over the edge. I bite my lip to keep from moaning his name at the same second I realize I don't know it. The Malamute whines impatiently. I open my eyes on the fringe of my climax to see, as expected, my husband—standing in the corner, arms folded, shaking his head at me, bemused. 
 
    And the most amazing thing of all is not that my husband is standing in the corner of an exam room, watching me in the throes of my orgasm. It's that he's dead.  
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